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- Chapter One -

The Oaken Fort

Tick-tock went the old, worn clock. A creaking bough rocked outside William’s window, knocking metrically against the pane, as of a cripple wanting in from winter’s pinch. Shadows of witching hour blackened his room, save for a corner of moonlight that unveiled the clock beside his open door. William was back in Ballycongraggon, in his own bed, peering blindly into a dim hallway. Neither comfort nor fondness warmed his little heart the way one would imagine, for he was petrified of what may be waiting for him behind that unsettling nothingness.

Tick-tock went the worn, old clock. But for the rapping at his window, that was all he could hear. Then came a faint scribbling. A light scratching which he could not figure out. Peeking over his covers, he noticed the pendulum was stuck, while the scratching was of a spider, rubbing its legs upon the face.

Tick-tock went that broken, old clock, and then it stopped, scaring the spider into hiding. William crawled to the foot of his bed to take a closer look, when he heard the creak of his mother’s doorknob in the hallway. He froze. A withered shadow of her former self, she emerged; oily hair tossed about her face. Like some hollowed out creature, she moved without hope, nor spirit, nor mind. This wilted apparition was far from the mother he once adored. Tormented looking. Mumbling things. Painful words it seemed. Whimpers. The shadows whispered back in a chant just as faint, while things stirred amongst them. Dark, long-fingered things, with thin, slithering tails, who only answered to misery’s call.

William couldn’t quite hear what she was saying, so worriedly, he asked, “Ma? What’s wrong?”

Arms dead by her sides, his voice went unnoticed as she inched her way down the eerie corridor. The shadow beings slithered around her and the walls took to crackling. An acrid smell of smoke tainted the air. Orange swirls burned through the stone, peeling the weathered whitewash into smouldering flakes. Deirdre staggered on. And as the rose-red tongues branded her steps all the further, William noticed how her skin was as grey as bleached rock and was peeling from her bones like ash. She then stopped and turned her ear in his direction.

“M-My son? Is that you?” she sobbed, when her limp body collapsed into a dusty pile of ashes.

The inferno swallowed itself into nothing and a porcelain face of nightmares, just as suddenly, sprung up from beneath William’s bed mere inches from his trembling lip.

“Think you have it in you, boy?!” it snarled viciously.

A gatling spray of a thousand searing holes punctured through William’s reality from another world, revealing a soaring city, rank with neglect, whose design was centuries beyond Lythiann’s and was too imperious to be anything from his own time.

William tumbled back against his headboard to find himself beneath a quiet stone bridge, next to the creeping embers of last night’s logs whilst his friends snored soundly all around him. Another nightmare. Hearing a faint scraping nearby, he feared that the spider of his dreams might have returned to haunt him, though it was nothing more than a snoozing Khrum scratching himself where he shouldn’t have been. Dawn’s soft glow gathered behind the abandoned hill-forts of the east, so he sat up until it was time to move out.

* * *

Beyond the golden meadows of the closing Midland, leading into the fjord county of Iywèk, was an abrupt, lofty hill. It scaled high before the bulging clouds of yonder. This gap was their course. For a gap it was; closed off on either side by the Glass Mountains and the Grand Plateaus. These wondrous formations scaled up into the sunlit sky as the icy mist drifted from their shoulders like swirls of vapour from a thawing glacier.

William stopped and stared at the soaring summits that sloped westward to the very land of their outset.

Allowing the others to walk ahead, Icrick strolled up to his side, and asked, “William, why have you stopped? All is well, I trust?”

Peering up at those three iced peaks, William replied, “Oh, I’m fine. Just taking in some o’ the scenery. These mountains…they’re beautiful, Icrick. Really something!”

“Indeed they are.” The Grogoch nodded, admiring those wise slopes. “The Glass Mountains! Very beautiful from afar, yet that there is the home of Old Grimroth.”

“Grimroth? What’s that?”

“Who’s that, I suppose you mean?”

William nodded.

“Grimroth is believed to be the last of the old ones; the Ice Runners. He keeps to himself mostly, as far as I know. Doesn’t bother us down here. But he also values his privacy in his mountains, and expects the same in return. If anyone ignores it, and ventures into his slopes regardless, then…chances are…there wouldn’t be sight nor sound of them again anytime soon. They say, the last thing you smell before he catches you is burnt wood.”

“How’d that information get back, if nobody got away?”

“One escaped,” answered Icrick, curiously.

A grizzly cry scattered a flock of starlings from the trees of the south-facing peak; barely loud enough to hear, though noticeable enough to put the heart across the Grogoch.

Taking it for the caution that it was, Icrick said, “Come now, William. Those slopes have eyes, and we mustn’t dawdle. I hope to be in the heart of Iywèk before nightfall. I know of some dry caves there that we can settle in for the night. Besides, I still haven’t forgotten about our little run-in with Valstarius all that time ago. So I think it best we keep moving, should he be hunting us still! Oooh, what a spooky notion that is! Can barely hold my water thinking about it.”

With a burning groan and an uncomfortable twist of his shoulders, he adjusted the Symphogram on his back before moving on.

“Is it heavy?” the lad asked.

“It’s not heavy, as such.” Icrick frowned, trying to manage the device. “It’s just awkward…with its big flat base, and the corners sticking into me every now and again. And the straps are a bit flimsy, too! But I’ll get used to it.”

“If you want, I can carry it for a while,” the boy offered.

“Not at all, William. As I said, I’ll get used to it. After all, it’s an honour to be appointed such a task. It would be a shame to forfeit it to something as negligible as pain,” said Icrick, and winked.

Patting him on the back, William said, “Well, if you need a hand with it at any stage, just let me know, okay?”

Glad of the offer, Icrick gave him a pleasant nod, and both of them sallied forth on their uphill journey.

It was a demanding, dangerous climb, with clumps of crude rock stabbing out all over, leaving hardly any scope for comfort. Had they clambered on bare hands, it might have eased their struggle somewhat. But the grass on that hill was lethal. It wasn’t like your average, supple sort of grass at all. No. ‘Twas sticky, coarse grass; the very blades of which were serrated with toothed spines that could slice your flesh into ribbons if you were to put any pressure on them whatsoever.

They would soon know all about it if someone was attempting to use their hands, for there would echo, amongst the hillside, a juddering squawk or a lengthy mutter of vulgarities. Most of the time Icrick was the culprit because he was the worst off, climbing in his bare feet. Even his thickly calloused soles couldn’t protect him from the steely points of that dreadful sward.

Crosco was making fine progress, sporting armoured boots, and Ifcus was equally as comfortable, all harnessed up on the Dullahan’s heavy shoulders. Nor did Wren care in the slightest. She made it to the pinnacle in no time at all, on Jimzin’s back. So it was really just William and Icrick who’d gotten the unpleasant end of that ghastly climb.

“I’ve a good mind to tell you to get off and walk like the rest of us,” William said grumpily to Khrum, who was hitching a ride on his shoulder, and making him do all the hard graft.

“Wouldn’t shtand a chance down there, lad,” Khrum said nervously, holding on tightly to William’s cloak, with one eye poking down. “That shtuff would rip the eyes outta my sockets…’n’ that’s no messin’! Hookblade, it’s called. Cruel aul’ shtuff. They used ta use it up north for catchin’ pike in Lough Càhrn. Many a fish has gotten its face yanked from that tide on account o’ that shtuff! Brutal! Not friendly at all.”

“Forget the fish,” whined Icrick, picking blades from his feet as he hopped along. “I’ll be walking on stumps by the time I reach the top of this confounded hill.”

Painful as that climb was, they were soon relieved as the crest was in view and they could see the crowns of the fjords thereafter.

“Well praise be to God!” sighed the Grogoch when he saw it. “About time!”

They were rendered breathless by the view. Hookblade or not, William was glad he came this way then.

Tribes of tremendous, jaded fjords towered up from the lough below, and what a lough it was. Lough Mòyn it was known as; the sheer magnitude of which made them a tad more anxious as to how much longer this expedition was actually going to take. But there it sparkled by its eastern end, as the morning rays smiled in from behind. And even though it was a little daunting for them, it was still absolutely incredible to see.

Climbing off Jimzin’s back, Wren rested her hands on her sides and, indulging in a breath of fresh air, she said, “Iywèk. The only portion of Lythiann that is free from magic. Not even Drevol could influence the nature in this realm. Totally untouchable…and home to many refugees, I’d expect.”

As she romanticized over the land, a brief haze of tepid drizzle suddenly scattered itself across the fjords. A forming rainbow then bridged itself from one side to the next in a pattern of unsurpassable beauty.

“The immortal realm, ya mean?” asked the leprechaun, who’d never travelled to that location in the past. “You’re tellin’ me that this place is the shire that’s impervious ta magic? Iywèk, ya say? Well! I never thought I’d see the day. It’s gorgeous.”

“It’s amazing how the world appears when you don’t see it through the bottom of a beer glass. Eh, Khrum?” the Grogoch implied.

“Ya know, for once, I’d have ta agree with ya, Icrick boy,” Khrum admitted. “I always meant ta come ‘n’ see this place, but I never got off my backside ta do it. Wasn’t even sure where it was! Or what it was called. Sure if I had any sense at all, I would’ve shacked up here meself.”

“Just because the county is unreceptive to Drevol’s magic, doesn’t mean its residents are,” Wren explained. “They reside here in this paradise, unsheltered, at high risk indeed! But I do agree with you, Khrum. It is magnificent. And you may see it again, before the end.”

“Yes! Yes! Positively charming,” The Head rudely interrupted. “So, which way next, Grogoch? Up? Down? Left? Right?”

Irresponsive of his master’s boorish depreciation towards Iywèk, Ifcus remained saddled to his back with his eyes closed and his mane flapping bracingly in that delightful, hilltop breeze. It could not be helped, for one, such as he, to just linger and value that remarkable fjordland shire. Same went for the others. They considered those lands as if gazing back into a fond childhood memory. Meanwhile, being as frighteningly organized as usual, Icrick had already readied a peculiar-looking magnifying glass and was gawking through it. One of his odd, homemade implements, no doubt, like his Wayrod. A tool which could ultimately show them on a safe path…theoretically.

Icrick was fiddling with a couple of dials on the side, and there was his bulbous, brown eyeball glaring through it into the east.

When he was through tinkering, he said, “Well, if my calculations are correct—”

But before he could finish his sentence, the ground gave an eruptive quake. Inevitably it grew more violent by the second. William, slamming to his knee, planted his hands into the rigid grass and winced in a struggle to stabilize himself.

“EARTHQUAKE!” he cried, when a fully grown cedar tree suddenly sprouted up from the dirt before him.

It nearly took William up with it, but The Body quickly perceived and pulled him from its path before it could do anything of the sort.

“NOT AN EARTHQUAKE!” Wren cried. “A MOUNTAIN!”

“MOUNTAIN?!” William exclaimed, and with a huge pulsating swell, the ground started to crack and rock beneath his feet.

“RUN!” they shouted as they bolted; all except for William.

“Mountain?” he parroted again confusedly, when Wren grabbed his sleeve and yanked him along.

“No time for stupid questions! Now run!” she ordered in her strictest tone.

Wren, herself, probably could have gone with Jimzin, had he not flown off. Yet that aggressive trembling managed to alarm even him, and that’s saying a lot. Defending his Bondite from live predators was one thing; but a quaking hill seemed an entirely different adversary altogether.

Jagged rocks jutted upward about their heads, forming colossal, towering stacks. The brittle earth shifted about them like monumental stone pistons, all chugging up and down, and moulding themselves into something monstrous.

They bolted as fast as they could down the hillside; dodging rolling boulders, cloudy scree, and great lumbering trees which sprung out at them from under the soil.

“What’s going on here?!” William exclaimed as he gained the lead, ducking under branches and bounding over running rocks. “Do mountains just grow whenever they want ‘round here or what?”

Diving from a slow-rising bluff, he landing into a clever tumble on the other side, with Wren and the others following closely thereafter.

“For God’s sake, what else would it be?” she snapped. “It’s blue-rock season in the Midlands, after all! Now…KEEP BLOODY MOVING!”

As luck would have it, William stumbled onto a steady area of level ground, but as he swept across, he came to notice a vast shadow lengthening before him. Glimpsing back to see what it was, he saw a mountain—of all things—scaling its way up into the clouds above. It was growing from the very hill where they once stood, and it was down along its very slopes that they were galloping.

He ceased in panic-filled awe as it rose up and up, with the crust manifestly rippling toward the flat ground where he stood. Waterfalls surfaced from fissures, and woodlands shot from the dust like Mother Nature herself was expediting centuries worth of time. Just then, a snapping fracture zipped across the ground between William’s feet.

Wren happened to spot him standing there, staring at it stupidly, so she dashed back, clutched him by the hair, and sneered, “Do you actually want to die? Move your legs, boy!”

Down those mouldering slopes they battled. But try as they might, that birthing massif was rising too fast for them. It felt like they weren’t making any progress at all.

They evaded obstacle after obstacle, while the ground splintered beneath them. And avoiding the dreadful bite of Hookblade was virtually unachievable too, making the upheaval all the more horrific. And just when they thought it couldn’t get any worse, they came to yet another bluff; however this time it was impossible to see what was on the other side, it was ascending so quickly, and they were being led up it, what’s more.

There was nothing else for it.

They had to take their chances.

It was either that or get ground into meal between two massive sarsens.

They sprang out into the hands of fate; into nothingness, screaming their heads off like raving lunatics. The icy winds blared against their faces as they tore through a mass of cloud. All of a sudden, every map and parchment in William’s pack fluttered into oblivion.

“ME MAPS!” howled Icrick, when one of the bigger charts plastered itself around his head before flapping away into the travelling breeze.

Without their maps they would surely be damned; all depending on whether they managed to escape this jump or not.

Mid fall, they glimpsed down to find the mountain had grown high above the very fjords below. The once vast Lough Moyne seemed now to be but a pond, and the adjoining forests were no bigger than clods of broccoli.

They screamed, and blubbered, and panicked as they soared. Khrum even tried flapping his arms to keep up with a stray sparrow who’d just fluttered past him. Down, down, down they spun, with the mountain shooting up past them like a geological colossus after awakening from eons of dormancy. All hope was at a loss, until, all of a sudden, they landed with a thud onto something very large, soft and bristly, and it sailed off into the wind like a kite.

“What the…” William blurted out with a jolt, after unexpectedly landing on his rear end.

Convinced his number was up, he soon realised that luck had blessed them yet again, just in the nick of time.

They were sitting on some manner of palmately lobed leaf, just like one from a chestnut tree, only this one was absolutely gargantuan. In fact, it was big enough to fit all of them comfortably and still glide like a feather.

“Oh! Oooh!” panted Khrum, on his back, gasping. “It’s times like that when ya swear ya’ll never have another bit o’ badness in ya again as long as ya live. Thank you, God! Thank you!”

The others were just as relieved, if not more. Wren, strange to say, simply sat there with her head back, panting lightly and smiling, with her elbows propped up on the brim of the leaf.

“What are you so happy about?” William scowled, still half-traumatized.

“Mountain?” she chuckled in silly voice.

He didn’t take too kindly to being ridiculed under the circumstances, so he went into a mood and slouched himself against the leaf.

“Hmmm, I don’t wish to alarm any of you,” said Icrick, who was surveying over the edge, “but we’re still miles away from the ground, and we’re stuck up here on some rogue leaf! All we need is a bit of a funny gust and we’re off flying again!”

“No, no,” said Wren. “There’s nothing to worry about. For there’s only one tree on Lythiann that has leaves like this one.”

“So?” said The Head.

“So, we’re off to see Percy!” she smiled.

“As in…the gardener?” Icrick asked.

“None other!” said she.

“Good aul’ Percy!” the leprechaun said, laughing. “Caught us right in the nick o’ time! Do ya know him well, lass? Never met him before, myself. But I heard he’s fairly decent…unlike some o’ the other weirdos ya’d find livin’ ‘round Lythiann nowadays.”

“Ahem,” Crosco interrupted, “and what, pray tell, is that supposed to mean?”

Acting all innocent, Khrum raised his hands, and repealed, “Nothin’ at all, Crosco, ya big legend ya!”

But when The Head looked away again, Khrum turned to Icrick and began doing a screwy motion, which made the Grogoch chuckle.

“Well,” Wren interrupted, putting an end to their mean carry-on, “to answer your question, Khrum, whenever I’m around this side of the country, and Jimzin takes off by himself, I simply visit Percy. He really is very nice, feeding me and giving me a bed until Jimzin returns. As a matter of fact, that’s how I first met Percy. He found me wandering about outside his house one day, so he invited me in…out of harm’s way.”

“His…house?” William repeated, he presumed that everyone had taken refuge from the evil of the land.

“You’ll see.” She winked.

Away they soared, upon a cushion of wind; past Iywék and then over The Craoí. They were so high up that the imperial river of Tamànois looked like a mere rivulet. Following its course, they sailed on, south of The Elders. Khrum was a smidgen disappointed for not getting to see Iywék properly, but he also had the feeling that he may well see it again before he was ‘dead ‘n’ gone,’ as he put it.

The leaf rocked back and forth in a soothing sway as they travelled through the day. William kept wondering about how they were going to get down when the time came, or if they were even going in the right direction in the first place. Wren reassured him that all would be okay. But he just turned his cheek and acted like he didn’t need her assurance; a sour huff spawned from her jeering of late, I’d expect.

Come what may, the day moved merrily along. That is, until the clouds drew a dull shade over the sun. Not long after that, the sky became guised by a ruthless, blinding mist and black reverberating clouds, and it was then that they started to worry. Even Wren, who was very composed up to now, was very much on edge.

“What is happening now? Is it a storm? Oh, tell me it’s not a storm!” quivered The Head.

Meanwhile the leaf started to rock more aggressively, while the wind picked up dangerously.

They clutched on so tightly that their fingers were almost piercing the flesh of the leaf. With a startling crack, a streak of orange lightning then split the heavens and bolted into the glen far below. Then rain came bucketing down, with no consideration for the lonely leaf.

“We have to hold on!” Wren cried, over the wind. “This storm won’t let up. Let’s just hope Percy sees us before we get roasted by one of these bolts!”

Another green bolt shook the leaf before driving itself deep into a wide oak forest, causing a small fire in the middle of the canopy.

“What kind o’ storm is this?” William yelled, referring to the tints of lightning.

“It’s the beginning of the tempest…the three-day nocturnal fall!” replied Wren.

“Oh, the tempest,” the moaning Head realised, slumping down. “Of course!”

“Nocturnal fall? What?” William yelled.

All of a sudden, the leaf went into a sickening twirl that spun them all right around. They yelled and groaned as their stomachs went into knots, when it levelled itself out again.

“Whoooa! That was close,” Wren gasped, somehow managing to smile.

The rain blew in from the sides in great sheets and she continued to explain, as best she could through the commotion, “Every year we get three nights of torrential rainfall! It usually comes in before dusk, while during the days we get roasting sun! It was a spell forged by the creator they say…to nourish the land. Only, I don’t think much thought was given to our current situation when the spell was being brought about. Just our luck to run right into the middle of it. Of all the days to be stranded on a flying leaf; the beginning of the tempest. Typical, yes? We’re just going to have to hold on and hope for the best.”

Having turned a nauseating shade of pale green, Icrick was wheezing away in one of his anxiety fits. Thankfully Khrum was on his shoulder, trying his utmost to console him. Crosco, on the other hand, was holding on tightly to Ifcus and The Head. William and Wren were gripping on for dear life too, bracing themselves for whatever chaos the storm was about to deliver.

Several minutes passed by; each like an hour of torment and strain to both their bodies and their minds. They could hardly see a thing through the misty rain, not to mention being deafened by the howling winds and battling thunder. Nauseously they wailed as the leaf rose and sank through the air like a galleon through rough seas. At one point, Wren even spotted her dragon flying closely through the storm, but it turned out even he was having terrible trouble trying to fight the gale. That flight was so demanding that he could barely control himself, so he banked leftward to find someplace to shelter until the tempest had moved on.

From out of the unexpected, they heard a sharp pop in the bottom of the leaf. It rattled them horribly. A hook was sticking through the fleshy base by their feet. A grappling hook of some sort. When Wren saw it, she nearly jumped for joy.

“It’s Percy!” she shouted with delight. “He’s rescuing us. I know it!”

“How can you be so sure?” asked The Head. “I have seen dirty Bidìcks with such implements. They use them to scale towers and such! How do you know we are aren’t getting lured into some Bidíck hive?”

Glancing at The Head with a lofty eyebrow, Wren replied, “Oh, try not be so pessimistic all the time, Crosco. Nothing vexes me more than having a good mood spoilt by some Moanin’-Mick. It’ll be fine. Trust me!”

“A simple ‘I’m sure’ would have sufficed.” The Head muttered, going into a sulk.

The hook reeled them steadily in, and not a moment too soon, because the wind was really throwing them about now, like a quill behind chariot dust. Likewise, the mist was still dreadfully thick, although William could yet see something through it, but it was rather indistinct. It was gigantic, as that of a structure, only bigger than anything he’d ever encountered before.

Sure enough, it slowly came to being through the shroud of cloaking mist.

A titanic oak tree—so implausibly immense that it was indeed one of its smaller leaves on which they were, in fact, sitting—manifested itself from behind the mist. It was so monumental that, all about its colossal branches were hundreds of tiny windows. Some were lit, others were not. Even the twigs were speckled with them, together with quaint balconies built around their tips. It was a tree palace.

Astonished by this, Khrum said, “How, in the name o’ Saint Mickaleen ‘n’ his hairy pyjamas, are ya suppose ta keep this place a secret?”

Something of a valid point, had you seen the size of it. Drevol would had to have been stone-blind to overlook such a sight.

A long terrace, wound round and round the trunk for a considerable distance. And as the mist thinned, and they moved ever closer, they noticed—upon its main platform—a large contraption of some sort; sitting inside of which was a person wearing a lime-green rain hood. The contraption appeared to be some manner of spear launcher. It was reeling them in, at a descending angle, like an old mountain gondola to stream level.

They were being lured in and in, until all that they could see before them were great rugged walls of bark. The tree was otherwise far too broad to comprehend from that close up.

They came right up to the lip of the terrace where the platform awaited them to disembark. Oh, they were overjoyed to feel firm ground beneath their feet once again. Dashing to the hooded man, Wren draped her arms around him and gave him a big wet kiss on the cheek.

“Ara! Now, now, young Wren. Old enough to be your father, I am!” he laughed.

The man was clearly old enough to be Wren’s great, great-grandfather, but that little kiss frustrated William a little, for reasons unknown even to himself. He then coughed and cleared his throat as means of making himself known.

“Thank you so much, Percy!” she smiled. “We would’ve popped our clogs for sure, had you not seen us. You’re a true saint, you know that?”

“It’s lucky for you that I did see you,” he said, patting the launcher like an old friend.

“How did you see us…out o’ curiosity?” William interrupted.

The old man inquired, “And who might this be?”

“This is William,” Wren said. “And this here is Icrick, Khrum, Crosco, and his steed, Ifcus.”

Eccentrically, Percy giggled. “Pleasure to meet you all!”

He then laughed with such a sudden unprovoked howl that it caught them all off guard, thereby stoking their doubts about his sanity. But by the looks of him, it would have been a docile insanity from which he suffered, if at all.

“Come over here and I’ll show you, me lad. Come on!” he said to William, waving him closer.

The others didn’t care much for the contraption because they were still very shaken from the storm. They just wanted to get in out of the downpour. But William just desired a quick gander, now that they were safe on solid ground again.

It was assembled mainly from wood, save for the barrel, which was of copper. The seat was padded with feathered cushions, and on the side was the reel itself. A circular frame was mounted on top of the launcher; assembled out of supple branches. In the middle was a liquid window, which wobbled in the breeze like a bubble as it changed all different colours in the light. When William gazed through it, he could see ahead for miles and miles, like a telescope. Even the bad weather didn’t interfere with it all that much. It was like a clear day out there, and William deemed it quite an impressive machine.

“Did you make this?” he asked, remembering what Glorgan had said about Percy inventing clever things.

“Indeed I did, me boy! One of me very first. I was just checking out the going’s on in the south there, minding me own bee’s-wax, when I caught sight of your mountain sprouting up in the west. I love to watch the mountains grow sometimes. Any road, that’s when I saw you lot, so I deployed one of the leaves to come fetch you. Of course, I’d forgotten all about the tempest too, so that was a bit of a mishap.”

“Impressive!” said the boy, squinting through the window.

“Why thank you, me kind chum.” smiled Percy. “Now, let’s get inside before we all catch our deaths!”

Through a small, arched portal they wandered, inside, out of the rain. This led to a wooden platform suspended by some ropes, wheels, and two great cogs. They appeared to be in a large shaft of some sort, with many doors above and around them which went up and up (and down and down) until their little lights dimmed into darkness. This could only have meant that the platform was some manner of elevation device which would ascend or descend in whichever way they so wished to go.

Yanking back on a large wooden lever, Percy said with a toothless grin, “Down we go then!”

With a rusted mechanical clatter, they moved steadily downwards, while Percy removed his drenched hood and shook off the wetness.

A very gaunt, bow-legged man was old Percy. Short, too, and bald, bar the sides, which grew with curly, silvery hair down to his shoulders. He wore a dark-green waistcoat, boots, and a grey tunic with the sleeves rolled up, and he also had on a pair of heavy-duty brown gloves. Then, lying upon his workman’s apron, (which was also pocketed with all kinds of tools and pencils) were dozens of pairs of glasses. Yet, the most and bizarre aspect about him—that they knew of at the time—were all the small translucent spiders that were scuttling all over him, and they didn’t seem to bother him in the least. There was about a dozen of them, all scurrying in and out of his clothes, around by his ears and even up his nostrils, heedless of which, Percy continued to yap away like normal. Ifcus and Khrum were trying their very best to seem polite by listening to whatever he was trying to say. But their grotesque expressions gave away their revulsion entirely.

Percy decided to tutor them on the tempest as they moved downward, and how it wouldn’t let up for some time. He insisted they stay there with him until it passed on; otherwise the risks of those violent gales propelling them into serious injury would have been too great for comfort. Wren accepted his offer on the behalf of all. William wanted to discuss it first, but Wren insisted on it.

She then suggested that William tell Percy about his situation, as he might’ve been able to help in some way. Trusting her word, William told him the bare facts of his dealings. The old man was very interested to hear all about it, for he too was a studier of the prophecies, and was widely accustomed to the legend of Mysun.

He was thrilled to have William in his home after that, and wanted to give him the finest treatment possible. But William being William, wouldn’t hear of it. Just some shelter and, at a push, a fresh bed was all he would accept, so Percy vowed to oblige. Taking a keen interest in the Symphogram, the old chap started rummaging through his pile of glasses until he found a pair with long, telescopic lenses. He then swivelled Icrick in circles as he examined the sacred tool.

He was mumbling things like, “Hmmm, very interesting! Very interesting indeed! Well, holy God. Oh, me word. Well now, would you look at that. Well I never!”

“What’s so interesting?” William asked, glancing over Percy’s shoulder. “Can you tell us anything about it?”

Percy turned to William and said, “Well. At first glance, all I can really tell you is that its fundamental design was well ahead of its time. I’ll wager it’s even more complex inside. It would have to be, in order to accomplish its purpose. But I’d need to dismantle it entirely and study it for many hours before I could properly clarify its mechanics, and I dare not chance such a thing in case I botched it up. And that wouldn’t be very good for anyone. No, no! Still, it’s uncanny to finally see Mitzel’s work in real life. Amazing. Truly amazing!”

He studied the Symphogram for another minute or two, and then went back to his chitchat.

William expectations weren’t very high anyhow, so he let the old man carry on with his natter. Besides, he was still worried about staying there till the storm blew over.

He wondered if it’d be all that wise to dawdle in one place when they could probably press through the storm and find adequate shelter as they needed it, say in a wood or a cave or what have you. Yet after conveniently stumbling upon the subject of time anyway through his own ramblings of timescales and lunar equations, Percy ended up reassuring him otherwise, and how it’d be highly unlikely for the eclipse to arrive during the nocturnal fall.

“No, no, there shan’t be any eclipse coming through the nocturnal fall.” he said, with supreme confidence. “The night sky needs to be cloudless for that to happen, you see. And the moon can tell. No, no, there shan’t be any eclipse, for the ecliptic light needs to find the touch of earth to take effect…and that’ll never happen when the storm’s about. No, no, there shan’t be any eclipse. Nor is it even likely that it’ll happen even around the tempestuous season, for that matter.”

On and on he raved, every so often including those consoling words, “No, no, there shan’t be any eclipse.”

So by the time Percy was done explaining the entire history of the moon, as well as waffling on about the stars, the nebulae, and the solar systems, William had accepted his word wholeheartedly, and so relaxed a touch. Besides, those nightly tempestuous winds were truly merciless, and there was no honest part of him that wanted to contend with them.

Percy continued to drone on without a trouble in the world. Despite their boredom, they accommodated his tales without fuss. That should give you some idea of just how deep that tree actually was. It was so abysmal that, by the time they’d reached their destination, their clothes were practically dry, which was nice, considering how little they cared for wearing damp, itchy garments. There was also a lovely balminess in the air, seeping out from beneath the doors of the cosy, fire-lit rooms as they passed by them.

Once they’d reached their designated floor, Percy showed them in through a narrow door and into his workshop. A very dim room; also very peculiar. It was so tiny in comparison to the rest of that monstrous tree palace. One wouldn’t have presumed space to be an issue in such a place. But, evidently, that wasn’t the case here.

The room was desperately cluttered with all varieties of curious and wonderful gadgets and gizmos. Finned contraptions and mock-ups were dangling from the ceiling everywhere. Little clockwork soldiers were set up in battle formations on a table at the back. More models and half-assembled devices, with springs and pins were in a mess amid rickety stacks of loose notes. Winged devices. Balloon machines. Assortments of tool racks covered the walls while every other spare inch of space was consumed by blueprints and sketches of all shapes and sorts. And lastly, wouldn’t you know, the entire chamber was stifled with cobwebs, but thankfully they were uninhabited.

“Before you say it, I know the place is a muddle,” said Percy, “but this is just the way I like it. I know where everything is, you see.”

He was about to give them a short tour of his latest inventions, but first, he took their damp hoods and hung them on the coat rack just inside the door.

He commented on William’s cloak, as it so happened, asking him if it was a comfort cloak and how it would be a great idea to turn it into a tunic so as to prevent a gust from the front. Always thinking, old Percy.

Removing another coat from one of the hooks, he handed it to William and said with a smile, “Do you know who owned this?”

Giving it the once-over, William shook his head and said, “Doesn’t look familiar to me. A friend of yours own it?”

“A friend? I should be so lucky. For this once belonged to Mysun Margyle himself!” replied old Percy with a chuckle, massaging his hands.

With the cuffs buttoned over the forearm, it was a long raven coat of distressed leather, and of a musty scent. There were some rips and imperfections to it—as clothing normally acquires through time—and the inner layer was of a fine, green silk. Running from the right shoulder to the left hip was a leather scabbard, basted into the leather.

“It has no magic about it, if any at all,” said the old man, doting over the coat. “Not that I can see, anyway. But when Mysun left us all that time ago, I found it tossed away, hanging from a branch in some crevice back east. He must’ve lost it. I keep it as a souvenir. Though I will give it to you now, if you wish it, William. Oh…er…but I’m not too sure if it’d fit you.”

He had a point. Mysun was a tall man, so it would’ve sagged off William like a tent had he tried it on. And what a shame it would be to modify it, as the sentimental value of such a garment was probably priceless to most. Besides, even holding onto it made the boy feel somewhat uneasy, let alone having to actually wear it. Hence, he courteously handed it back to Percy in an attempt to deter the discomfort. Curiously enough, when the fabric left his hand, he felt an instant change in himself. Bizarre; yet not odd enough to mention.

“So, what kind of doo-daddies have you got down here, Percy?” Icrick asked, being ever so excited about such things.

Percy didn’t have to be asked twice, so he produced a mortar from a shelf by his knees. It was full of green powder.

“I’m always on the lookout for the next best thing, and this is one of me latest inventions, me fluffy chum,” he said proudly. “Explosive grains!”

Taking a pinch, he flung it against the wall and it popped with a great flash of green smoke.

“Humph!” went William, after surmounting his trance. “Gunpowder!”

Gawking awkwardly at him, Percy replied, “No. Explosive grains, my invention.”

“Sorry. Explosive grains then,” William sniffed, as he nosed about in the other little widgets.

He was about to lift up a tarp, under which he saw an immense bronze leg of a mechanical nature, when Percy quickly grabbed it and yanked it down again, with a very ‘hush-hush’ wag of his finger.

Making his way across the room, he went on, “And this is the one I’m working on right now,” before giggling weirdly.

Reaching up to one of the higher shelves, he took down a jar full of blackish liquid. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he soaked it in the jar and wrung it out.

“Now, are you watching carefully?” he asked, and they all observed intently.

Rambling over to the wooden wall, where it was very dark, he dangled the handkerchief into one of the shadows, where it literally seeped into the shade, only to disappear inside of it, hand and all. Percy could even move his arm from the hosting shadow and move it elsewhere around the wall, all of its own independent shade.

“Shadow-water, I call it.” said he, proud as punch. “It only works with the shadows of firm surfaces, like wood, rock, or steel. But if you dipped yourself in a bath of that stuff, there would be a whole new meaning to ‘hiding in the shadows’!”

He let out a wriggly little cackle at his own joke.

Intrigued by his wizardly demonstration, they proceeded to browse for more interesting things.

“What’s this then?” Khrum asked, with a big, black velvet purse in his mitts (to any average-sized person, it would have been fairly small).

He emptied its contents onto the counter, and out tumbled a pair of polyhedral dice with different shapes on each face.

“NO!” Percy implored, waving his hands about. “Don’t touch those!”

It was too late. Khrum had already tossed them into the corner of the room, seeing as that’s what one normally does with a pair of dice. It wasn’t his intention to stir up trouble, but he managed it nonetheless. A baleful looking portal suddenly whooshed open on the wall before him, forcing Khrum to tumble back into a pile of springs. Apart from the spookiness of a daunting breeze, its inner reaches remained as dead as a graveyard on a dark winter’s eve. Nobody moved; only watched. Something told them to beware this gateway, and yet it did nothing to threaten them. It was Percy who was making them nervous.

He waddled over to the dice, shoved on a pair of glasses, and in analysing their markings, he blessed himself and gasped, “Oh, may the Lord and saints preserve us!”

Snatching them up, he scuttled back to the other side of the room, where he readied himself for another roll.

“What’s wrong? Why the fuss?” Wren nervously asked of him.

The old man explained, “These dice aren’t fully tested. While I’ve seen what they can do, I don’t know what they’re for. I dreamt about them one night, so I ended up designing them as a project the following morn, without considering the consequences. Now, in order to undo the leprechaun’s throw, I must roll two blank sides.”

A vile rumble yawned from within the deep of the portal, as if something was charging from the other end. Something very large. Anxiously they retreated, step by step. Percy, on the other hand, was up in a heap as he rattled the dice, with a few blows for luck.

Beads of sweat suppurated from his forehead and his glasses fogged up too, as he pleaded, “Come on! Come on. Lucky throw. Lucky throw!”

With a final shake, he cast them against the wall. Unlucky for him, he didn’t get the roll he was after. The charging had grown so loud that the room was virtually quaking; jars, and bottles, and models were hopping all over the place. Some smashed into smithereens on the floor. Percy had another throw, only to fail yet again.

“Hurry up, Percy!” Wren panicked, oblivious as to what was on its way up through the portal.

“I’m trying!” he urged.

The room shook like a family of giants were outside, hammering upon its walls with their mighty clubs. And as it worsened, the beastly snarls of many creatures were fast approaching through the portal.

Giving the dice one last shake, Percy pelted them against the wall with a womanly shriek, and thus, he found two blank sides looking up at him. Not a moment too soon, either, for as the portal shrank, a large bullhorn jammed itself through from the other side. Whatever it was, wrenched it back out again before disappearing into whence it came, and the tiny hole sealed itself up with a dragging shluuurp.

“Okay, now, w-w-what was that?” shivered Khrum, pointing.

“I already told you…I don’t know who they are!” snapped Percy, snatching the purse from Khrum’s hand, and making him feel the right little pest.

“He didn’t mean it…” William stepped in, defending his friend.

“Oh, you’re right I suppose! I’m sorry! No need for me to be losing the head like that at all. And there was no real harm done in the end. But please, just ask before touching me things again. Some of this stuff isn’t entirely stable, and it’d be a shame to get blown up or devoured before we all got to know one another.”

Khrum agreed, but not without an air of regret which Percy found warming.

“Good! Much obliged, me tiny friend,” he said, and smiled. “Now, I was just about to dish out some grub. Hope you’re all hungry?”

Pouncing at the offer of food, Icrick said, “Starved, as always!”

“Very well then. Follow yours truly!” chortled Percy, grabbing a little black lantern.

They found their way up some winding stairs. Such a terribly tight squeeze; as such, they kept a close eye on their footing, for the steps were rather high and altogether treacherous to climb.

“Why on earth do you have everything so tight in here, Percy?” Wren griped, as she squeezed herself along. “God knows you can spare the space.”

“Never use more than what you require, young Wren!” answered he, making his way with ease.

She replied, “Bit of an aul’ skinflint aren’t you, when it comes to proper breathing space? You could barely swing a rat in here…never mind a cat!”

“Nothing miserly about being a touch economical,” he answered.

“Economical—skinflint; what’s the difference?”

“Oh, hush your gob!” moaned Percy, seeping out one of his little giggles.

Crosco had an appalling time trying to ascend that stair. The steps were far too slender to accommodate his clumsy feet. He practically had to work his way up on his toes. And with each step, Ifcus was on his back, petrified, gazing back down the deepening stairwell, hoping that Crosco wouldn’t lose his balance, fall backwards, and end up squashing him into an even worse state than he already was in. But he was pleased to learn that the kitchen door was only a few steps away, so he went back to focusing on his belly again.

It was yet another dusky section of the tree, the kitchen, because not many candles were lit. Percy didn’t like to waste good candles, especially when it was normally just himself who dined therein. Not that it mattered all that much, because the sparse candlelight actually made it feel really comfy, and that homely smell of cooking only added to the comfort.

At one end of the kitchen there was the stove, with lots of bubbling pots and pans frying up a storm on it. In the room’s heart, a rectangular table awaited them. Interestingly enough, its stools—as well as every other piece of furniture—were carved from living wood, which meant they were permanently affixed. Chests of drawers, carving counters, chairs, sideboards, cupboards, and even the stove itself, were all whittled in the same way. To spare disaster, the stove had to be varnished with a specialised lacquer to prevent it from bursting into flames.

While Percy was busy serving up their dinner, they took it upon themselves to settle where they so wished, and readied themselves to eat. Beef and pumpkin was their evening dish, and with it, Percy had prepared a most marvellous relish, one which I insist you try sometime. It was an extremely flavourful dish, consisting of cheddar cheese, tomatoes, garlic, capers, olive oil, ham, chillies, and red onions, all finely diced into a glistening garnish. It proved very complimentary to their lean beef and buttery pumpkin. It also married exceedingly well with the crackers and cheese they had for afters. A large pot of it was set centre table for all to share. Ifcus, however, almost wolfed the whole lot down by himself once dinner had started. He couldn’t get enough. But there was plenty more where that came from.

And so, they partook in a hearty and most scrumptious meal. All except for Khrum, whose appetite was borderline due to Percy’s spiders staring out at him from inside his hairy ears. Every time he went to have a nibble he’d spot one scurrying about in the corner of his eye. And this went on until, before long, he was turned off his meal entirely.

“Not hungry, me leprechaun friend?” asked Percy, helping himself to a dollop of garnish for his cracker.

“Oh…ah…well…um…ya see…” Khrum blathered, glancing about for support, only nobody really knew what was wrong with him, so they said nothing.

Ifcus, however, was wise to it. But as soon as he’d gotten the scent of food, he ignored his disgust and tucked in without a second thought. And now that Khrum was the centre of the attention, his eyes were grinning away, as his little friend sat stewing in awkwardness.

“Here, try one of these spring onions. Grew them in the garden meself.” said Percy, handing Khrum a scallion. “Such a sweet taste. Although not without a hint of bite.”

Khrum was really apprehensive about accepting it, but he didn’t want to appear ungracious, either. Particularly after his little incident in the workshop earlier.

With little else for it, he slowly went to take the scallion from Percy’s hand. But the second he wrapped his hands around it, a set of legs scurried out from inside Percy’s sleeve and made for the onion too. Well. Khrum sprung like a toad on a hob when he saw it coming at him. He’d gotten such a fright that, not only did he let out the weirdest noise ever, but he also tried disguising it by yelling out a threat in mid-leap, as if he’d gotten there first…

“BLURGHARUA! I have ya now, ya little…” he cried, and the others laughed themselves into tears.

‘Twas a laugh sorely needed in those otherwise arduous times, and no better person to deliver it than the comical little Khrum, whether he’d intended to or not.

All throughout dinner, by the dim candlelight, they had many discussions. Some were humorous. Some were grave. Some were humdrum. Others were emotional. Eventually, William decided to ask about the exiles, and how they—Percy included—managed to live on Lythiann when it was said that the Pooka refused to share his land. With Wren contributing here and there, Percy explained that, if Drevol was to strike out on the innocents of the land again, it was up to the people to have a backup plan ready; that folk would presumably have some alternative refuge to which they could retreat. It was believed that, if he couldn’t locate these refugees, he’d simply return to Lór and aspire to find them another day. But never would he forget them, not by any means.

That’s how they explained it to William, both of whom felt it a pitiful way to live out their lives, running in fear all the time.

Percy then told them all about the enchanted tree in which he lived, and how it folds down its branches when the first indications of danger arises on the winds. To an unwary traveller the tree looks just like a high, pointed hill, what with the leaves bearing an uncanny likeness to grass after flattening so. Usually the threat ends up passing right by it without taking a blind bit of notice. Meanwhile, Percy sits inside, safe as can be.

He went on to describe how the trees and plants can perceive peril days before it actually presents itself, and how they’re probably the wisest of any life form. You have to remember that he was a gardener, after all, and he knew much about plants and how they worked. Inventions were merely his hobby. This also explained how he was so undeniably certain when he was preaching about the lunar eclipse, because many of his calculations involved technical waffle based around wind speed, wind trajectory, humidity, as well as all sorts of other botanical terminology. None of which they had the faintest clue about.

Bringing a goblet of mulled wine to the table, he then asked William’s opinion on Mysun’s coat. Diverging from Percy’s topic somewhat, on account of the peculiar sensation that befell him when he held it earlier on, William decided to enquire as to how Percy actually managed to reclaim it in the first place.

It was an intriguing topic for all but Khrum, who was hypnotized by the delicious aroma of that sweet, sweet wine. Even the spiders couldn’t lure his attention from it, regardless of how or where they chose to scuttle. Icrick just turned the leprechaun’s cheek away with his finger every time, and continued to do so until Khrum eventually conceded. Percy had otherwise started with his tale.

“Let me show you something,” said he, in the gloomy light, appearing very mysterious. “But it is not to many people’s liking. They usually find it grotesque and horrid. But to me, it is a great gift!”

“What are you going to do?” Crosco anxiously inquired.

Wren sat back with a grin, knowing quite well what was about to happen.

Percy glared at them, deep into their eyes. They all leant in closely with anticipation. He held out his hands and, slowly, pulled the fingers off his gloves, one by one. He watched his audience closely, and Ifcus was so terrified that something was going to fly at him that his eyes were barely peeking over the table.

Both gloves were just about hanging from Percy’s fingers now. Two pallid scars encompassed his wrists.

Then, without so much as a warning, he let out such a roar from the height of his lungs, “GOTCHA!”

In one swift movement, he flicked the gloves from his fingers and, with them, came his very hands. They detached from his wrists, like creatures of independent minds, and landed centre table.

Well, didn’t the fun start. Like he was on roller skates, Ifcus was slipping, and sliding, and scrambling, barely keeping his hooves, all the while the hands were scampering around the table like phalangeal arachnids. Percy himself just sat there, doubled over in hysterics, with his stumps resting on his heaving belly. Poor little Icrick was over at the door, bawling. He nearly had it ripped from its hinges. Last of all, Khrum—the tiny soul with a lion’s heart—had scurried under an overturned bowl.

The hands clacked and shuffled as they dashed around the table top, bolting from one side to the next. A revolting sight, if truth be told. Yet, at the same time, it was hilariously entertaining. Even William was chuckling.

“These are my friends!” said Percy, finally dying down from his fit of giggles. “Without these little fellows, I wouldn’t be able to build half the things I do.”

Slowly but surely, the others came out of hiding.

“Your…f-f-friends?” asked Icrick, still regarding them awkwardly. “What do they do that makes them so…um…special? Besides run around like that!”

“They are nimble critters, who have a great deal of dexterity.” Percy answered. “They can tackle extremely sensitive tasks that even me most up-to-date gadgets cannot. I had them go down into that crevice for the coat, to answer your question, William.”

Scampering back to their master, the hands reattached themselves to Percy’s wrists once more.

“That was absolutely…rotten.” Khrum whispered to Ifcus.

“What’s that, me little friend?” asked Percy, having heard him well enough.

“Oh! N-Nothing. Sorry, Percy.” Khrum blushed.

“No need to apologize,” the old man said with a laugh. “I can imagine how foul it must seem to you; however, I love the little things. Very…handy!”

Again he spat out a torrent of laughter at that awfully dry joke, to which they smiled courteously, but with slight revulsion in their grins.

“Bet it’s not the first time you told that humdinger,” Wren smirked.

“Oh, it gets me every time,” said Percy, wiping his eye.

Looking for the appropriate wordage, while The Body gestured, Crosco asked, “What about those…um…spider creatures you’ve got, so, so charmingly crawling all over you…in and out of your ears…and up your…um…nose. Are they so ‘useful’?”

Pointing them out, one after the next, Percy introduced them. “This is Imi, Cleb, Fìstle, Ròlzy, Jep, Mù, Apò, Vitly, Wonà, Trog, Zatà and Plàu. These first four spin an excellent timber thread. Solidifies into a beautiful wood, it does. Great for making me wooden devices, you see. The next four fellows make a fine steel thread; tough as nails it is. And these last four spin a wonderful cloth thread, ideal for fabricating materials and garments.”

“Oh, how…um…lovely,” said The Head, with an evident touch of queasiness about him.

“Lovely indeed, me good horse master,” replied Percy. “For one man’s disgust is sometimes another man’s delight. But, as I said to me leprechaun chum here, I can see how you’d find me ways to be a little on the ghastly side.”

“Not at all.” The Head insisted, but he didn’t do much to uphold it.

“Anyhow, what was I talking about?” said Percy, after losing his train of thought. “Oh, yes! I was speaking of that day when I found the coat. I almost came face-to-face with Briggun himself that day, you know.”

“Oh, here we go,” Wren sighed. “I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘face-to-face’ now, Percy.”

“No, wait. I want to hear this,” William said, intrigued by anything people had to say about this demon. “What happened?”

“The crevice wasn’t too far from Shillíg Beg, you see,” the man explained. “After doing some shrub-checks in Iywék, I moved on to mend some chestnut trees in the old forest of Inà when, there in the middle of the wood, was a deep, grassy pit. A sort of hidden crevice in the undergrowth…if you could call it that. The light was shining in quite well, so I could see inside of it. And there, hanging from a root of the inner wall, was the coat! I can only presume it must’ve fallen astray from the great flee, or perhaps, when the canyons crashed through the Elderland. But that doesn’t really matter. I sent me hands down to retrieve it and they accomplished their task with little effort at all. However, once I had the coat in my possession, I heard a trembling yawn emitting from the passages of a gorge. He’d awoken. I was convinced that I was the cause, and that he’d sensed me rooting about in his wood. Then I got the feeling that he was on his way out to get me.”

“Para-noid!” Wren crooned, grinning away.

“Oh, hush you!” Percy said, trying to save face. “And of course I did what anybody else would do. I ran. And I hid. And I stayed hidden until the coast was clear. Then, in the dead of night, I made me way back home to me tree! Just about got away with me life, I did!”

“Pfff!” Wren smirked. “That was a close one all right, Percy. How did you ever get over that one?”

Just then, Khrum leapt up into the centre of the table and began springing about, jabbing the air like a proper pugilist.

“If I came face ta face with the aul’ stinker, I’d break his ugly mug for him. Improve his looks!” he said, sniffing and jabbing. “Then I’d grab his Pooka’s Claw ‘n’ use it against him. Now that’d definitely get me back on the G.L.A.! In fact, that’d probably make me president!”

In censure of his ignorance, everybody (aside from William, who was none the wiser) moaned with dreary noises of disdain. Khrum stopped his swinging and glanced around at all of them.

Shrugging, he asked, “What?”

Talking to the leprechaun like he were an infant, Wren said, “You may not know this, Khrum, but the Pooka’s Claw is just a myth. Folklore. There’s no such magic about it.”

“Wait, the Pooka’s Claw? What’s that about?” William asked.

Both Percy and Wren were just about to answer his question at the same time, when Percy beat her to it.

“The Pooka’s Claw are gloves which all Pooka carry around with them. It is said to contain some of the Pooka’s magic within its fibres, and any who wear it, will obtain that power. It is complete nonsense, of course. Having said that, it is true that Pooka carry gloves around with them. In their belts. But nobody really knows why they do it…and it certainly isn’t because they hold any magic!

“I knew a man once, Britswick Brundle was his name, and he wiped out many a Pooka in his time. He was a cleaner of the Elderland, you see. Not a warrior as such, more of an exterminator; one of a kind, yet not many people knew of him. And in his hut he had hundreds of these gloves stashed away in an old chest, which he gave to close friends and family, on birthdays and such. The only magic they had was the knowledge of there being one less Pooka in the world. Nothing more.”

“I’ve heard otherwise, so I have.” Wren differed, leaning forward on the table with her fingers threaded together.

“Oh, now here you go spouting rubbish,” muttered Percy, aware of what she was about to say.

Uttering with playful dramatics, she said, “I heard once about how Drevol’s Claw can convey its malicious enchantment, at the coming of the red eclipse, to any soul who dares put it on. Wooo! That’s what the elderly folk say.”

“I know!” Percy laughed sarcastically. “Even the wisest can be considered fools these days! It’s absolutely ridiculous. Pooka Claws are good for nought, apart from something to wear on a nippy eve at best. So let that be the end of it.”

Khrum wasn’t sure if Percy was referring to him or not when he said ‘fools.’ Either way, he didn’t take kindly to it, because he did actually believe in the magic of the Pooka’s Claw. As did other people. Still, he tried to pretend like he was just having a bit of a joke, and that it was indeed a completely ridiculous notion.

“Oh, blast it anyway!” Percy said suddenly.

“What’s the matter now?” Wren asked.

“I was supposed to put down some flowers in the garden today, but I forgot all about them. Tempest season is the best time to sow them, you see. Accentuates their colours all the more. Ah, what harm! I’ll do it tomorrow morning before the storm returns.”

“Oh, how wonderful,” said Icrick, who always had a keen interest in gardening. “Back home I have my own little garden. It isn’t much, but I adore tending to it as a hobby. What do you grow, Percy?”

Scraping his plate into the rubbish, Percy said, “Oh, I grow many things, me good fellow. Fruit, veg, flowers…the whole shebang! Feel free to wander the gardens come morning if you wish. It really is quite lovely during the sunshine, and we can surely be granted that for the next few afternoons.”

“I might just do that.” Icrick replied. “I’ll take advantage of the tempest while I can, seeing as it’s giving me the opportunity to appreciate Lythiann and all. I may as well.”

“Never a truer word was spoken, me Grogoch friend. Appreciate what you will. My house is yours, and you’re more than welcome.”

With that, they all cleared up, and the old man showed them to their quarters for the night.

Within the eastern boughs there was another candlelit hall. This long corridor was set aside for sleeping quarters; a deep, tube-like corridor housing lots of small, wooden portals along both sides of it. These would be their sleeping huts for the night.

“Pick a hole and settle in.” Percy invited. “Preferably on the right. Nice view of the outside from there. And sleep as late as you like. When you wake, I’ll be sure to get some top-notch grub into your bellies. G’night, now. Sleep well!”

Leaving them to their business, he waddled off down the hall, humming away to himself.

They weren’t sure what to do at first; curious as to whether Percy was right in the head or not, for climbing into strange sleeping holes for the night seemed so untraditional, and a bit barmy. But after investigating one of them, William could hardly wait to climb in.

Inside looked so cosy; just big enough to fit one person. A round window overlooked the southern hills on one side. A lantern hung next to it, and a hook, too, for hanging belongings. The bed was dressed with heavy duvets, clean-smelling sheets, along with some pillows, whereon a fresh stalk of lavender was placed. And just above its foot was a small, cast-iron wood-burner, with its little window glowing red. Not too warm. Not too nippy.

It was so long since he’d slept in a proper bed, so William hopped straight in, shut the door behind him, and said, “Just what the doctor ordered! Night.”

The others weren’t long finding holes of their own. Especially Khrum, who’d hit the jackpot on account of his size. His retreat would’ve been like an emperor’s suite in comparison to his tiny body.

Icrick, on the contrary, found himself dawdling in the corridor by himself, scanning around. There were so many of those portals around, yet so few were vacant. He was the only one to question this, and he became very shady as to who, or what, could’ve been occupying the rest of them. He only knew of one person residing in that massive tree, and that was Percy. So, who in God’s name could be slumbering in those other chambers? he pondered.

Too weary to think straight after his long day, he wound up throwing caution to the wind, and turned in for the night. Snuggling into his fresh quilt, he snoozed away quite soundly all throughout that squally eve; raindrops clattering off his little round window, and the heat from the stove warming up his toes beautifully.

* * *

The next morning, after sunrise, when the clouds were combing themselves across the sunlit sky, Percy glimpsed out his bedside window to find Icrick and William in his front garden. They were working away on planting the flowers which he’d been ranting on about the night previous. Grabbing his dressing gown, he raced down to them. He was going to insist that they leave it; that they were his guests who had no business doing his chores for him.

It was a cosy, petite garden, in two separate divisions just outside the main door which, incidentally, was wreathed with a lofty wall of purple ivy. A curious amount of bronze piping ran up behind the ivy from the earth beneath, before disappearing into the wood way up high. It hummed ominously. Another of Percy’s inventions, they guessed. Some manner of boiler perhaps, to keep the place warm during cold nights.

On one side was an allotment of rich soil, where the potatoes grew. He also had lettuce, pumpkins, scallions, beetroot, turnip, carrots, cabbages, and garlic in there too, and they were all coming along quite nicely. A straw scarecrow was standing in amongst them with his arms out and a sour puss on his face. He wasn’t happy to be in there at all, by the looks of things; ever sighing and hawing. Lining this same allotment were two pear trees, three plum trees, and an apple tree. In the other patch, just over the stony path, was where the flowers grew. And that was where Icrick and William had spent most of their morning.

Many trays of young flowers were set upon the outside bench, ready for bedding. Icrick had chosen the most delightful way of arranging them. He had it all laid out, with one different colour after the next, so that there were undulating rows of a balanced assortment running throughout the entire plot. The Grogoch, as you may well know, enjoyed it immensely. Partially because it brought out his creative side, but also because it was easy enough work. All of the heavier duties, such as the digging and the weeding, were all left down to William.

The flowers were also native to Lythiann, and their bright, leafy heads followed William and Icrick wherever they went, watching them; whispering to one another on occasion. Some even had, what looked like, tiny faces camouflaged in their centres which blinked, and smiled, and whistled away like they had not a care.

William had his sleeves rolled up as he laboured. Icrick was wearing a big straw hat which he’d found strewn in a wheelbarrow amongst the shovels, rakes and hoes.

“William! Icrick! What on earth do you think you’re you doing?” Percy implored, tying up his robe into its seventh knot. “You don’t have to go to all of this trouble. Really! I was going to see to this meself later this morning.”

“Not at all,” replied William, smiling away. “We were up and about anyhow. Then we saw the flowers, so we said we’d give it a go. It’s the least we could do after you giving us a roof over our heads.”

“Or a leaf over our heads…as it were.” chuckled Icrick, then realising how dry the joke was.

Resting his elbow on the spade, William added, “I hope you don’t mind. I mean, we don’t want to intrude, either.”

“Well, of course I don’t mind! But do you?” Percy asked, standing in the way of the piping.

“Really, we’re happy to do it.” said Icrick, who was only too delighted to be bedding real flowers for a change. “It takes our mind off our business for a bit, which is no harm.”

“Well…if you’re sure,” said Percy, all fidgety. “It’s not normal for me to have me few rare guests slogging for me, you know.”

“Glad to do it, honestly,” William assured him.

“Do you like the way I have it laid out, Percy?” Icrick asked. “I thought the colours might complement each other best this way.”

Patting him on the back with praise of his inventive effort, Percy said, “It’s truly lovely! I couldn’t have done it better meself, Icrick lad. You have an eye for colour, so you do. Well, best let ye get on with it so while I go check on the other guests. I only hope they’re not off doing the guttering or something. Imagine! I’d never have another houseguest again.”

With his habitual merry manner, he left them to it.

As William and Icrick worked on into the day, Ifcus had taken it upon himself to explore the gardens too. But, you have to remember, Ifcus was a horse. And for him to be surrounded by such deliciously scrumptious vegetables meant that it wouldn’t be long before he felt to be beyond the boundaries of apparent starvation. His teeth were swimming at the thoughts of it.

Craftily and cautiously he sniffed around in the grass close by, gradually moving ever closer to the carrot patch. William kept a close eye on him, but he was hardly able to keep a straight face. Ifcus was, in turn, keeping an equally close tabs on William.

The steed would watch William from the corner of his eye as he nosed about, and if ever he glanced over, Ifcus would quickly bury his face into the grass, where he pretended to have a harmless sniff. He was so tantalizingly close to snatching a carrot, at one point, that he could smell its luscious scent working its way up his nose and making his mouth salivate to foamy corners. But the second William straightened, Ifcus stuffed his snout right into a tuft of dandelions to partake in a massive whiff, and didn’t he snort up a great bumblebee that’d been relaxing within. Luckily he sneezed with such a powerful, head-rattling neigh, that the bee buzzed away, sparing him a good stinging. He learnt his lesson and decided to leave the vegetables alone for a bit. Lunchtime wasn’t far off anyhow.

Midday approached and the sun was at its zenith, thus projecting down such baking heat that the south wavered with phantasms of simmering lakes. With welcomed greetings, Percy finally returned to William and Icrick with some well-deserved refreshments.

“Here’s some chilled lemonade for ye, lads. Freshly squeezed of course,” said he, carrying a silver tray. “God knows ye’ll need it. Whoo-wee! Do ye feel the heat out of that sun?”

“Great. Thanks, Percy. Yeah, it’s roasting,” said William, indulging in a cool swig. Pinching the garments off his flesh, he added, “My clothes are sticking to me, it’s so hot. Never felt anything like it. It’s nice, though. Don’t see enough of it.”

‘Twas then that he was suddenly side-tracked by a small, brown, pointy hat tearing in amongst the pumpkins. William nearly spat out his second mouthful of lemonade when he saw it. Then he spotted another, just shy of the huge oak roots, before it bounced off into hiding.

“Did you just see that?” asked Icrick, who was just as flabbergasted.

“You saw it too?” William replied. “What were those?”

“What?” Percy yelped, and all of his spiders scampered into his vest. “What did you see?”

“I spotted a brown cap running through the patch there!” the lad exclaimed, pointing at the pumpkins with his glass.

“Oh!” laughed Percy, gripping his heart. “You had me startled there for a moment. Those are just me Gnomes!”

“You have Gnomes?” William gasped. “Garden Gnomes, I suppose you mean?”

“Garden Gnomes?” Percy parroted, with intrigue. “Hmmm, that has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Garden Gnomes.”

Suddenly, a few more scuttled through a cluster of high grasses just behind them.

They were everywhere, now that they’d come to notice them; all about, in every which way. Suffice it to say, William could never quite get a proper look at any of them. He always spotted them when it was too late, merely snagging a glimpse of their hats, or their boots, as they vanished.

“Yes, indeed! My Gnomes. They help me with me work around Lythiann. Shy critters they are, so don’t take any offence. Just a moment, did…did you think I lived here all on me own? In this great tree?” laughed the man.

It then occurred to the Grogoch, and he said, “Ah! So that’s why all the holes were occupied last night. They were full of Gnomes!”

“That’s right, master Grogoch. I thought Wren would’ve told ye all about them.”

“No, she didn’t,” said William, taking another sip and not the least bit surprised.

Then, leaning in closely to William’s ear, Percy whispered, “She’s taken quite a liking to you, you know.”

He then moderately recoiled with his bushy eyebrows standing high with suggestiveness. William didn’t know how to respond to that unusual comment, as it held a certain personal content which he didn’t expect to be dispensed by a stranger like Percy. Instead, he took an awkward drink of his lemonade, and peered off into space with a callow expression on his face.

Percy turned to go back inside, when he suddenly remembered something, and said, “Oh! Before I forget. There’s a little shindig tonight, after dinner, in the music hall. It’s just a thing we do every Friday night, to unwind after the week. Used to be a grand celebration when the wife was around, God rest her soul. But we try to keep up the tradition all the same. A few drinks, a few tunes, some finger food. We’d be delighted if ye could join us.” And with a crafty wink to William, he topped it off by saying, “Wren!…and the others will be there, too.”

Corresponding with a crooked grin, William nodded him on, as if to say, “We’ll be there.”

You see, in spite of his desires, all of that boy-girl business was completely new to him, and he had no idea what he was going to do about it; if he was brave enough to do anything at all. For following the initial shock of Percy’s tidings—fantastic and all that it was—there came an unfamiliar tingling sensation just high of William’s belly, which slowly inched its way right up through his chest, then up to his throat. All sense of time felt like it was beginning to drag, and drag, and drag, as this breathless apprehension wrung upon his very resolve. He was practically quivering. Nor was it a scared feeling, like what he felt with Valstarius or, perhaps, the Thiagoné. It was more a nervous fear, in that he suddenly became very conscious of how he’d behaved around her in the past, and was trying desperately to pinpoint the specific manner that may have roused her alleged feelings to begin with. He needed to understand it. He didn’t know why exactly. Once again, he was bemused by the whole ordeal. It was all so unforeseen. He then started pleading to himself that he would neither hear nor see her before he felt ready enough to do so, in case he mucked it up when the time came. The poor lad was in a proper muddle, and that’s no lie.

William was the last to show up for dinner that night, and he did so in such an aloof fashion. He just seated himself with his eyes down and didn’t really speak to anyone. It is astonishing how some chaps unwittingly alter their behaviour once the intimate feelings of another have, so unexpectedly, been brought to their attention.

In the centre of the dinner table there was a delectable pot of steaming brown stew; a crock of fresh baguettes, golden and crunchy; more crackers and cheese; and more of that same relish from the night before.

On several occasions Wren attempted to instigate some every day, run-of-the-mill conversation with William, but he couldn’t concentrate with Percy constantly smiling over at him with bulging, remindful eyes. Even his spiders were watching from Percy’s scruffy head, hairy jungle that it was. So, in place of just answering the girl (which would have been a whole lot less embarrassing) he would just smile or nod. Or if the situation absolutely required it, and all eyes were on him, he’d include a grunt, or some involuntary noise, which often happened despite himself, “Hyeuh!” All he really wanted was to take his plate and ooze down gutlessly beneath the table where he could nibble away in peace.

Wren, funnily enough, was acting quite normally, from what he could tell. But with her being so steadfast, she probably would’ve been very capable of masking such supposed emotions; presuming Percy was, indeed, unmistaken about them to begin with.

After tidying up, Percy showed them up three flights of stairs to the music hall. But why he called it a ‘hall’ eluded the rest of them completely, because it was merely another cramped chamber in that otherwise vast tree palace. Five fat hippos would have had a better time squeezing into Khrum’s wardrobe.

Those walls were no more than eight feet by eight feet. The ceiling was about the same height from the ground. Taking up even more room was the cushioned bench that ran round the whole room from one wall to the next. If they all sat down on it, and sprawled out their legs, they would’ve gotten all knotted together and annoyed. Place was a sty. Jam-packed with all sorts of musical instruments, both scattered about on the ground and dangling crookedly from the walls. It was next to impossible to get themselves settled, constantly switching seats and mapping out where to move next. Even Crosco had to stand outside with The Head poking in, as it would have been positively hopeless for him to even try, especially with Ifcus, either on his shoulders or off. To him, the whole situation appeared disgracefully uncomfortable.

They were all saying things like, “Um…excuse me. Sorry! Can I just move across here? Look, how about you sit here and I sit there? Watch out! Comin’ through! Mind my foot! Watch his fingers!”

And there was Icrick, in the heart of it all, getting squashed to his knees whilst clutching onto the Symphogram for dear life. You’d swear he was at the foremast of his sinking ship; all he was missing was a cap and his salute. But never once did he leave the Symphogram out of his sight. Even when he had to use the facilities, the Grogoch would heave that awkward contraption onto his shoulders and bring it along with him. He even contracted raw, painful-looking markings from those straps, which just goes to show you how determined he was to do his best. Quite the fellow for the job though.

With the awkwardness ongoing, the old man soon became aware. He was already rather cosy in his self-allotted corner on the other side of the room.

“Oh, b’janey, can’t ye get settled?” he asked.

“Well…” Wren hinted, trying to squeeze past William, with her palms pressed to the ceiling.

That was quite amusing, incidentally, with her shapely backside wagging just shy of William’s face. He was so nervous, he didn’t know which way to look.

“Not to worry. I can soon solve that. Leave it to me,” said Percy.

Clambering over to the wall, he gave it one solid thump with the side of his fist, and yelled, “We need a bit of room in here. Do you mind? We want to have our Christmas celebrations in some bit of comfort, if you please!”

“Christmas celebrations?” asked The Head. “But Christmas passed by when we were in that nasty, horrible jungle…did it not?”

“So I’ve been told.” Percy smiled, gesturing to the guilty Wren who just had everyone’s best interests at heart. “Herself told me that ye missed out on it. We can’t be having that, so this Friday’s get-together is going to be a belated festive celebration in honour of ye…me hardworking guests. I know it’s a little late, but I’m sure we can squeeze a bit of craíc out of it all the same, won’t we just? We may even convince ourselves that December 24th has swung about again.”

Hammering on the wall one more time, he shouted a second time, “Some room in here, please!”

It was almost as if the oak was emitting a slow, silent, belly full of wind because the room gradually widened out and out, until they could eventually stretch out as far as they so wished. It yawned out to such a degree that it truly did deserve the title of a hall. There was so much free space that they could’ve stood up and dashed around, with arms flailing, if such a daffy notion struck them.

The walls continued to groan. Chairs and tables cropped up from the living wood all around. Massive columns sprouted from both the floor and ceiling, only to meet up in the middle and merge, while hundreds of torches germinated magically from their woodwork, before winding around and around the columns themselves, right up to the very ceiling. Entwined with festive holly and flecked in snow, branches thin ‘n’ thick ravelled in from outside and crawled up along the walls, all bearing tiny candles on the tips of their boughs.

That once tiny room was now brimming with elegance; occupied with more space than they would ever hope to need. Stretching up along either side were two narrow tables. A veranda had also opened out on the eastern wall, leading up a winding way toward the loftier levels of the great oak. Even little Christmas trees had burgeoned here and there, complete with red ribbons and organic baubles. Lastly, on each of the four confines, four knotted fireplaces appeared, royal and tall all pouring out glorious swells, and even more candles danced to every last inch of otherwise empty space. These twinkling lights bequeathed real pleasantness to the hall, and now everything was ready for the party to begin.

It was so impossibly wonderful, that oak palace; how it magically transformed a once-restricted chamber into a majestic hall, blended from both nature and design. Robin redbreasts, hummingbirds, and kingfishers fluttered in from the forthcoming storm to nest upon the branches. It reminded William of how the old church hall back home used to be prepared for the Christmas Eve party every year. Not that the local church possessed such palpable sorcery, mind you. It was more the traditional sense of kindness and warmth which had him smiling so fondly.

Icrick was standing beside him with equal amazement. Suddenly William could’ve sworn he saw the padlock on the Symphogram giving a slight judder, so he watched it for a moment, to see. When nothing happened he put it down to a figment of his imagination, and he returned his attention to the hall. There was a lot going on after all.

As the embellishments of the inner oak were ceasing to unfold, the hall had become all the more occupied, not that William and the others knew of it. For there were masses of crannies and imperfections, in which the little Gnomes could hole up quite secretly. A gang of those tiny beings had already been in there, parading about in their own hidden fashion. They couldn’t really be seen at first, but they could be heard. Squeaky cheers of festivities and happiness, both of male and female, spilled from all of those shrouded nooks; up high and down low. And when the music began, more and more Gnomes could scarcely be spotted out in the open. Whether it was a cap bobbing about behind some furniture, or the hem of a flowery skirt scampering around some corner, William and his merry band knew they were present, and having a ball at that. Soon there was no question of their attendance. Dancing scarves and wagging beards were everywhere they looked. But their faces remained ever veiled, either behind garments or furnishings.

Also having a whale of a time was Percy. He was twittering out song after song on his wooden piccolo, and skipping around with his elbows high in melody. Sometimes he performed carols; other times he performed ancient Celtic tunes of Lythiann’s yesteryear. Both were endearing and, as he played on, barrel upon barrel of fine ale, fruit juices, and varieties of iced tea were being rolled up a ramp from outside by arms of spindly branches and huge dung beetles, and they kept on coming until there was a great pyramid of casks stacked high in the corner beside the main doorway. Sandwiches and grand mahogany bowls of peanuts, chestnuts, and walnuts were also being brought in and placed on the tables by a long line of worker ants, who then absconded through a small crack below the skirting on the distant end. Roast pigs, and cold cutlets of ham, and beef, were also being brought in and rested decoratively on the tables throughout. The party was afoot, and the Gnomes soon joined in on the music, with the pounding of their drums and bodhràns.

The jubilant melodies coaxed Wren and the others out of their seats in dance. Icrick sped off out the door, to arrive back minutes later with his Uilleann pipes. He and Percy then kicked off into a blissful reel of the finest Irish fashion and everyone was up and about, jigging and twirling around. Even Ifcus was nodding away merrily to the beat, despite his frail ways.

William, however, didn’t dance. He was never much good at it, and was painfully aware of it, too. In the past, if he ever tried his hand at dancing, he’d always do so in such a way that his feet would appear glued to one spot while he bobbled up and down, displaying these awkwardly absurd pointing gestures. The sheer embarrassment of it, every time. He usually ended up shuffling backwards to the edge of the floor, where he would sink back into the crowd unnoticed. That didn’t happen this time though, because Wren had him hoisted out of his seat before he could decline.

“W-Wait…!” shrieked the lad.

“Come on, don’t be such a misery-martyr!” she said, and laughed. “Could be ages before we get to let loose like this again. Enjoy it with me!”

William hardly had a choice. He’d been whisked up so fast that he couldn’t decline.

Skipping along, Wren pecked him on the cheek, and smiled, “Happy belated Christmas, William.”

Stunned and a little shy, William blushed. “H-H-Happy…um…happy Christmas to you too, Wren.”

He actually had more fun than he ever would have anticipated. Not only that, but his shyness soon melded into memory, as he danced heartily away with that sprightly lass. Round, and round, and round the floor they pranced, tittering and yowling as the others clapped them on from a surrounding circle. To see William having such a fabulous time with the very girl who seemed to displease him on so many instances bygone was quite astonishing for the others. He truly did appear happier than ever. Almost serene looking.

On and by that festal eve went. Khrum was guzzling down ale after ale with yearning emotion. Icrick had drank so much that he was out on the veranda, belching miserably, as his intoxication teased his paunch to the brink of a violent regurgitation. Crosco and Ifcus were relaxing in a nearby corner of the hall, munching on relish sandwiches, while William and Wren, as you already know, spent much of their time jigging. What a joyful occasion for all. Even for the Grogoch, all in all. The merriment was just the medicine they needed to treat those scarred sentiments of late.

It was also pleasing to see how carefree Percy and his Gnomes were as they danced, as though there was never a threat of shadow lingering so ominously over their scenic land. William could but admire their sense of optimism. Smiling to himself, he wished that, somehow, the placid ways of that joyous oak would inspire him into sharing such high spirits. But to cling to such hopes, considering all that was to come, may well cause more harm than good. For no matter how enriching they may seem, soulless dreams can quite easily stray into the foulest of despairs.

Later, as the tempest sailed in from the north and the jigs had long since dwindled to the more calming sound of Percy’s fiddle, William had noticed Wren making for the veranda at the opposite side of the hall, alone. She must’ve been going out for a breath of fresh air. He was in the company of Khrum and the Dullahan, who were discussing their plans for later future while enjoying a sociable drink for themselves. Icrick, by then, had also returned to the party, though he was seated close by in a drunken sway, with his head churning in his hands and a string of dribble touching the floor. But he soon found his second wind and thus began toying with the idea of having another ale for himself.

William found himself paying hardly any attention to the conversation. He was far too engrossed within his own notions, and couldn’t stop watching that veranda door. With each second passing to what felt like a drowning hour, his eyes were fixed upon it like a spotter to a branch disturbed, constantly anticipating the return of that one perfect sparrow.

Soon, time passed out of mind, and still she had not returned. So, after a moment’s hesitation, William decided there was nothing else for it. Downing his apple juice in one swift shot, he excused himself from the others and made way for the veranda with a look of pluckiness in his eye. What he was actually going to say to her once they met, he did not yet know. Spontaneity was the key here, he felt. So the brave young soul leapt boldly into that daring situation, without giving it a second thought. Upon each advancing step, the mixture of tension and adrenaline was testing his already quaking wit, such that he could hear his heartbeat thudding in his eardrums. He could even feel it in his very fingertips. But this was just a mental barrier he needed to overcome.

He stepped out onto the veranda and saw her standing just outside the door, by the rail of the balcony. Unaware of his presence, she was admiring the land through the sparkle of falling rain. The storm had eased off quite a bit, though it was still sheeting down fairly heavily.

That canopied veranda had yet another open hearth set just aside the doorway, facing out, to warm those who so wished to enjoy such pleasures as Wren herself was doing that blustery hour. It looked really snug. One could also have considered it somewhat romantic even; with the curtains of rainwater pouring down from the awning, and the golden glow of the fireplace falling warmly upon the bright woodwork. And beyond the rain, Lythiann flickered picturesquely under the fading flashes of pale lightning.

“Hello!” William squeaked freakishly like a chipmunk, only to ridicule himself behind her back with a sickened expression. He even dribbled a bit, which never happens. “Um…c-can I join you?”

“Of course. You can do what you like,” Wren answered, appearing as carefree and as relaxed as ever. “It’s beautiful watching the storm from here, where it’s warm and safe.”

Gazing across the land again, she cuddled into her own embrace with a soft sigh of content.

He wandered out to join her, and was carefully contemplating his choice of words, wondering what he could possibly use as a subject which, preferably, had an essence of romance about it. That’s right, romance. Because it was always at the forefront of his mind, he ended up using the moon as his ideal bait.

“My,” he uttered in a wobbly way, trying to keep his cool while pretending to consider the moon, “doesn’t the moon look nice tonight?”

But Wren wasn’t fooled for a second, for as soon as those rather forced words of attempted courtship departed his quaking gullet, she knew only too well what he was up to.

Smiling quietly to herself, she replied, “I can’t see it, William. Not with the storm brewing. Perhaps you haven’t noticed?”

Swing and a miss, and William’s blank stare was locked unnervingly at the sky as he pondered his way out of this muck-up. Wren was otherwise biting her lip in an attempt to restrain a giggle. You thick eejit ya! he deliberated, because he knew perfectly well that the moon would not be visible during the tempest, as Percy had already told them so upon their arrival. This put him off to a terrible start altogether. Whatever fearlessness he may have had two minutes ago was slowly recoiling to the self-counsel of, “William, what the hell did you just get yourself into? Get out while you still can, will you!” But, devastated as he was underneath, he needed to maintain his outer calmness as best he could, and carry on. It was either that or sprint off; most likely face flat into a wall.

Whilst he was reflecting upon her last answer (evidently with grave distress, might I add), Wren was secretly observing him. She could tell that he was trying his utmost to impress her. But she could also see, beneath his inept guise of waning composure, that his mind was struggling wildly in the process. He even looked to be sweating a little. Even so, she couldn’t resist seeing him squirm, thus she allowed him to proceed of his own accord.

Wiping a bead of cold sweat from his nose, William blathered, “Yes! Yes that’s true! You can’t see it…can you? Hmmm. Not really, like…through the clouds and that…and the rain. What an eejit, me! But the stars are nice, though. Don’t you think the stars look nice?” asked he, with all the smoothness of cutlery being scratched across porcelain plates.

Wren was trying so hard not to chuckle. Because if they couldn’t see the moon, then how could they see the stars? Realising the idiocy of his statement for himself, William hastily incorporated a spiel of badly fabricated, poetic blathering so as to style up his error.

“They are like other worlds, really…the stars…um, when you can see them, I mean. Like planets from afar. Lands that nobody has ever explored. Realms that are full o’ magical s-stuff. Kingdoms that are crammed with…with…with enchantment! Sparkly things which—”

But before he could embarrass himself further, Wren put her hands up with a splutter of laughter, and said, “Okay…stop!”

Meanwhile, poor William was left standing there, blinking like an idiot, not knowing what was going on or what he was even saying.

“You read too many storybooks, William,” she sighed with a smug, yet irrefutably flawless smile. “But maybe when William wishes to talk to me…then I might listen.”

Pinching his cheek, with a look of adoring sympathy, she withdrew for a glass of cherry wine, leaving him standing there, alone, with a look of utter witlessness on his face. And once she’d vanished from his sight, he clutched onto the railing, gazed over the blinking countryside and let out a growling sigh, “Percy…you aul’ Wally,” he said to himself, like it was all Percy’s doing.

He waited on the veranda for some time before eventually bracing enough nerve to go back inside. It’s also safe to say that he was back to square one with the entire ‘Wren’ situation, as he’d now been bitten by female rejection for the very first time in his life and it left him puzzled, embarrassed, and feeling altogether like a proper fool; which is quite understandable, when you consider the hames he’d made of it.

You see, as you’re already aware, he’d always tried to appear unenthusiastic about Wren’s company within the group, as some absurd means of trying to get her attention. Albeit, there were times when he truly was curious of her intentions. Nevertheless, in order for this plan to work, he had to make this unwillingness obvious—just as the men used to do in the pub back home—otherwise it would have defeated the entire purpose, he thought. Only now the tables had completely turned in Wren’s favour, which fell quite ill upon the boy, solely because his true feelings were fairly clear to her, consequently vanquishing any callous (though preferably impressionable) conduct he may have used against her in the past. So for the remainder of that evening, he was sure to keep his distance from her, heedless of whatever pleasant gestures she might have motioned at him in the meantime. A wave. A smile. What if he misinterpreted them too? Alas, he decided it best to disregard them completely in order to regain some dignity. And yet, the words, “When William wishes to say something to me, then I might listen,” also had him pondering, but they didn’t bare a sturdy enough foundation for them to have ‘the cosy future’ he’d always hoped for.

The following morn, and the final day of the tempest, the tree suffered a massive upheaval. William was rudely awoken when Thérn slipped from its hook and bumped him on the forehead. The walls were moving. In effect, the whole tree was moving. It contorted, and twisted, and squirmed as if reacting to some impalpable menace.

Rippling and quivering, the wood shrank in and expanded out, snaking left to right with great, booming groans. Grabbing his belongings, William sprang from his bed and made for the hallway, where he found the others toppling about in the chaos. As if poor Icrick wasn’t bad enough, nursing an unmerciful hangover, this was only making it worse for him. Pink and inflamed, his eyes had sunk back into his skull as his jaws watered to the threat of even more vomiting. To and fro he staggered, ceaselessly trying to lean against the wall where he might find some sort of comfort. But the motions of the tree were far too distressing, and the sickly Grogoch was getting flung all over the place, with his cheeks ever bloating to an ailing green.

“What’s going on?!” William shouted.

Percy came plodding up the hallway with a big smile on his face, calm and as fresh as a daisy, and waving them along, he said, “Come on! Follow me! You have to see this!”

No sooner had Percy shown up, than the tree suddenly stopped its shifting and died into steadiness once more. It was as if nothing had ever happened. Not a splinter of wood was out of place, and Percy just stood there with his hands behind his back, grinning at them like he hardly noticed a thing.

“What was all that in aid of?” asked Crosco, with Ifcus’ quivering eyes peeking over The Body’s iron shoulders. “Talk about turning a pleasant dream into a raving nightmare! What in blazes was happening? An earthquake? Another mountain? A herd of cows? What?”

“A herd of Cows?” Khrum asked, with a puzzled look, and Crosco responded with a shrug.

“Ho-ho! Not at all!” laughed Percy. “‘Twas the tree taking its defence! Anyhow, ‘tis late afternoon, me dear chappies. ‘Bout time ye got your backsides out of your cots. Now, follow me, quickly, before it’s too late. You really must feast your eyes on this!”

He was so full of excitement that it intrigued them no end. With the ruckus now over, and peace inhabiting the oak once again, they followed him down a thin corkscrew slide, over a precarious drop into blackness by way of a scraggy beam bridge, and finally up a sharp slope until they arrived at a bare chamber with just a triangular fireplace, a single stool, and a high arched window in the exact middle. These were Percy’s sentry quarters.

Waddling over to the window with eager hands, he said, “Quickly now. Quickly!”

Fixing on a pair of his thick glasses, he gawked at them with magnified eyes, and with his finger to his mouth, he said, “Shhh! Their ears are keen. We must not draw their attention.”

“Who’s they?” William asked, approaching the window.

Outside he noticed how the tree had lowered its branches to take shape of that hill which Percy had told them about before. Because they were so close to it, they could distinguish the leaves from plain grass fairly easily. However, had they examined that altered oak from any further away, it might’ve been a different kettle of fish altogether, because the leaves were sloped steeply down the sides, revealing not so much as a windowpane or a sliver of bark along the way. They then blended themselves flawlessly into the grass below, as to give the impression of one colossal, karstic mound. A most extraordinary spectacle. Even the tiniest buds had congregated to look like tiny woodlands.

But they weren’t there to observe the tree itself. They were there to see what it was hiding from.

A blanket of fog had cloaked the entirety of Lythiann, and was creeping closer to the tree with each closing minute. The land appeared haunted by the lack of light, and this heavy layer of murky miasma was devouring everything in its road.

“Is this what I think it is?” Wren asked.

“Indeed!” said Percy, with a childish chuckle.

“And what is it?” asked William, again feeling bothered about being kept in the dark.

Suddenly, Khrum pointed into the fog and gasped, “Look! Dear Lord, would ya feasht your blinkers on that!”

Within the bank of fog, strolling across the land like lonely phantoms of the earth, was a gathering of ogres. Gigantic, skeletal beings, with broad backs and gaunt features. Sorrowfully they lumbered through the mist, spread out with great distances between them. There were so many. All of whom muttered to themselves in a quiet, inconsolable chant.

“Marvellous!” whispered Percy, almost with a tear in his eye.

“What is this?” the lad asked.

“It’s what we call a Nhùnacladth…or an ogre’s funeral,” answered Percy. “Another filthy ogre is dead in the world, and what a wonderful day it is because of it. Slain in battle, I’d say.”

“What? You mean…they’re mourning its death?” asked the boy.

“Yes!” chortled the old man. “They grieve while the rest of us rejoice. Grimy, rotten animals they are! Death is too good for them.”

Motioning towards the east, Wren added, “If you look up ahead there, William, you should be able to see them carrying the body. Look, there they are now.”

Peering east, only to see the vague image of a casket upon the shoulders of four ogres, William asked, “Well, where are they taking him?”

“To the coast, I would expect,” answered The Head. “Ogres came onto this land from the sea, don’t you know. So when death finally catches up with one of them, its body is then returned to the tides by their brethren. Not quite a customary burial…but then again, they are ogres! Probably been travelling for days, they have. A waste of good energy, if you ask me.”

Surprised by their delight in such a woeful phenomenon, William silenced his opinions and continued to watch those beasts as they unsuspectingly strode past that majestic, oaken knoll.

For some time they sat at the window, observing those ogres as they wandered eastward. The others soon grew weary and went back to their holes so as to ready their belongings for their outset the following morn, but the boy stayed where he was.

He sat there until the entire legion of mourners had moved on. It took the better part of two hours, but eventually they departed from sight, together with that mysterious fog, like it was somehow enshrouding them from outer judgment and hostility, allowing them to peacefully bury their kin without the hindrances of peril or intrusion.

As he watched them diminishing into the east, only one thought echoed inside him; the very notion that these creatures were, one day soon, to be his enemies, had they known it yet or not. But, their differences aside, William couldn’t refute a magnificence behind these creatures, for they were not without a sense of sentiment; mourning the loss of one who had obviously once placed love in their hearts. “Animals,” Percy said. How could those who displayed such devotion be considered so? They respected their dead. Not like when human casualties of wars, in worlds over, were abandoned by their own and left to rot in the very soil that had been soaked red through a sacrifice which the victims themselves believed just. Forsaken by the very people whom they fought to protect, and then granted no reverence in return. Could it be helped that these animals were influenced by such a powerful conjurer as Briggun? Was it truly their fault? Or was William truly that ignorant about the ways of this enchanted world?

After they’d thanked the old man, before departing the following morn, Percy pulled William aside and told him that he had left a gift in his comfort cloak. ‘Something which may prove useful during times of pursuing peril’ was how he phrased it. Presuming it rude to ask what it might be there and then, William simply thanked Percy many times over before finally leaving the oak palace for good. However, when he made search for this supposed gift later that day, he found nothing. That old man was a bit funny anyways, thought the lad, smiling. But odd or not, they rather enjoyed their visit to Percy’s magical home, and they found Percy himself to be a most delightful host indeed.

And so it was they were, again, back on their wearing path. But their stomachs were fulfilled, and they were well rested, so all was not entirely grim. Jimzin had also returned in the meantime, which Wren was extremely thankful for, on account of her being so unaccustomed to all of this traipsing about by foot. By the looks of things, he’d been sheltering from the tempest in a nearby bayou, because his odour was foul and his claws were encased in clumps of parched mud. After finding a calm pond along the way, he welcomed the opportunity to clean himself off. Obviously the reek was not only bothering the others but was bothering him, too. When he was through grooming himself, they marched along the rock-strewn causeway of Nigh Muphèt’s fen until the sun passed down over the countryside, lengthening the shadows before their stride.

As the wispy streaks of sunset broke behind eventide, and a biting frost crept eerily over the hills of Almas Aér, they discovered a monumental lodge, such as what a beaver might build. But this was well beyond any average proportions, and was cleverly hidden beneath the steep overhang of an ample tarn. It looked rather dilapidated, and also vacant; a choice place to rest on account of apt shelter being otherwise scarce and, all the more so, since the mighty Jimzin had already decided to rest beneath a stooping beech not far from the reedy bank.

But their comforts soon crumbled when they were chased from their beds during the early hours by the two feral Creavers who were, in fact, inhabiting the lower passages of that very lodge.

Big as wild boars, and descendants of the Beaver family, the Creavers were brutal animals with panned, hobnailed tails that slapped at their heels like hammering maces.

The bigger of the Creavers—and undoubtedly the male—came charging at them with a chilling snarl, which threatened, “Go on! Get out o’ me bloomin’ ‘ouse or I’ll ‘av ya! Go find someplace else ta squat…blasted faerie-folk.”

Slipping and stumbling, while struggling to collect their possessions, our heroes barely escaped that wrathful beast with their limbs intact. Had they not been in the wrong, they might’ve reacted a little more vindictively. But, in this particular case, they were the intruders, and they were really extremely lucky to have evaded that petulant Creaver so easily. For not often are those beasts so effortlessly eluded, thanks to their sharp senses and lightning reflexes.

Although blessed in their escape, they were left to endure the stabbing coldness of that frigid night, with nothing to do other than hike till first light, where, perhaps, they might eventually find some adequate shelter in which they could catch a little well-earned sleep.

It wasn’t long after sunrise when Wren spied an alcove in amongst the erupting geysers and the enchanting thermal streams of the Omora Tors, where they then slept for most of the morn, with the searing steam providing better heat than any coverlet of theirs. Quite a prosperous find, given everything they’d been through that dreadful night. And when they roused to face a sunny afternoon, they each indulged in a scrumptious lunch before setting out on their road again.

Moons loomed and dwindled, as dawns painted the skies into dusks, and three nights had passed since departing Percy’s abode. Upon the fourth day, twilight was falling when they happened upon a fine, sheltering sycamore on the lower western bank of a mountainside, and beside it trickled a gentle creek. With weariness in their bones after a long day of hiking, they rested in that spot until dawn came to wake them. And it awoke them to an encounter of—how should we say—a reasonably modest disposition at that.


- Chapter Two -

Ewval’s Bastion

The sun glared radiantly upon William’s dreaming eyes, when a jovial voice suddenly said, “William. William, it’s time to get up now, I should think. It is a lovely, lovely morning. Rise and shine now.”

With a nudge to his shoulder, William rolled over with sleep in his eyes, to find Icrick’s funny face smiling over him. For a weary instant, he thought his whole adventure, up until then, was just one long, ridiculous dream. But he wasn’t so fortunate, for every little incident, including that cringing disaster of failed courtship, couldn’t have been more real. Actually, that was probably one of the most nightmarish portions of recent days for the boy, although it didn’t seem to burden Wren at all, with her being as blithe as usual. Never did she fail to keep an untroubled smile upon her lips.

Khrum also woke to Icrick’s call, so he crawled out from beneath William’s backpack with a slothful wail and his hat down over his eyes.

“Ugh, do we have ta keep movin’?” he groaned, hardly able to move. “I’m absolutely shattered after sleepin’ on this rock-hard ground. Which, might I add, I fear I will never get used ta again. Look at it! Ya’d be as well off sleepin’ on a pile o’ swords! Shtones pokin’ out all over the place! Ta make matters worse, I was havin’ these weird nightmares. Peculiar bloody dreams where I was bein’ chashed downhill by a herd o’ wild beer barrels. Horrible it was. Barely got away with my life in the end.”

Nuzzling up into his arm while falling deep into another slumber, he then mumbled, “Just another half-hour, so I can squeeze in a few decent dreams. Preferably involvin’ a bottle o’ fine malt ‘n’ some boobies. Or malt boobies.”

“Oh, get up, lazybones!” said Icrick, pinching the leprechaun on the arm. “We’ve slept late enough as it is! Can’t be doing this every day.”

With that painful beckoning, Khrum bounded to attention with a lively spark.

Scrubbing his arm to dull the pain of the pinch he barked, “Ouch! Quit your pinchin’; with your wheezin’ hay-bale of a face! That hurt! Your fingers are all big n’ bony, in comparison ta my wee arms.”

“Well, unless you want to get another swift clip,” Icrick retorted, “you’d best stop being so cheeky and get yourself ready to set out. We’re not back in Percy’s now, you know. We have important matters to tend to, and you know that well enough.”

“Agh, fair enough,” Khrum exclaimed, climbing up off the ground. “Don’t go gettin’ your wiry knickers in a twisht! ‘Tis bad enough I have ta face the day after a gammy night’s sleep without listenin’ ta you goin’ on ‘n’ on as well, like some geriatric aul’ bat!”

Harbouring a humour cast from early morning tetchiness, William intruded, put out his hand and uttered only one word, “Please…?” and that quickly brought their dispute to a finish.

The longing to be back in Percy’s cosy oak-house was something felt by all, let alone the degree of contempt they had for having to endure the cold and treacherous road again. But all they could do was make do with what little they had and bear it as best as they knew how. Needless to mention that, while those scuffles were heating up, it was surprising to see that The Head was not in the middle of it, moaning and bickering as one might expect he would. He looked rather entertained if anything, as he lay there quietly observing their petty tiff with a smug grin on his face. For it’s common knowledge that the only antidote some folk need for sullen spirits is a sliver of juicy strife, and The Head seemed just the sort to partake. You know what they say, ‘Misery loves company.’

Shamefaced, with his fingers twiddling, Icrick said, “Oh, I do apologise, William. Ever so sorry!”

“Yeah, sorry, lad,” added Khrum, nudging the Grogoch like it was all his doing.

With a placid smile, William replied, “It’s grand. Just not first thing.”

Nodding their heads and with a shake of hands, Icrick and Khrum remedied their differences and began readying themselves for the morning ahead.

William was taking in the view and found it to be a very promising day, despite the heavy rain clouds approaching from the east. But they were leagues away, and would probably have swept well southwards by the time they’d reached them. Otherwise it was a very inviting sunny morn, just before midday.

They were higher up than he would have otherwise imagined. The morning sunlight delivered deep impressions onto the mountainside which emphasised their altitude by a momentous amount. Whether the others were aware of it or not, he was unsure. He was rather amused by this notable feat, because he didn’t feel any strain whatsoever of an arduous climb the previous eve. Come to think of it, he didn’t even know they were travelling upward through the dusk at all, because the hike was fairly discreet throughout.

The break at Percy’s house must’ve had a lot to do with his renewed energy, not discounting his conditioning from the jungle. Had you only seen the steepness of the drop into the southern hummocks below, you could not but be impressed by the ease of William’s effort. Satisfied as he was, it wouldn’t be long before the sun had disappeared behind the mountain, leaving them in bitter coldness to continue their trail. A test altogether unavoidable.

The damselflies also proved a nuisance on that mountainside. The nearby creek was their home, and they were hovering all over the place. One of them even landed on William’s nose, making him shake like a drenched hound. A ghastly insect, with lots of eyes and an ochre, arrow-shaped streak down along its spine, and steely hooks on its forelegs for impaling its prey. As if purposely trying to rile the lad up for swatting it away, it buzzed into his ears and hair.

“Aw, get off! Shoo! You manky little…” growled he, flailing it off.

Away it shooed, but it wouldn’t stay gone long before returning with some friends, and they all clouded around his head like it was made of honey. Eventually, William left them to it, until, soon enough, they got bored and buzzed off of their own accord, which didn’t make the lad any less grumpy.

He seemed testier than usual that morning, which was fair enough, considering he’d become quite inured to sleeping in a warm bed again. If it were you or I, I’d expect we would’ve been grouchy from day one, back in the Grollo. And yet there was something other than a hankering for a snug pillow that made William irritable. Something that illustrated just how taxing this expedition was becoming for the poor chap.

Crosco and Ifcus were relaxing on the far side of the sycamore, where shade was bountiful. Icrick was beside them, and had taken the duty of setting out everyone’s breakfast. After finally coaxing himself from his weary mood, Khrum was doing some morning stretches, and Wren was otherwise settled aside the creek, filling her water bladder. The insects didn’t seem to bother her as much as they did William. Then again, her great, curled-up dragon probably had a lot to do with it.

Procuring all the necessary ingredients from William’s satchel, Icrick soon had breakfast prepared. ‘Twas a marvellously delicious picnic, spread out on a red and white chequered overlay which Percy had given to him as a farewell gift for all his kind work that day in the garden.

Breakfast consisted of piping hot tea; cocoa; toast with heavy lashings of butter, golden honey and marmalade; strips of salty bacon; grapefruit; sausages; cheeses of all sorts; buttered scones and crumpets; steaming scrambled eggs; fried onions, and a tall flagon of freshly pressed apple juice. After almost dribbling into a seizure when he saw it, William sprung immediately into action. At one stage, he tried pouring his tea with two handfuls of toast and a slice of bacon in his gob. Of course it spilt everywhere and made a right mess of things, but it didn’t stop the others from tucking in and having a fine feast.

With his head crammed inside a wedge of grapefruit, Khrum sucked out the tangy juices. Wren was plunging her crumpet into her tea and munching it down with little consideration for etiquette. Icrick, appearing as upmarket as he so aspired, was sipping on a mug of hot chocolate with his pinkie held out. Apples had been laid out especially for Ifcus, thus resulting in a gleeful spread for him, and Crosco nibbled away, quite decorously, on a chock of Swiss cheese.

When they were finished dining, William sat himself against a rock with his hands knotted behind his head and one leg folded over the other, while the others went about their own little morning dealings. Moving out too quickly after a meal was never a good idea and could easily lead to even longer drawbacks later on, he felt. Cramps and such. So there he rested, when the Symphogram came to his attention.

There it lay, by Icrick’s side, supposedly the most crucial implement in William’s possession, and yet it seemed lifeless enough to almost be ignored. Or even worse, forgotten about. Refusing to let such a misdeed hold true, William secretly vowed, in that same moment, to take a deeper interest in it. And this he did.

“Icrick, will you pass me the Symphogram for a second? Just want to take a look at it, if that’s okay?” he asked.

Slinging the strap over his shoulder, Icrick ambled happily over to the boy and replied, “I was wondering when you were going to have a proper look at it. You’ve barely even mentioned it since we left Làn Chùrdal.”

“I know,” replied William. “I’ve just had other things on my mind, I suppose. I’ll take a look now though.”

Removing the heavy leather casing, he placed the horn up to his ear in the hope of hearing something; the faint flutter of faerie wings, perhaps, or maybe even a subtle note of practice. But there was nothing. Actually, it didn’t seem to be occupied at all; just a plain old hollow gramophone, with a few anomalous features.

“Hear anything?” asked the Grogoch, already knowing the answer.

Hiding his regret, William smiled and said, “Nah. Redmun told me that once I understood why I’m doing all o’ this, then I’d hear the music…whatever that means. I never thought to ask. Smart, eh? Don’t suppose you know?”

Wren was watching him from close by. She saw a sincerity in his eyes which told her, in no uncertain terms, of his needs and hopes. She saw a desire for that gallantry to, someday soon, prevail inside of him. It touched her.

Giving him a friendly smile, Icrick replied and said, “Only you know the true reasons for your doings, William. Very well, I could speculate by saying that you are here to liberate your friends back home, or maybe even for the wellbeing of us Dwelvin-Mites…but only you know the real reasons behind your cause. Leave it to time. I know it can be a discouraging thought, but time really can remedy many things.”

“I suppose it can. Thanks, Icrick, you’re a wise creature,” said William, handing back the Symphogram. “I’ll just have to be patient. And thanks for looking after this for me. I’d be lost without you.”

The Grogoch’s eyes lit up, as if a pining for such words had finally been rewarded, and he said, “Oh, w-w-why thank you, William.”

In cocking his chin proudly into the air, he then added, “Well, I’ll be sure to keep up the good work then…shan’t I!”

“Don’t work too hard,” the lad said with a smile. “I don’t want you running yourself into the ground, either.”

“Not to worry, William. I am Grogoch! And we are built to withstand and outlast!” said Icrick, with his fist pressed honourably to his heart.

With that, he waddled to a nearby boulder, where he placed the Symphogram carefully onto the grass to give it a proud polishing. Crossing his arms with a gratified smile for such noble and caring companionship, William took to admiring the natural world from that mountainous belvedere again.

A deep ocean of treetops fanned out south of their course. It was no longer a mystery to him as to why they were taking that highland path, for that forest was far too inscrutable and precarious to challenge. He was grateful that they’d decided to travel over it instead. Maps or not, Icrick was clearly holding true to his position as guide. As far as the Kalmyn Alps the green canopy wandered southward, after which it vanished to the touch of skyline. An amazing view. Then, with a strange sense of wonder, William thought he saw a great land formation piercing through those passing rain clouds in the distance, like a magnificent summit that was otherwise obscured from the floors of Lythiann by lofty terrain and harsh conditions. But that cloud was too dense, and quickly ingested that mysterious formation before William could get a proper chance to study it. Thinking it irrelevant, he put it out of his mind.

Something else caught William’s eye, on the far eastern slopes of their course. At first he thought it was a road, lurking at intervals from beneath the spread of trees. But the more he tried to understand it, the more obvious it became to him. It was a wall. A very long, stone wall.

Unsure if he was seeing things or not, he asked, “Icrick, do you see a wall over there, or am I going cracked altogether?”

“Why, yes,” replied the Grogoch. “I spotted it first thing this morning. It’s what we call Ewval’s Bastion. It’s been here for many, many years…as far as I know. In fact, it runs nearly the entire course of Lythiann, in one way or another, and not in any particular fashion, either. Yes, miles and miles it goes on for, especially ‘round these parts. Sections of it can be spotted almost anywhere you stand, high or low ground…it doesn’t matter. However, I can’t be sure if it strays into the east at all. Actually, no, I don’t think it goes eastward at all.”

Be that as it may, it did indeed travel far, because when William stood up he could see it travelling back for countless miles in the very direction they’d come from. It then dwindled into the craggy south, where it could be seen no more. Humph! They must’ve passed it during the night without knowing, he thought.

The Grogoch proceeded with his tale of Ewval’s Bastion, and William sat against the rock with folded arms and listened attentively.

“You see, the person who built it was once a great general in the Battle of the Seasons. Ewval was his name. Ewval…oh, what was it? Ewval something? Grimblesbee, or something like that. Ara, it’ll come to me later. Anyway, he was also a trusted friend of Mysun’s. They grew up together, you understand, but I think Ewval was a bit older. Mysun then granted Ewval leadership of the militia before he left for Pherenstead, don’t you know. And Ewval upheld his side of the bargain as best he could. He was an amazing person, really. Full of courage and feeling. Oh, it’s a shame I didn’t know him all that well, I am really very sorry to say. He was an Elf, actually. One of the founding members of the Elves Confederation; a league of noble knights who lived in clans across the wild. At any rate, his age had gotten the better of him, which was very unfortunate, and slowly he fell deeper and deeper into an abyss of insanity.

“When we fled for Lythiann all that time ago, we somehow lost Ewval…amongst others. Some people said that he strayed off alone, oblivious to his own actions. Search parties were deployed, yet times grew too perilous for them to continue their hunt. Alas, they never found him…and we never heard from him again. The only tidings ever brought back to us were from the burrowers: rabbits, worms, and moles alike. They told us that Ewval had finally stumbled upon Lythiann, and that he had been constructing his final defence here. A stone wall, no more than three feet high, which ran on for thousands upon thousands of leagues into the very wilds of the world. Never-ending!”

“Well, I’d doubt it is never-ending, Icrick,” said Wren, who’d just joined them after grooming her dragon, and beside her were Khrum and the Dullahan.

“Bah, you know how these stories go!” grouched Icrick, embarrassed to be deemed as one of those embellishers of truths. “They sometimes tend to exaggerate. It goes on for a long time then! How’s that? It was undoubtedly a creation of madness, they said, as it had no set direction, while its purpose was rather impractical. It wouldn’t have even stood a chance of stopping so much as a wild bull, never mind a legion of trained soldiers. No, the wall simply wound its way throughout the lands in random ways and on peculiar routes.

“After that, we heard no more. So, from the Grollo we branded the wall Ewval’s Bastion to commemorate him…in a nice, important-sounding way. Mysun would have appreciated it, we thought, because folk used to say that he saw something in Ewval. Something special. Something other than his clear talents for leadership. However, none of us ever found out what it was. A mystery, to say the least. Oh, what was his name again?”

“Madman’s Abomination, if you ask me,” mumbled The Head, gawking down at the wall.

Shamefully Ifcus snorted at his heinous comment, for it was common knowledge that Ewval was a patriot; a true hero, whose legend deserved the uttermost respect and no less.

“That’s not very nice, Head!” scowled the leprechaun.

“Oh, well pardon me then, squirty!” Crosco replied smarmily.

Fascinated by Icrick’s story, William stowed it in amongst the compilation of other extraordinary facts he’d come to learn along his journey across that wondrous world.

“That’s a good tale,” he said, dwelling upon the Bastion. “It’s, um, different. I was going to suggest we use it as a landmark, in case we get lost or something.”

Spluttering into laughter, Crosco said, “Following that thing on our course would bring us right into the middle of nowhere! Are you mad? We’d be better off using the Grogoch’s nose for navigation! Who knows where that wall would lead us. Probably right into the midst of the badlands near Lycanthraìn! Straight into the claws of some wretched Moon-Dog, no doubt! But it would be much better if we had some maps to travel by. Would it not…William?”

Turning puce, the boy grumbled, “It was just an idea. Anyways, it’s not my fault I lost those maps, you know! How was I supposed to know mountains sprout up like flippin’ turnips ‘round here?”

Intruding on their fracas with an intellectual tone, Icrick said, “Ahem! Well, as it so happens, the present course of the wall is actually on our very road…if my memory serves me correctly. And I should very much like to see what Ewval was up to in his final days. It’d be good culture and grand tellings for the folk back home. What do you reckon, William?”

“Well, that’s settled then! If it’s on our way…sure, we might as well,” said our William, with an overstated grin to the bitter Head.

“Sounds grand ta me, anyways,” said Khrum, rubbing his hands keenly. “My legs are gettin’ a bit shtiff from sittin’ ‘round here all mornin’ anyways. Let’s make tracks!”

Overruling that very statement, he scampered up onto William’s shoulder, where he found a cosy little settle for himself, and they all set course by way of Ewval’s Bastion; but not before William had a chance to whisper an urging concern into the leprechaun’s ear.

“Lycanthraìn? Moon-Dogs?” he asked, with a face like a turkey who’d just heard winter’s first grindstone.

“Thought that’d faze ya all right, boyo!” Khrum grinned. “But the badlands are bloody miles away to the northwest…jusht before the coast. No fear of us windin’ up there. Unless, o’ course, we’re staggerin’ arseways after a night out or somethin’. Incidentally, I wouldn’t take ta callin’ them Moon-Dogs that often either, if I were you. Ya’d never know when one might be lishtenin’; considerin’ how they dishguise themselves ‘n’ all. They find the term…erm…offensive. An’ far from your normal everyday mutt are those beashties. Ta be deemed so servile vexes them rightly. An’ that’s the lasht thing ya want ta do ta them Lycanthraín folk, is make them cross. Not in a month o’ Sundays…Tuesdays, Wednesdays, or any other days that end in ‘Y-S’ for that matter! But, as I said, they’re bloody miles off.”

Ever so glad to hear that they were well beyond that awful-sounding region of Moon-Dogs and outlandish folk, young William’s mind was at ease once more.

Across the mountainside they strode, in the glory of that fine day. It proved extremely difficult to negotiate that highland trail because it sloped at such a hazardous angle. But they found themselves adapting to it, digging in their heels and finding handholds where they could.

Staff out, William clambered alongside the Grogoch who was telling even more stories of Ewval and his contributions to the ancient world. But none of them could recall his family name, for Ewval had gone by so many titles in the past, such as: Ewval of Gurlàch, or The Iron Bull, or Ewval the Fist. And not in any given title was his true house name incorporated. Not that it was of any great secret, mind you. It just didn’t seem fitting enough for such a praiseworthy hero, so rarely was it spoken by his public.

Khrum also divulged a tale or two, as though trying desperately to get his word in. But what the leprechaun was actually trying to do was to appear so involved in those stories, that William would eventually steer his suspicions away from him and his real intention. (The more that something sits in plain sight, the less suspicious you are of it, after all.) His true intention here was the customary quest of finding some whisky in the enchanted satchel. So when the leprechaun had finished commending Ewval, and it was Icrick’s turn to talk, he would slink down along William’s arm and make for the bag. But William’s senses had been finely attuned since the beginning and, by each guileful effort, he merely plucked the leprechaun out of the satchel and plonked him back onto his shoulder where he belonged. Eventually, Khrum just gave up.

Wren was overhead, flying casually on Jimzin’s back who, might I add, was lingering all the more frequently those days. Never once did he leave Wren’s sight for any longer than a few minutes before he’d swooped back, only to whisk her into the blue yonder upon his beating wings again so as they could follow the band once more. As for the Dullahan, he remained at the rear of the group, with The Head shelling out warnings to Ifcus for his bit of lip earlier on. Ifcus, however, just threw his eyes up with a pertly snort, and paid no attention.

Opening out before them, beneath the brink of noon, was a natural pathway which then levelled out, giving their legs a timely rest. Leading in through a wide, bronzing tunnel of magnificent tupelo trees, cherry blossoms, and under a gilded carpet of fallen leaves, the pathway rustled on well into the afternoon with only the tinted glimmer of sunlight slipping in through the auburn canopy. Sometimes a meekly ray would find its way through, but that soon subsided when the sun finally closed in behind the mountains. That stroll was heavenly regardless, with the fresh aroma of woodland in the air alongside the calming sounds of swaying leaves and a coolness that soothed their worries. Even Jimzin behaved himself along that pathway by keeping to all fours as he traipsed beside his Bondite.

It was so tempting for William to just stop there until the following morning, so as to be guaranteed an encouraging outset then, too; ambling along the divine path with the starlings twittering and the sun flickering in on occasion. But that was just wishful thinking, nothing more, for time could not be squandered so lightly.

Hiking through their desire to halt, they finally reached the wall. It appeared quite dissimilar up close. For one thing, it was draped in moss, and was terribly overgrown with grass, bindweed, and briars. Parts of it were so wild that they could easily have passed it ten times over since their outset and been none the wiser. But beneath all of this they noticed how remarkably it was designed, with each perfectly-shaped rock laid considerately into each perfectly-shaped slot. Of course, it wasn’t perfectly flawless, but it was exceptionally close. It must have taken decades to perfect. Yet the idea of it providing any real defence was up for some honest debate.

William noticed how those were the same Celtic swirls he’d often come to notice on their road. And yet the most remarkable aspect was not that each stone was undisrupted and immaculately chosen to fit the precise place, but that they were set in such a way in that the designs on each rock continued, with a perfect transition, onto the next to make up one grand design. It went on and on like this, into the very horizon.

For some further miles they followed it, marvelling at it, almost combing it for flaws. They believed that nothing could be so perfect…but they could find no flaws. It was truly immaculate, in its own way.

“What an amazing sight!” said Icrick, awestricken.

His eyes close to the stone as he followed those whirling designs, William replied, “You can say that again.”

“Why?” Icrick asked, with a perplexed eye.

“Why what?” asked William.

“Why must I say it again?”

“Oh! It’s just a figure o’ speech,” the lad said, chuckling. “Never mind.”

“Pfff! Foreigners!” muttered the Grogoch, as if to tease, and the boy chortled.

Alongside the wall they strolled, when all of a sudden, William heard the faint playing of music, just up ahead. The others heard it too, so they ducked behind the wall just in case and cautiously approached with rounded eyes. But because Jimzin was plodding along recklessly by Wren’s side, it made him an immediate risk, for both his racket and his size would’ve effortlessly drawn unwanted attention. But the music was by no means any reason for them to fret. Neither was Girtìlboun, until they really tested his patience.

Something had to be done about Jimzin…fast, so William disputed, “Wren, do something about your dragon! He’s going to give us away!”

“Don’t tell me what I already know!” she answered impatiently.

Even she knew, that if trouble did kick off, who’s to say Jimzin wouldn’t just fly away in search of food or something, leaving them in the lurch? They were better off hidden. But this also gave her an idea.

Gazing back west, with a face of astonishment, she whispered, “That’s far too fat and juicy to be a goat!”

Jimzin responded instantly. He swished ‘round, with his mighty tail sailing into the wind, and set out in search of his illusory meal.

“Jolly good thinking,” whispered The Head.

“I have my moments,” she said, and winked.

The further they scouted, the louder the music got. It sounded like a lute, and was playing a charming little jingle; a carefree midsummer’s melody, as it were. Peeking over the wall, William spotted a slight rivulet dabbling down through the rocks on the steep mountain face. Eastward it flowed, until it widened moderately into a flowing stream, after which it met with a small, verdant island. Around the island it diverged like a moat, before finally merging again on the other side and carrying on about its business. Upon this island was a tree. Not a massive tree, but it was relatively full and shady. It was a yew tree of some variety but, upon its branches, fruit was growing. Lots of fruit, of all different types. Limes, cherries, oranges, lemons, peaches, plums, apples, and pears, all on the one tree. More beautiful yet was how those branches danced with a wealth of colourful petals, some of which floated gently away upon the mild westerly breeze. The leaves were of a bluish tint; pretty but unusual. With his eyes unfolding like telescopes, Ifcus was onto the fruit like a shot, but Crosco held him steady, lest any real danger was nearby.

Beneath the tree there was a man whose features were obscured by the shade. He seemed relaxed and content with himself. Against the trunk he lay, with his arms wrapped lazily behind his head and his legs crossed before him. To his left was a bow, unstrung on one end, acting as a fishing pole. He had it planted firmly in the earth whilst its float bobbed in the current of the mountain stream, and shallow waters tend to be dandy little spots for hooking some kelpie or perhaps a few carp, if one were so inclined, as this man clearly was. He simply rested there, without a bother, listening to his lute (which was playing itself, wouldn’t you know), watching the world go by.

Turning to the others, William asked, “What do ye think? He doesn’t seem like much of a threat. Maybe we should ask him about our course.”

This idea flushed the Grogoch’s face red with embarrassment.

“No offence, Icrick, really,” whispered William. “It’s nothing against you. You haven’t led us astray so far, I realise that. But it really wouldn’t hurt to find all the help we can get, either. What do you think?”

“It never hurts to get more help…I suppose,” Icrick moped, with his cheeks having turned a full shade of cherry-red. “But I can assure you, the direction I am showing you is proper!”

Icrick didn’t wish to seem offended, but he didn’t wish his guidance to be questioned, either.

Fully aware, William said, “I know it’s the proper way, Icrick. We do trust you! But who’s to say things haven’t changed for the worse since you were last here? Maybe this man will have some advice on how to tackle this course o’ yours. No harm in finding out.”

Before Icrick could breathe a syllable in response, there erupted an ebullient voice, which stated, “Crimpleton is the name! Stell Crimpleton!”

They looked up with such shuddering fright that they nearly creaked their necks. Standing there upon the wall, with his hands on his sides and his pelts blowing regally in the wind, was the mysterious stranger. He was an Elf. They knew this by his tawny hair, ruffled and wild, and his customary leather circlet. His most unmistakable features were his long ears which poked right back under his hair to a fine point; his lime-green eyes dotted with steely-white pupils, and his pallid skin. He also looked relatively young…as far as Elves go.

He possessed all the bearings of somebody fierce, as that of a warrior; only his face was somewhat innocuous with that grand smile of his. A short spear of superior craft rested on his back, opposite a full quiver, which could only have been for the splendid bow which, like a staff, he was now holding in his left hand. Elves are graceful in the arts of the spear, it being their trademark weapon, next to projectile arms such as crossbows, slingshots, or bows. Even the most uninitiated can brandish them better than most.

His attire was otherwise of earthly pigments—browns, greens, and greys—partially protected under the shelter of ample leathered armour about his chest, shoulders, and limbs. In places, plates of raw steel were sutured, mostly between the leather sections, to add more protection, while still not costing the bearer too much speed. One would need to be quick out there on Lythiann, after all. They could but presume this stranger to be no novice to battle, by the looks of him.

Because he was an Elf, with ears as keen as a fawn, Stell had obviously heard William and Icrick whispering, so he came over to investigate.

Acting fast, William jumped up and blurted out, “William Muldoon!”

Nevertheless, it was plain to see that the Elf was simply welcoming them, and not the least confrontational. So William thought it best to oblige and be courteous.

Standing aside, he thus introduced, in a civil manner, “And this is Icrick, Khrum, Wren, Ifcus and Crosco. Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Bowing low with a hearty laugh, the Elf replied delightfully, “Sir nothing! As I said, Stell Crimpleton, at your service. Call me Stell.”

He then hopped along the wall, moving very freely and randomly. One moment he’d be standing behind them, whereas the next he’d be leaning against the Bastion. Next he was waving at them from beyond the stream, before standing by the wall again thereafter. I can’t say much for William, but the others were hardly surprised. He was an Elf, after all, who were renowned for being very happy, nimble fellows.

Springing back onto the wall, Stell spun the bow skilfully around in his hand and over his shoulder before asking, “So, my dear strange friends, how may I be of service this splendid day?”

Then, as of a tractable volcano longing to erupt, Icrick suddenly blurted out, “CRIMPLETON!” and the others gaped at him in shock.

Arching back with a tremendous roar of laughter, Stell said, “Yes, my good man?”

“Oh, I do apologize!” said Icrick, feeling rather embarrassed. “But ‘Crimpleton,’ that’s your name…is it not?”

“Indeed it is, my fleecy Phynnodderee. And you would be Icrick, yes?” smiled the Elf.

“Icrick Tum at your service, my dear Elf,” said the Grogoch, presenting a bow. “Forgive me, but it’s only now I recognised you. How foolish of me! You were master Ewval’s kin, were you not?”

“Indeed I am, master Grogoch, and there is no ‘were’ about it. He is my father!” said Stell.

“You mean…he is still alive?” asked Icrick, stunned.

“Of course!” said Stell, walking along the wall like a tightrope. “He is right here.”

Glancing around, they could not see any signs of life other than themselves.

“Right here!” said Stell, poking the wall with the tip of his bow.

“You mean…” Icrick halted, pointing doubtfully at the Bastion, like he was having him on.

“Yes! Ever since he departed from this world, his spirit has lived on. Took residence in his wall. I believe it has been branded Ewval’s Bastion by the burrowers, and a grand title it is, too. Very majestic! Very appropriate! This wall meant so much to him before he passed, don’t you know. So God only saw it fit to leave his spirit with his work.”

“Well, can he s-speak?” asked Icrick, who was flabbergasted by the notion.

“Oh, heavens, not at all. But he is here…I can feel it! When I do something to make him happy, I can sense it. When I do something to upset him, I can feel that, too. The insight to relative empathy, you see.”

On that note, Khrum was churning to speak.

“Well, are ya not wreckin’ his nut right now by walkin’ all over him like that?” he put in rather rudely, but that question was on all of their minds.

“I haven’t heard him complain yet, my leprechaun friend.” Stell smiled, having already decided to get off the wall regardless. “Yes, it was my father’s final work on Lythiann so I guard it dearly. If a stone should ever get misplaced or removed—breaking the continuity of the pattern—then it severs my father’s very spirit from its bind, forcing him to stray the lands again in despair. However, never yet has it been threatened. But I still defend it in spite of that…just in case. It is valuable to me indeed! Very precious.”

As he imparted these details, he was smiling proudly at the stones and was brushing away bits of loose moss here and there.

“How did you learn of all this? If he can’t speak to you?” Wren asked.

“Stories of my forefathers. Prophecies mostly,” answered the Elf. “We keep many archives of the past, present, and sometimes the future. It’s our heritage to do so.”

“And you guard the whole wall?! But how do you ever find the time?” she asked. “I hear it goes on for leagues.”

“Oh, I traipse merrily along, day by day. I eventually get from one end to the next, as time plods on. As I said, the midlands have been so quiet of late so there is hardly much worry. Dark beings take no notice of the Bastion. Why would they? Like you, to them it is merely a wall…nothing more. Every once in a while I happen by this particular spot and settle by the fruit tree for a few days. I find it tranquil. Lucky you caught me today, as it happens. One more hour and I would’ve been on my way north.”

“He’s a bit dippy and all!” muttered The Head, but Icrick jogged him to hush.

“He was…Oh, I mean, is a great person, your father.” the Grogoch put in. “A great hero!”

“I am proud to have a father like him.” Stell nodded and, folding his arms, he then rested against the wall, and asked, “Now, I must inquire. You are probably the first beings I have seen around these parts in many a year. What is your cause? Thrill-seekers? Crusaders? Or merely hikers out for a pleasant stroll, perhaps?”

He laughed at this.

Taking his turn to talk, William stepped up, and said, “We are headed far east. And…um…seeing as we haven’t left the west in the last few years, we aren’t really sure what we’ll find on our course. You see, so far, we’ve run into some trouble here and there. And, to be honest, we want to avoid as much trouble as we can…especially in these parts. Don’t suppose you have any advice about our road…things for us to watch out for and that? If it were any normal day, I wouldn’t have bothered you, only Icrick here is our guide, and we recently got into a spot o’ bother where I lost all his maps. They were handy for finding alternate routes and things, but now Icrick is forced to guide us the only sure way he knows how…and who knows what sorts o’ trouble will be waiting for us on that eastern road.”

“I understand,” said the Elf, with his delightful air quietly lapsing into a duller shade at the prompting of such grave discussion. “And I take it, by the direction in which you are currently headed, that you will travel through Drùschland, and then on to your destination?”

“That’s what I was thinking…yes.” Icrick smiled, glad to find a mind to whom he could relate.

“Sorry, my good fellow. I do not doubt your talents. However, you really do not want to go that way nowadays,” Stell advised. “That county is no longer as accommodating as it once was, for much evil lurks in Drùschland. The Goblin Kingdom stands there now, and their nests reach further than the mind could ever ponder. Goidoy himself, the wickedest and most enchanted of all Goblins, also belongs in that realm.”

They trembled at this name, with Wren being the one to say, “The Goblin guardian himself? So he still walks amongst us then? He has not yet been slain?”

“Not yet…unfortunately,” Stell replied, more troubled by this than any of them. “Not yet has a heart of enough nobility risen to face that challenge. Some have tried…but all have failed. Not to mention how difficult he is to track, supposedly. We can but wait and hope that, someday soon, one will rise to strike him down and rid the south of this villain. For with Goidoy dead and gone, the ring…”

“…of the Goblin will be forever extinguished!” Icrick concluded.

“Correct.” Stell nodded. “Thereby ridding a certain foe of their allegiance, for good.”

Barging in crudely on their conversation, Khrum said, “So, with all this blatherin’ on about neshts ‘n’ Goblin cities, I take it our path is a bit of a thick plan on our part, eh?”

“It’s safe to say so, yes,” answered the Elf. “Those creatures will remain within their own frontiers, unless they have already migrated to the dark canyons to seek shelter from the southern sandstorms. Either way, their borders still adjoin with those of Lòr….so evil will never be too far away. You are best off giving that region a wide berth while you can, otherwise your crossing will not be long in falling ill. No, if I were you, I would go the northern route, via the arid country. Not very charming, I admit. But you will find far less atrocities upon that route than you will anywhere else.

“Anyway, why are you even going eastward at all? Whatever about the rest of you but, to me, you seem like a stranger to these counties, William. But there is no need to tell me if I am right or wrong about that…none of my business. All I can tell you is that someone of particular disfavour rests in those parts. Someone who you would not wish to meet.”

“You mean Drevol Briggun? The ‘certain foe’ you were on about before?” William interrupted, making Stell very anxious.

“Oh, nooo! Speak not of that name around me, if you please! Not here, and especially not in front of my father,” he implored, caressing the wall, as if apologizing to it.

“Why not?” asked The Head. “You look like a fearless warrior, all geared up and armoured to the teeth. What are you afraid of?”

“Fearless?” Stell smiled, with much obligation. “To be branded so by another is a royal commendation indeed, my dear friend. I thank you very much. Still, appearances can be deceiving. While valiancy amongst the Elves is but a trait of those who have fought in momentous battles, legends of our kind, I have not yet fought in such a war. I wear these colours, dear Crosco, simply as camouflage, and I carry these weapons for my own little cause here. And though I may appear so to you, there really is nothing fearless about me at all. But that’s not to say that I do not yearn to be.” And, fading to a whisper, he muttered to himself, “But for those haunting terrors which restrain my ambitions to be so.”

Emerging from that rather isolated thought, he continued, “As for that demon. Were it not for him and those beasts which he unleashed, then my father would probably still be in Elf form to this day. And I fear him because he is fear. Even the vilest of things that stride freely over these lands are but kittens in contrast to his sinful ways. Yet that is not to say that they should be taken lightly either. With such countless dangers about…and beasts all hunting in packs for fear of greater, ghastlier, rivals…nobody in their right mind would ever so much as consider intruding upon his realm. Nobody!”

Pausing with sudden horrific realisation, Stell then asked, “Wait! Tell me not that you wish to…seek him out?!”

Sensing deep within Stell’s disposition at that very moment a formidable surge of hidden longing and latent goodwill, William wondered if he should be so bold as to disclose the nature of his quest to the Elf.

Bizarre, that sensation was. Like William was meant to include this stranger in their dealings, irrespective of Stell’s evident trepidation towards the greater evil.

As this unusual awareness of inner trust magnified all the more, William embraced his instinct and glanced at Icrick for consent, to which the Grogoch consented unquestionably. What’s more, having had immense faith in Icrick, his earlier appraisals of Ewval’s legend just augmented William’s desire to involve he who was spawned from the bloodline of that very hero. But whether Stell had inherited such intrepid traits himself was unknown, for he obviously did not believe so himself.

William trusted his judgment and went on to tell the Elf about how he tumbled down a hole, and met a beautiful woman who imparted details of his quest at hand. Out of respect for Anun’s wishes, he was very careful not to disclose any particulars which could perhaps jeopardize her or the Grollo. Eagerly, the Elf hung off every word. Fervent as he appeared, he couldn’t help trembling at the very mention of Gremlins and shape-shifters, whilst pacing nervously to and fro. But by the risk of grievances or not, once Icrick spoke of the divine prophecies and the coming of the eclipse, the Elf felt compelled to assist, as if it was his duty.

How he intended to assist them was through guidance. To place them on a more cordial path. That way he could go back to guarding his wall with the comfort of knowing that they were on a far friendlier road. But it would only remain hospitable for a time, before they’d be coerced into confronting other threats of the deeper east.

Packing up a few possessions, Stell plucked some fruit from the yew tree before leading the group northeast towards the far foothills of the mountainside. They may not have known this fellow long enough to understand him, but this goodwill of his was, in actual fact, Stell Crimpleton through-and-through. Many who knew him considered him ‘the obliging Elf,’ who wouldn’t dream of abandoning a deprived soul, even at the risk of his own hide. And yet there was a strange sense of conflict about him, something repressed. Like he was adamant on helping them, even though he was terribly anxious about it, which alone could be deemed very brave. Nor was he without a sense of modesty.

All that said, warm-hearted and as tame as a puppy, Stell Crimpleton was a genuine asset to their assembly. But the question stood as to whether his companionship would remain or not. Even so, they were just glad of his help, even if it was just for a brief time.

* * *

Darkness arrived rather unexpectedly that evening, and it was bitterly gusty amongst the low mountain knoll where they’d settled. Its outer rim was infested with ottoman-sized toadstools and, were it not for the four hulking megaliths upon the hillcrest providing some shelter, they probably would’ve contracted pneumonia, or worse, because a terribly murky drizzle was blowing in from behind; rain which kept worsening as the night lumbered on. And one thing they’d come to notice about their journey was, the closer they got to their final destination, the worse the nightly weather was getting. Ever since the tempest, there was something about those latterly evenings that took a dull turn, rarely granting them an evening of serenity or comfort. Be it rain, wind, or frost, the conditions were growing steadily worse. William once regarded their outset as being gruelling and pitiless, but those days were heavenly in contrast to these devilish nights. Those early days seemed like an eternity ago, when his quest didn’t feel so daunting, and there was less evil in the air. But now evil was in the air, on those eves of late; muttering through the winds like nefarious ghouls upon their descending flight into the unfathomable pits of the lowermost dungeons of darkness.

Then there was William. Something about this mission was, ever so slowly, beginning to take its toll upon him. The durations of night, mostly. Nightfall was most unforgiving those days, he found. They’d been getting more and more difficult to tolerate. Twilight after twilight; as with each dying day, he was finding it harder and harder to fall asleep, for it was after dark…and after dark only…that his tribulations and anxieties truly came to plague him. Curious to say, the exact same notions would dawdle, quite harmlessly, through his mind all the livelong day. It was only when the moon appeared, and everyone else was asleep, that his idle mind would terrify him with those same doubtful ideas. Of course, each night, after a spell of wearisome pondering, he would eventually drift off. But it always felt extremely late by then, and William would never remember shutting his eyes.

Whenever he awoke, those mornings, his head would be absolutely throbbing with a raw, wincing migraine. A set of dull knives skewering into the top of his skull would have been less painful. It was only ‘round midday that the pain would subside, thereby allowing him to carry on relatively contentedly with the afternoon ahead. He never once mentioned this to the others. That was William, though…obstinate, reserved, and self-sufficient. But then bedtime would soon be upon him again, and he would be forced to bear yet another night of desolate wakefulness. On account of its prevalence, he was growing all the more accustomed to it. I don’t expect he had much choice.

After reaching those megaliths - the Watchers of Greybarrow, as they were known - they decided to lay low till dawn.

“We shan’t find better shelter for further miles, beyond the Bog of Shadows,” said Stell, examining the liths with an approving nod, “so we’ll stop here for the evening. In the morrow, when the sun brightens our vista, I’ll point you in the right direction. Then I must leave you and return to my own affairs. Oh, and best not light a fire, either. Gláin’s Kort is Brownie country, and the last thing we want is a run-in with those scum-toads!”

Everyone, save Icrick, began laying out their blankets.

You see, he’d heard of these Brownie creatures on many previous occasions, and he wasn’t so sure if Stell’s portrayal of them was entirely fair; so he was inclined to ask the Elf more about them.

Thus, while mindful of what little he knew of these creatures, he said to Stell with vague certainty, “But Brownies are only wood Elves, are they not? They aren’t dangerous.”

A clumsy error to make on Icrick’s part, because Elves are not known for passing up such golden opportunities for some playful trickery.

With that, Stell went, “Brownies? Not dangerous? Now that is certainly something I would like to believe. Other than the dark one, there is not a more dangerous imp upon these lands than the infamous Brownie! Come now, Icrick. I would’ve expected you to be a little wiser than that.”

Knowing full well that Stell was only toying with him, Khrum, William, Wren, and the Dullahan kept unpacking and left them to it. What harm could it do? they figured.

Throwing in more and more details of horror and gore, Stell ranted ceaselessly about the foulness that was the notorious Brownie. Icrick, however, persisted in defending their innocence. Obviously, he knew scarcely anything about them; only what he’d heard in stories. And there was no Brownie to have lived in the Grollo to which he could refer to support his claim.

Sticking to his principles anyway, the Grogoch replied civilly, “Nope, you’re wrong! I’ve heard nothing but good about the Brownies! Nothing but good, I say!”

Now, to suggest that the Brownies are ‘good’ would be a complete case of misjudgement altogether. Fair enough, they may not have been as aggressive as Stell made them out to be, but they are devious little thieves who hide well in the shadows, slithering about and listening to whatever an unwary traveller has to say.

Icrick said no more in the hope that his stern say would bring their debate to a close, and went about spreading out his blanket. But Stell refused to surrender so easily. Quite the joker was he (when there was no real threat abroad), and such an addition was welcomed by the group during such dark times.

Standing tall, with a serious look on his face, the Elf asked, “You mean to say you have never heard of The Lick O’ The Brownies?”

A dreadful mess nearly shot out of Khrum’s nose when he heard this, but Icrick never caught on.

“Oh, yesss!” the Elf continued, as the other fellow laid out his blankets for himself. “The dreaded, Lick O’ The Brownies. The wood Elves’ curse. They say that, should anyone ever come in contact with a Brownie, it is best you steer clear. Because if you get too close, he will pounce on you and try to lick you!”

“A lick? Pfff!” Icrick retorted, with a brazen chuckle. “Is that all?”

“Yes. A lick. One lick. That’s all it requires.” answered Stell, with grim earnestness.

Suddenly, as Icrick was staring at the Elf with a fix of sudden doubt, the wind picked up and rattled the nearby bushes. Then, brave front or not, the Grogoch’s thoughts slipped into a stream of paranoia which, together with his sudden fidgeting, openly displayed his agitation.

“Aw, this is just cruel!” Wren mumbled as she turned in, but not without a grin.

With Icrick’s undivided attention in the palm of his hand, Stell slowly walked towards him, saying, “Icrick, you must never let a Brownie lick you, for their poison works slowly. At first, it feels like little more than an itch. After that, it escalates into a rash which, in turn, induces extreme fatigue. Then, before you know it, you’re asleep…in a deep, deep slumber. But that is not the worst of it, no! Because…when you arise the following morning…you will arise to find that, wherever the Brownie licked you…will no longer be there. It will have just melted away in the midst of your dreams!”

Suddenly he clapped his hands, scaring Icrick into a shudder.

Practically on the brink of tears, the Grogoch exclaimed, “Oh, leave me alone, you big meany! I’m going to sleep!”

He then grabbed the Symphogram, flung his head under his blanket, and there he trembled, as the others chortled to themselves.

William saw the funny side too, but he could not deny pity for the creature. Poor Icrick was always the brunt of some joke, he thought, yet he tried unconditionally to do his best for them all the same. But Stell’s tale was just a harmless bit of merriment really, and he didn’t mean any real harm. All he intended to do was stir up some cheer among the group because he had never seen faces so glum. But it didn’t quite go according to plan.

“He scares easily.” Stell whispered to the others. “I was hoping he’d see the funny side of it too. I feel guilty now. Bother! I’d apologise…only…I wouldn’t say that I’m, at present, his favourite person. Perhaps I should let him sleep it off and I’ll confess come morning?”

“Try not ta worry, he’s resilient,” smiled Khrum. “Good trick, though! The Lick O’ The Brownies, indeed! Genius.”

“Why thank you, Khrum,” Stell sniggered, laying next to one of the liths. “My father used to say, ‘ridding a heart of grief often works best at the expense of another.’ So long as it doesn’t go too far.”

“Hear hear!” applauded Crosco.

Even the mulish Head seemed to be rather fond of the Elf, which really says a lot for Stell’s affability.

“Many thanks, my dear horse-rider,” Stell said graciously. “Still, I fear I may have done just that with poor Icrick there. Yes, come morning, I shall apologise. Make things right again.”

As innocent as he intended his whole charade to be, you can see that Stell had become rather concerned over Icrick’s feelings towards him. That merely augmented all the more how placid in disposition he actually was. As if he greatly feared someone to hold a bad impression over him. That’s why he wanted to resolve matters so quickly.

When the fun was over, they all laid down their heads, and soon they were fast asleep. Even William was amongst those slumbering heads, and the hours passed into the otherwise foul conditions of that bleak and wintry evening.

With the grey of cloud rallying itself before the blackening night, William suddenly shouted, “WAKE UP! WAKE UP!”

Rising like a shot, Stell was instinctively loaded and peering down the sight of his bow.

“What is it, William?” he whispered, with a nervousness which he desperately tried to keep at bay. “What did you see?”

He then noticed how Ifcus and Crosco were wandering about too, while the dim glow of The Head was probing amongst the shadows beside him. The rest of the group were glancing about with sleepy heads, unsure of whether they were dreaming or not.

“What’s the matter?” Stell asked again. “You hear something? See something?”

Anxiously rummaging through his belongings, William exclaimed, “My satchel. It’s gone! I woke up and it was gone!”

“What?” cried Icrick, kicking down his covers and waddling over to William. “Oh, confound it all! Where could it be? Half of my things were in that satchel. And my tools. Oh, my wonderful tools!”

“You’ll still be able to guide us eastward though, won’t you, Icrick?” asked Wren.

“Well…yes,” the Grogoch replied in a fluster. “Once I find my bearings on Stell’s new road I should be fine. But that’s not the point! Much of my time went into fabricating those implements. So much valuable time and effort.”

Just then, a twig snapped under the veil of darkness, and as an act of supreme reflex, Stell snatched The Head from Crosco’s hand and flung it in that general direction before rapidly aiming his bow after it.

As The Head twirled into that daunting darkness, he screeched, “WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?”

Flying into the abyss, he lit up the shadows with his radiant emerald shine.

Dozens of creatures were exposed by the light. The Head had bumped into one of their shoulders and was trundling into the high grass by their feet. The creatures just stood there, all huddled together, gazing at William and the others.

“Brownies!” Stell exclaimed, and Icrick covertly scarpered for cover.

Their beady eyes flared in the light as they gawked in. That lovat glimmer gave them an altogether haunting look. Brownies were scraggy beings, of Grogoch height, with huge, flaccid ears and giant noses that ran right back over their foreheads. And they all had the same stupidly curious expression upon their faces.

“THE DRINK BAG!” Khrum yelled, pointing at one of the Brownie’s hands and, sure enough, there was the satchel. “JUMP THE HOOLIGANS!”

The Brownies scattered the second they charged. Slippery mites indeed. Nor did they seem very smart (which was a good thing) because, instead of running away with the plunder, they just scurried ‘round and ‘round the stones, constantly keeping to the shadows, with their throats emitting disgusting clicking sounds, like crabs.

“Do they think we’re playing with them or something?” William sulked, as he twisted and turned.

“They’re Amadans! They don’t know what they’re at,” cried Wren, and she couldn’t have been more right.

Ifcus tried his hardest to snag himself a Brownie, but the poor fellow didn’t have a hope, being as sluggish as he was. Meanwhile, Crosco had retrieved The Head and was striding after them with massive steps, swinging and lunging, yet they evaded every strike. Wren, luckily enough, had caught ahold of two. But in seeing his friends in distress, another Brownie sprung at her face and wrapped his gangly legs about her head until she released her grip on them. They then darted back to their comrades who were still scuttling in and out of the liths and shadows. Even Stell was having a testing time trying to land himself a Brownie.

Chasing those wood Elves was irritating business, and the fact that they were just plain thick annoyed them even more.

Even Icrick was starting to feel bold about the whole ordeal as he watched from beneath his blanket. Eventually, he dragged himself out of hiding and joined in on the pursuit. Lo and behold, as soon as he stepped up, he obstructed the bag-snatching Brownie and he slipped right into Icrick’s arms. Just the Grogoch’s luck, and for a second, he even felt brave about it.

“Aha! I have you now!” he growled courageously, only then realising what had just happened. “Ugh! Get it off!” he howled.

His beckoning was useless, for the others also had their hands full as the remaining Brownies suddenly decided to retaliate. Make no mistake, Brownies work as a team, and if one gets snagged, the entire group charges in, hell-for-leather. Their assaults are about as detrimental as a pillow fight. But still, it’s a courageous enough virtue for an otherwise weakling of an Elf.

It was utter pandemonium upon that hill. William was chasing three Brownies ‘round and ‘round one of the liths, whereas Stell had his spear drawn and was demanding that they surrender their plunder. Wren was skulking behind the stones in an attempt to cut them off as they dashed past, only to let them slip through her fingers every time. Crosco continued to swing and slash with little success, and Ifcus was limping away from five of them while Khrum was left-hooking and right-crossing nothing but raindrops. Clueless of the Grogoch’s captive, none of them could find the wood Elf with the bag. By that point, some of the Brownies were even crawling along the liths like lizards, bounding from one to the next with disturbing dexterity. Fruitless and infuriating, that plight felt. But then there was Icrick…

He was rolling back and forth through the sodden grass, wrestling the Brownie thief, when, sure enough, he actually got the better of the nasty little stinker. He had him pinned to the ground—an action so well recalled from those days of sparring in the jungle—and was practically chuckling with triumph. But his bubble of elation would soon pop to a frightful reprisal. For it was at that crucial moment that the prying skills of the Brownie came into play.

What you don’t know is that he’d heard what Stell was saying to Icrick earlier that night. They were there the entire time, eavesdropping from the dark. And so, struggling to put his great, unsightly nose close up to Icrick’s face, the Brownie then lapped the Grogoch’s cheek just once. Well! Icrick screeched like a tot being cradled by a corpse just then.

“UGH! STELL!” he shrieked, trying frantically to hold the Brownie at arm’s length. “THE LICK O’ THE BROWNIES!”

Standing on the opposite side of the hill, Stell had one Brownie in a headlock, and another two were scrabbling on his back. And yet he couldn’t help bursting into laughter. This, in turn, set the others off as well, believe it or not. It just could not be helped. It was one of those moments where they got downright nailed by something so whimsical that they all fell head-over-heels with hysterics. Except, of course, for Icrick, who was virtually vomiting with tears.

Making good use of this, all of the Brownies, including the bag-snatcher, sprung off into the shadows, and were never to be seen again. By sheer luck, William’s truffles fell out just as they disappeared, along with one or two other little bits and pieces.

Picking up the box, the lad pointed out, “Hang on, what are we all laughing about? Our food’s gone! What are we supposed to do, eat wild mushrooms? Because all we have left are these truffles, and we need to spare them.”

He then stuffed them into his backpack for safekeeping.

“Never mind that,” whimpered Icrick, scrubbing his cheek “What about my face? What if I wake up tomorrow with no head left? What then?!”

“Oh, that was just a tall tale, Icrick ol’ chap,” Stell said, swabbing a tear from his eye. “I really did not wish to frighten you so. It was not my intention. I hope you can forgive me?”

“Y-Y-You mean…when I wake up tomorrow, I’ll still have a face?” Icrick asked innocently.

“Still there, and as good-natured as ever,” Stell replied.

“Well, in that case, all is forgiven, my good Elf!” the Grogoch smiled.

“Many thanks, my friend. Many thanks!” the Elf replied. “And do not fear for your provisions, either. I know of a fine meadow south of your path. We shall get some more rest while we can and, tomorrow, I will take you there.”

Peering off into the darkness, he then muttered in reference to the Brownies, “And to think I am related to those creatures. Vulgar!”

“You said you had to go back though,” Wren reminded him, while also being very grateful for Stell’s desire to help out.

Just as the Elf was about to answer, Jimzin came soaring in from his earlier escapade and, dangling from his mouth, was half a buck, which he then swallowed whole upon landing.

“Jimzin!” Wren smiled. “Don’t you ever get full?”

“My! W-What a magnificent beast,” Stell gulped, anxiously retreating a step. “He is with you, I take it?”

“Oh, this is Jimzin of house Greale…my dragon,” said she, stroking Jimzin’s neck.

Relieved to hear that he was actually a part of their group, and not about to wolf them down, Stell said, “Well, it looks like our dragon friend here has already discovered my meadow. There is not a buck outside of its borders for a hundred miles; north, south, east or west. As I said, in the morrow I shall show you there. And when we arrive, I will help you to forage. When I am done, I shall return to my own duties. Does that sound fair?”

“That’d be great, Stell. Thanks very much,” said William gratefully.

“Not a problem, William. Glad to help.”

Stell then returned to his blanket, knotted his hands behind his head and said, as if recalling a divine dream, “Wait until you set your eyes on this place…this wondrous meadow. Animals flourish in it and it is teeming with uncountable amounts of fruits and berries. You should have little problems foraging there. However, I implore you, when we arrive, allow me to hunt the game. For there are right ways and wrong ways of going about such business, and I know the ways of these counties well. So leave it to me.”

That arrangement sounded quite reasonable to all of them. Besides, I don’t think that it was to anybody’s favour to actually go out hunting animals, as none of them really knew how. Well, I suppose Jimzin knew very well how to hunt. But asking him to go and find them food would be like politely asking Drevol Briggun to quietly surrender Lythiann without a fuss. It simply wouldn’t happen.

William was very much looking forward to seeing this meadow. It also seemed like a much more natural way of obtaining food, and not to be procuring it from some grubby old bag. Perhaps it might even be fun? Nevertheless, there was a gang of grimy little Brownies out there somewhere sniffing through his satchel, having the feasts of their lives. Either that, or they didn’t have a clue how to work it and it was probably already lying in a gully somewhere, thanks to their outright stupidity.

They crawled back under their blankets and aspired to squeeze in as much sleep as possible before the coming of dawn. Not William, though. He remained awake all night long until the rain had ceased and the first traces of lilac came creeping through the stars. Wrapping himself in his blanket, he arose to watch the daybreak. Upon a toadstool he sat when the scent of fresh heather, once again, wafted by his face, just like at home. Then sunrise came. How captivating it was, with its fiery rays bronzing the dewy slopes.

It was little moments like this which gave William the drive to carry on. The small reminders of home. Reminding him of his mother or, perhaps, the late afternoons he spent at Mr. O’Connell’s. Or even those hours which he so cherished being alone with his thoughts. Alone with his dreams. Alone?


- Chapter Three -

Beneath the Silt

It was much brighter than they’d expected it to be that morning. Calmer, too. They had already departed for Stell’s meadow, and he was telling them all about its wonderful bounties along the way.

Now, I say ‘Stell’s meadow,’ but it didn’t belong to Stell by any means. He was just one of the few who knew about it because there was a secret route in which would prove exceedingly challenging to find had you not taken it before, and even then it took practice.

They negotiated the rock of the lower mountainside, which was still very high from the sorrel grassland of below. Areas of it were covered in terribly rough, bare, split rock, which forced them to hop rather than walk, and that entire time they kept to the strict course which Stell had provided them with. Wren wanted to say, “To hell with this,” and climb down the face. She thought it might be easier, as well as faster. But there were blind steps on that rock face, making it just as easy to get rim-rocked and stuck in the position where they could go neither up nor down, so they maintained Stell’s direction.

The portion of the shoulder under which they ambled was shaped to a giant, arched concave. They had taken Rook’s Pass which ran tightly against the walls, thereby accommodating their spirits with hardly any light. Bleaker still, they ended up halting there for a spell, on account of Wren’s concern over Jimzin.

It turns out he didn’t fly at all in those recent hours; he walked. This was not at all like him, nor any other breed of dragon, really. He was also rather pale, for what his garnet-tinted scales would allow. He kept on coughing, too, making awfully obscure gargling noises which resonated disturbingly amongst the mountainside. His eyes had sagged so painfully, as if itchy and irritated. With loving care, Wren was serving him water from her own supply at first, until they happened upon a small cataract where Jimzin then gulped down as much water as he so pleased without exhausting their entire supply.

Poor Wren, she was very worried for him, and she didn’t leave his side for one second; all the time checking his temperature and caressing his forehead whenever he put his head down to rest.

“Oh, what’s the matter, Jimzin?” she implored, kneeling beside him, stroking his snout. “Did you eat something funny? How about that buck? Did that taste, in any way, off? Or perhaps you drank some dirty water? Please, can’t you give me some idea?”

Best the dragon could do was shake his thorny head left to right, with a sickly, sooty vapour wavering from the corners of his mouth. How poorly he seemed, in contrast to the days when he appeared so very mighty and proud.

William gave them their privacy and took it upon himself to study the Symphogram, now that they were taking a break and all. He was determined to uncover something, anything, about its illustrious secret. In an effort to do just that, he turned the contraption ‘round and ‘round, upside down, downside up. He even took to rattling it. Perhaps even a mild panicking had a role to play in his frustration then, for he knew painfully well that, without the Banádh, he would remain powerless against the dark tyrant. Such a thought was not altogether pleasing, now that they virtually through the midlands and drawing ever nearer to the east.

“Ara, give it here!” Khrum insisted, like he knew what William was doing wrong. “It’s not a Christmas present, ya know. Look at ya, pawin’ at it! Can’t ya see it’s locked? C’mon, pass it over.”

And yet, the instant Khrum went for the padlock, as if by the forbiddance of those who were unintended to be tinkering with this enigmatic implement, there flared a momentary hail of crimson, crackling sparks, which nearly sent the leprechaun out of his shoes like a firework.

“WATCH OUT!” William exclaimed, whisking the Symphogram off him.

But Khrum was already dangling from a branch on the precipice above, with a face on him like he’d not only seen a ghost, but had also been kicked up the backside by one, too.

“Keep that bloody yoke well away from me!” he yelled down, with his cheeks as red as ripe peppers and a thread of vermillion smoke wavering from his cap.

Assessing the Symphogram from a slightly more optimistic standpoint, William said to himself, “Humph! At least now we know it’s not completely lifeless. Better than nothing, I suppose.”

Stell found that incident to be oh so hilarious. Jimzin, too, much to Wren’s glee.

With a chuckle, she said dotingly to her dragon, “Aw, did you enjoy that, Jimzin? Watching Khrum getting blown sky-high by the Symphogram?”

In response, though still with a jaded eye, the dragon nodded wearily, and had another little sip of water for himself. It may not have been much, but at least he hadn’t lost his sense of humour.

Soon, he felt well enough to move again. His movements remained sluggish and rickety, yet he was steadily improving. This was good enough for them, so they upped and left that place.

Later that day, when the mountain pass was left as but a shadow in the clouded north, they were left traipsing across the bleakness of those grimly downs of Haís, and Stell was explaining to them how they were nearing the swamp country, and just before it was the actual pass into the marshland.

“On our way into the marshland now, Shadow’s east,” he went. “So try not to expect any picturesque scenery, because you certainly will not find it here. Not a fear of it. Unless wart-toad is your thing.”

It was also the last they’d seen of Ewval’s Bastion for a time, with it ever dwindling north of their direction ever since the megaliths. I cannot say that this did not burden Stell a touch. He rarely abandoned its course. And whenever he did, it was only to go to the meadow in search of food, but only in dire emergencies. He also knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d be back at the Bastion again. All he had to do was lead them in and out of the meadow before placing them upon a safer track into the east, nothing more.

When they found the edge of that reed-ridden marshland, it was approaching mid-afternoon. Jimzin was feeling a little better by then, which the others were quite glad of.

Beyond the marshland the horizon was flush, with scarcely any sign of precipitous terrain thereafter. The only land they could see was crammed with twisted tupelo, bog oak, and bald cypress trees, all set upon the eastern and western banks. Some were sprouting up from the water, rather hauntingly, in places. Small, dishevelled humps of earth also poked from the foggy shallows here and there, accommodating that same dismal vegetation. Not far from these hills, some old, bannered pikes prodded up from the low mist, as if abandoned from a forgotten skirmish long since ended. Apart from that, it was little other than a bitterly dark marsh.

“Oh, how I loathe this part of the journey,” Stell sighed, as he plodded through the water. “Put you in a right awful mood, it would.”

Also disgusted at having to wander through such a dank place, The Head replied, “Well, why must we come this way so? This filthy water is going to ruin my fine armour. Rust it all to scrap, it shall.”

“Sorry, my dear friend, but this pass is part of the meadow secret,” the Elf answered. “Folk would sooner turn around than travel through here, you see. In which case those travellers would never get to the later swamps, on account of the sheer density of the encompassing Root of the Mire…ultimately meaning they would never set eyes on the meadow trail, either. This is the only way through, I’m afraid. Apologies on my part. Once we get a fire going, we’ll just heat some flax oil and you can rub it on your joints. That may loosen you up a bit.”

As they carried on in conversation, William was absolutely exhausted from his lack of sleep the night before. He ambled on heedlessly, ignoring the grogginess as best as ever he could. There was also quite a bit of wildlife around, which he found himself drawn to by means of distracting himself from his fatigue.

Some creatures were a little more welcoming than others, he found. First off, he spied the birds high up in the trees, most of which were swamp sparrow, heron, and gnatcatcher—not that he knew any of that. Quite delightful, in contrast to the gloominess of their location. More dragonflies and marsh flies, and quite a few lightning skippers were fluttering about as well. These were all innocuous enough, too, unlike some of the snakes he saw coiled about the branches overhead. Stell had also warned them of the few bog-rattlers that may be slithering about in the water. But he wasn’t warning them of the snakes being dangerous; they were fairly benign. He was merely advising them not to get startled, thus attracting the more sinister marshland beasts. The Caiman, for example, who were surveying from their shaded nests upon the banks. It might not have been so bad, had they not seen clusters of bones scattered outside their nests. For the most part, those deadly looking reptiles remained on the banks, wedged into nooks which seemed too slight to cover their leathery hides.

At one point, however, William glimpsed one of their tails swishing into the water, which sprang him out of his weary mood quite suddenly. Fortunately, Stell had spotted it, too. He then unsheathed his spear, whose blade edge he skimmed, ever so gingerly, across the water’s surface. His exquisite steel emitted a sort of whistling sound, soft and pleasant. Hearing it, the Caiman cowered back to the bank, and the Elf sheathed his spear again. William couldn’t say if it was the noise itself, or the threat that did it. Either way, it worked. Handy enough little trick, that, he thought. Need I say, the flatulent Grogoch couldn’t have agreed more, having almost brought the waist-deep waters to a simmer when he saw the beast approaching in the first place.

Other winged critters were travelling just shy of the water’s surface, yet only in pairs did they fly. Roughly the size of swans, these creatures were otherwise bled of whatever elegance a swan may ever retain, by looking more like hideous vultures than anything. With wiry reptilian tails, leathery wings, and stumpy heads, they made a painful gnashing sound as of bare gums smacking together. Strange and fiendishly ugly things, really. Surprisingly, they ended up being rather shy.

Such a barren place. But it was certainly more alive than any portion of Lythiann.

The band drew through that marsh water for another stretch, and although Stell’s attire was extremely well looked after, it didn’t seem to bother him much that it was getting ruined in the water. He simply led on without a fuss, all the time keeping his eyes peeled for ruthless things. Extremely thankful, was he, for Jimzin’s company too, because the dragon’s sheer size was enough to deter even the most vicious of common-day swamp creatures. And Stell’s little spear trick would only work up to a point, before the creatures would ignore it and come out hunting no matter what.

The Elf didn’t let on, but he was really nervous of that place.

Something once lurked in that marsh, an age ago. A devilish creature that had not been heard of for centuries, but its enduring legend was enough to keep any wanderer wary of their steps.

“How many know about this meadow, Stell?” Icrick asked, looking to strike up conversation.

“Just me and one or two other Elf friends of mine,” Stell answered, keeping his eyes on a tactful alert. “Then, of course, there are the animals. To them it is no big secret.”

“Well, does that include horrible beasties…like Gremlins and such?” asked the Grogoch, hoping that Stell wouldn’t go taking the Mick out of him again.

“No, no. Not nowadays, at least,” the Elf smiled. “You have no fear there, Icrick, dear Grogoch. Other than the occasional wolf, it is only the commonplace animals who are acquainted with the meadow. And you have no reason to panic about them, either, for I have many effective ways of staving them off. So, I implore you…do not fret.”

Just then, an emptiness filled the ambience of that vile bog. Icrick came to realise how the grasshoppers were now silent, as were the birds and the buzzing of dragonflies. Even the Caiman were seen abandoning their nests and retreating into those darkly, knotted Root of the Mire.

As if through some manner of impulsive foreknowledge the Elf halted, his breath held steady. The others halted in turn, when, with a sudden flush of terror, something caught a grip on William’s leg and yanked him below the surface.

Everyone shot around, and Wren cried, “WILLIAM! WILLIAM, WHERE ARE YOU?!”

“What happened?” Stell demanded, drawing his spear in a flash. “Where did he get to?”

Swishing left to right, with her hair gripped in both fists, she panicked. “I don’t know! One second he was here beside me, and the next, he was gone. Pulled under the water I think!”

Fearing the one true possibility, Stell said to himself, “The water ripples once more.”

Wading towards those fading ripples, Icrick bawled out, “William! Answer me! Where are you? For heaven’s sake, give us a sign you’re alive!”

“He can’t have gotten far!” shrieked Khrum. “He was right here…jusht two seconds ago!”

“Well, that doesn’t say much for where we’re standing now, does it?” The Head pointed out.

At peril’s gate, they thrashed through the water anyway, calling out William’s name. His master may not have been quite so keen, but even poor Ifcus had his nose to the swell and was whinnying aloud for William to appear. All The Head wanted to do was sprint off. He probably would’ve rolled off by himself, had he the ability.

Of a sudden, Wren noticed a green gleam in the corner of her eye, and there was William, writhing wildly with Thérn drawn, and he was hacking away at something ravelled around his waist. It was of worn bone, and it was long.

“WILLIAM!” she cried, freeing her axes as she splashed over to him.

But he’d already delivered an almighty stab straight into one of the joints, to which the tail released him to his gasping breaths, before slipping back beneath the surface.

“What was that?!” he said, crouching over his hilt, trying to breathe.

Then he saw the others cowering back before him. Turning fearfully, he saw a monstrous claw of corroded bone slowly rising over his head. But before it could crush him into grit—which it was undoubtedly about to do—William, driven by pure fear, bounded into a sequence of dexterous flips, with each footfall closely pursued by two massive claws as they scrabbled wildly through the marsh to get him. With one final leap into a fine, reverse somersault, he brandished his sword and pared one of the claws as it lunged at him. Not a good idea. The rest of that colossal beast suddenly exploded from beneath the tide with its raw wings reaching afar. It was so large that it must have, in some way or form, been burrowed beneath the silt all that time; hibernating. And as the creature lifted to a chilling height, the others could but stare as it elevated before them. Their horror permitted little else.

Craning over them was a dragon of preposterous size, much broader than Jimzin. Skinless, but for a few tattered folds, this Titan had no trace of muscle nor flesh; unclad by any means of natural-born splendour which even the wickedest may sometimes bear. Featureless, but for those hot, festering entrails and serrated bone, together with gauntly wings which wore no webbing, thus compromising its ability to soar. But this beast had no use for such skills, when it had at its disposal pure and utter atavistic power. This creature was known as Erfor, the marsh worm.

“This cannot be!” Stell cried fearfully, before breaking into a sprint. “We must get onto land. Quickly!”

Pursuing his lead, they ploughed through the water as hastily as they could.

“What manner of creature is this?” whined The Head.

“Its name is Erfor!” Stell cried, “and it is bound to the waters of this marsh. It cannot follow us onto land. So we must make haste to the nearest bank.”

“But there’s seven of us sure, ‘n’ only one o’ him!” Khrum argued, whose struggling body was fastened tightly in Icrick’s arms. “An’ by the looks o’ him, he’s on his lasht legs. Nought but bone. We can take him. C’mon, let’s go back ‘n’ tackle the swine. Show him we’re not afraid!”

“Him we cannot challenge,” Stell insisted. “Now move!”

During their battle through that cumbrous marsh water, Wren, Icrick, and Crosco couldn’t help tumbling every so often. Able to remain somewhat more composed than they, both William and Stell were moving along quite progressively, helping them as they fell.

Jimzin would have turned and faced Erfor himself, only he wasn’t able enough. So he, as with the others, rushed through the fen in search of the forest bank of the Mire. Their bellows and calls were an amalgam of chaos and panic.

“GO! GO!” they shrieked. “It’s gaining on us…Which way?…Towards the bank….Help me up…Move faster…Get to land!…I’m wringing!” (That last one was Crosco)

Bellowing, as of a roaring composition from a chorus of heinous armies, that mutilated monster thrashed after them, quaking the very ground beneath their already stumbling feet.

Poor Wren was last in line and she stumbled face-first into the shallows. William scrambled back to her aid, but a massive talon had already clasped onto her ankles and was hauling her off. She gasped and gulped, thrashing madly in an attempt to keep her head above water. But before the fiend could claim her, William leapt to her rescue. He gripped both her arms and tried tugging her to freedom, but the dragon was too dominant.

Erfor snapped and champed at him, forcing William to duck and weave with nail-biting closeness. He wanted to heave as desperately as he could, but Wren looked to be in enough pain as it was, and he didn’t wish to injure her by persisting. He had to devise some other way of freeing her before their enemy could prevail.

“Help me, William!” she winced. “He’s crushing…my…legs!”

“Just hang on!” the boy cried, and with his right hand, he tried reaching for the sword on his left hip, all without losing his grip on Wren.

He could just about feel the pommel teasing his fingertips, when Thérn stirred violently in its sheath, making it ten times harder. Wren’s sleeve was slipping through his fingers. He couldn’t hold on.

“Help…me!” she cried, with a look in her eyes which cried of supreme terror.

Straining almost to the point of collapse, William groaned through gnashing teeth, “Almost…there!”

The dragon had almost won his morbid tug of war, but before William’s heart could recoil, a mighty charge crashed in from the side, ramming Erfor back into the fen some fifty feet away. Jimzin, ailing or otherwise, had butted him right in the ribs. William and Wren were thrown back too, headfirst into the water, but they quickly resurfaced, unharmed, and stole from the tide as hastily as their legs would go.

The evil dragon scrambled to his feet. Jimzin roared out with a fantastic cry of warning in his path. Taking his stance in defiance of this threat, Erfor leered at Jimzin as they stood head-to-head, necks stooped low, both in readiness to lunge. Standing high, the foul beast then erupted with a cry of his own, terrifying to the ear, as his emaciated neck wagged left and right before the night’s curling mists. Jimzin’s challenge had been accepted.

The others had finally made it to the nearest bank, yet there was hardly any room at its brink to stand. They kept slipping on the sludge and splashing into the marsh. Nor could they navigate into the actual Roots of the Mire, because that black forest was beyond copious and nightmarishly hazardous; an impenetrable wall of roots and bark. But they needed to do something, and as soon as they found bare enough sanctum on that sodden brink to fit them all, they squashed in tightly together until something better sprung to mind.

Wren was so worried for her Bondite that an age of twisted trepidation furrowed her brow.

“What about Jimzin?” she screamed. “What about my dragon? We can’t leave him here! I thought you said this way would be safe, Stell!”

“This is the first time anyone has heard of this dragon in centuries,” the Elf appealed, as he hacked at the twisted trees behind him in search of better terrain. “Last I heard he had been obliterated by the dark one over some dispute. And I myself have been this way many a time since. I do not understand it, sweet Rose. The news must have been false!”

“Or maybe that’s what Drevol wanted folk ta think,” the leprechaun added, twigging the prospect of a more devious nature. “Keepin’ his accursed guard-dog a secret until the likes o’ us try crossin’ his swamp would be my guess! Ha?”

“You may be onto something there!” replied the Elf, wondering if he’d yet realised Thérn’s presence.

They hacked away at the forest’s edge, while those fearsome beasts circled one another, slowly, with their sullen snarls emphasising their very hatred as it stewed upon a blazing lust for ultimate victory. Jimzin galloped at his opponent and, in employing brutish force, he again butted Erfor viciously into the chest, sending him back some paces…but also into an even viler temper. Rattling his head, the villain roared the very tide into breakers before charging back at the scarlet one.

Gripped by the action, Icrick gasped with excitement, “Look! Look everybody. Jimzin’s actually putting up a fearsome fight. Could he possibly beat him do ye think?”

“Difficult to say, Icrick,” the Elf said, turning to see. “I hope he can! Either way, nobody can deny his courage.”

It was a savage battle. Blow-for-blow the dragons attacked, and while Jimzin was the smaller of the two, he was indeed giving his enemy a hefty challenge. Massive tails swept through the water, talons scraped, and jaws gorged, as each assault was accompanied by fearsome growls and demoniac, raging snarls.

“Get him, Jimzin! Get him!” Wren urged, still hardly bearing to look.

But even with Jimzin’s valiant attempt, Erfor remained the bigger of the two.

He carved his rough talon through the webbing of Jimzin’s left wing, and snapped his repugnant jaws down onto his neck. They twisted and kicked until Erfor had finally gotten Jimzin’s head beneath the water; the perfect opportunity to barrel himself into a vicious death-roll. Jimzin tried to push his opponent away, but Erfor just pinned him every time. William may not have known Jimzin as well as he would’ve liked, but the dragon was still a part of his alliance, so his heart went out to him when he saw him being broken by this rotten demon.

Agony overcame Jimzin’s face and, for the first time, he seemed truly helpless and scared, peering at Wren in a manner that was distressing to see. Just then, Erfor rattled his neck like a rabid dog till the Bondite went almost limp.

“NO! PLEASE!” Wren implored. “YOU’RE KILLING HIM! LEAVE HIM BE,” when a sudden arrow whizzed past her ear and skewered itself deep into Erfor’s gut.

Stell had given Jimzin the tiny window of opportunity he needed to get away. But it came at a price. The Elf fell to his knees, gripping his stomach.

“What’s the matter, Stell?” William exclaimed. “Are you hurt?”

Peering up at the boy, the Elf revealed an elderly visage; that of an old man. Somehow he looked to have aged a dozen Elfish centuries in seconds.

Erfor hobbled away from Jimzin, though he was not defeated by any means. He wrenched the arrow from his gut with an excruciating bawl. Jimzin took his chance and escaped into the skies without notice.

He was nowhere to be seen and all went still. Erfor probed the marsh for his rival. Yet all was not at a loss for this fiend, because our heroes were still trapped at the brink of the marsh, and it was only a matter of time before he’d spotted them.

“Stell, what happened? What did this?” William whispered, as he held the decrepit Elf together.

Laying his head in the boy’s arms, Stell wheezed, “The…curse. The curse of the…dragon, Erfor.”

“What curse?” Icrick whimpered, looking in.

“Never can his innards be…struck by any weapon…forged by man,” Stell wheezed, toiling with his words. “If they are, then the assailant themselves…will…turn….to…bone. But it…was the only way to help…your dragon.”

“Well, what can we do?” William panicked. “Can the curse be stopped? What has to be done?”

Straining to muster a breath, Stell gasped, “Erfor…must…be…destroyed!”

“How?! How do we destroy him if we can’t even attack his insides?” William begged, only to do so in vain.

Little by little, Stell’s eyes sunk back into his skull, while his skin peeled into dust.

“We could never take down this creature, William! Not us alone,” said Wren. “With such a curse, we would burn through an entire battalion before Erfor eventually fell.”

Then, with a tremendous screech over Wren’s words, Khrum suddenly yelled, “Better think o’ somethin’ fasht, lads, ‘coz here he comes!”

With a tree-rattling gallop, Erfor powered through the waves towards them. But they were blocked in by that horrid woodland, and had a casualty in their arms. There was nothing they could do.

Frightening was Erfor’s cry as he closed in, for the hostility which had once derived from hunger alone was now fused with the detestation for those who’d unleashed their reptilian ally against him.

Scrabbling at the wild growth, Crosco bawled, “Oh, we’re done for now. May God have mercy on our souls!”

But then a petrifying cry roared from afar, and Jimzin came soaring through the shroud of thick cloud like a hawk. His enemy turned in shock to meet a fusillade of Jimzin’s scorching flame. Shielding his innards hopelessly with his fleshless wings, Erfor twisted from the blaze and, in his retreat, Jimzin snatched the vile creature in his talons and, with all of his might, hoisted him from the marsh and up into the air.

As Jimzin beat his magnificent wings, they all watched in awe, as he defied the very absence of his strength before releasing Erfor from a height, into the awry trees of the marshland forest beneath. A distant, discordant howl vented therein; traced by a shrill, flaring blast. All chaos had diminished. At last, Erfor the marsh worm had been dragged from his boundaries into his own ruin.

The Elf was terrified to see what he might’ve become. He slowly took his trembling hands from his face. They were young again. His scourge of aging had graciously been reversed. Jimzin then landed in beside them. He’d been terribly scuffed, bruised, and half-drowned, but it was all far from fatal, thank the stars.

“Oh, well done, Jimzin!” Wren said excitedly, hugging his neck. “And you found your fire, at last! Perhaps that’s why you were sick? The fire was looking for a way to get out. Oh, show me again, Jimzin. Please!”

Standing to a safer distance, and sucking in a confident wind, Jimzin was set to spout a tremendous flare, only to spit out a few meagre smoke rings. Again, he tried. Then once more. But there was not even a spark to be seen, upsetting him immensely.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Jimzin. It must have been a once-off,” Wren regrettably uttered. “But look on the bright side…it was better than nothing.”

“Yes. You shouldn’t lose face, my scaly companion,” Icrick added. “It shows that you have it on you. And your fire may yet come, in…”

“…time,” William ended, with a wink.

“Precisely!” Wren smiled. “So cheer up, you big oaf! It’s not all bad. And you taught that blasted Erfor a thing or two, didn’t you?”

Jimzin could but agree that it was a damn sight better than anything he’d managed yet. Nevertheless, now that the excitement had died back into normality, the young dragon was feeling sickly again.

Approaching him with a smile, Stell spoke, “Still not feeling the best, eh? Well, we shall tend to you as soon as we arrive at the meadow. Lots of remedial foliage there for you to chew on. And, let me tell you, I cannot thank you enough for coming to my aid back there, dear drake. A few seconds more and I would have been sailing into the wind…like ash!”

Then, peering into the north breeze, he muttered, “What a discouraging thought.”

“And that was a very brave thing you did, Stell,” Wren commended. “We thank you a thousand times over!”

Humbly, the Elf replied, “Oh, I’ll hear nothing of it. It was not done so much out of heroism as it was out of good, old, common morality. Anyone else would have done the same thing, I’m sure.”

They wondered if this was true. Especially if one was as aware of the bitter consequences, as Stell clearly was. The dear fellow truly did put his life on the line for Jimzin, no matter what he believed himself. Conversely, if not for Jimzin, then Stell would have been done for, too. Hence, the downfall of Erfor, and the saving of their hides, would not have come to light had it not been for that audacious joint effort of theirs.


- Chapter Four -

A Tardy Bond

They decided to remain stationary for a while, until they’d gotten their wits about them, following that bloodcurdling exploit. Wren was tending to Jimzin’s wounds, using some root bark from the staghorn shrub. The rest were searching around for something to eat, but there was nothing. Well, nothing but snake or Caiman, and William could have done without either. Not that it mattered that much to him anyhow, for he would easily have welcomed a decent night’s rest over his grumbling stomach by that stage anyway. But to seek slumber in such a despondent place would’ve been most unsettling for him, with all that had happened of late.

Ifcus, on the other hand, didn’t fair out too badly at all in that marsh. He had lots of lichens and mosses to chew on, while the others were almost considering doing the very same. How famished they were. Excluding whatever fruit Stell had procured from that yew tree of his—that of which had mostly been consumed—it had been many hours since they’d truly feasted; a countless time since Icrick’s superb picnic that morn. If only they’d made the most of it while they had the chance, rather than discarding that mound of scrumptious leftovers. But there wasn’t much they could do about it now, and after their short break, they lumbered on with dreams of rich fires, crispy meat, and a good night’s sleep. William moved alongside them with no plain grievances, just thankful that the swamp wasn’t too far south, and not long thereafter…rest.

Once they’d entered that labyrinth of swampland, known as Eelsgloon, they were thrilled to find that it wasn’t actually all that treacherous. That’s not to say that it wasn’t extremely foul smelling, eerily hazy, with icy-cold water whose friendless ripples swelled by the humming of sand flies that kept trying to nip at their necks, ears, and any portion of otherwise exposed flesh.

“Flies! More blasted flies!” The Head complained. “And I thought the leprechaun was irritating.”

“Ha-ha! You’re no barrel o’ laughs either, ya foul-mouthed, lantern-faced fool!” Khrum teased from the Grogoch’s shoulder. “Ya’ll jusht have ta suck it up ‘n’ deal with them! As for me, ya have no choice in the matter. Ya either handle my nature, or ya can fu—”

“—uss not, dear friends. Please!” Stell intruded, and dealing out some wild mint, he added, “Here. I collected this near the foothills of the mountain. Wild mint flourishes there around this time. Just rub some of it onto your skin, and that should solve your fly problem well enough. I only wish you’d said something sooner, and we could have avoided this backache of a quarrel.”

“If it wasn’t that, Stell, it would have been something else,” Wren put in, strolling alongside her dragon. “But, deep down, they’re really quite fond of each other.”

“He has his moments, I suppose.” Crosco admitted, remarkably enough.

“Ara, ‘n’ I suppose you’re not a fool, either…not all the time.” Khrum joked, only to have Crosco recant with a grumble.

Each taking a wad of mint, Khrum and Crosco, as well as the others, began massaging it onto their skin. Lo and behold, not a single sand fly dared approach them after that. Knowledgeable was that Elf of the wilderness, and its natural gifts of wonder. ‘Twas yet another of his attributes they were enormously grateful for.

Onwards they roamed, and apart from those pesky insects, William also glimpsed a variety of tiny lizards scuttling in and out of the brushwood, then into the hollow trees. Fortunately they were of the kindly sort, and not at all of the man-eating fraternity like those terrible Caiman.

Another thing he noticed was the stillness of that darkly bayou. Only the voices of the tree frogs could be heard throughout, as the remainder of the reptiles merely scampered about with scarcely any talk; flicking their tongues and considering the group as they waded, knee-deep, through the slough, whose water was much too glutinous and revolting to see through, thereby concealing the mesh of knotted roots which had matured from the extremely big and bizarre trees about them. Swamp trees they were. Melancholic; with tone of surrealism and demise about them. Like ashen velvet, their smooth branches twisted into curls near the tips, while the limbs of closer trees ravelled themselves ‘round the trunks of others nearby. It was dreadfully grim, truth be told. But the Elf was telling them stories of his father and great wars which took their minds of everything for a bit. He was good at spinning a yarn, was Stell.

However, not all of them were so enthralled.

William, which I am sure you have just guessed, was at the rear again. He kept on slipping and losing his footing. He was exhausted, he was annoyed, and he was sore, and all the jungle training in the world wouldn’t have seen him through those days any safer than one proper night’s sleep. But Icrick stayed by his side, and even though he himself was struggling with the Symphogram during the course of that rickety swampland trail, he still helped William any way that he could.

To tell you the truth, the boy didn’t really complain much about that swamp, which is more than I can say for the others, particularly those whom I probably don’t need to mention (The Head). It was as if his thoughts had carried him to another place. A place of ecstasy and of luxury; all the while his body was forced to remain in the present, forever enduring the callousness of that appalling swamp. And this drew his face to a peculiar expression of both forbearance and application.

It turns out he was busy in that mind of his, absorbed in a distant idea of his own manifestation. A simple dream. One that involved a serene rustic common on a summer’s morn, with daisies bobbing their crowns beneath an early breeze. In the centre of these gardens lay a nice, soft bed, with brass knobs, a heavy quilt, and a lovely, soft pillow. William imagined himself crawling into that very bed and sleeping for an entire fortnight without waking. Welcoming was that quilt as he wrapped it snugly around his shoulders, and nestled his head into the lasting coolness of that fluffy pillow. Fresh were those sheets, over which he stretched himself as far as he so desired, and peaceful was the slumber in which he so delightedly indulged. It was precisely this dream that kept him going through the toil of that miserable swamp. And it worked rather well, keeping his nerves at bay and his weariness under reasonable control. But he still promised himself a proper rest the next time they stopped.

With hours pressing on to the gradual escalation of firmer ground beneath his steps, William was overjoyed to find himself trudging through soft, boggy grass instead of muddy, stagnant water. It remained vastly unpleasant, but it was a far sight better than struggling through a rancid swamp. Also, the trees were becoming a lot more familiar to him, and less ugly.

They advanced onto a charming woodland trail of copper-brown colours, with a path of fallen leaves and, the best part was, it was the end of that wretched bog country.

Only for Stell kept saying, “Not too long now. Just beyond this trail here,” William would’ve dropped onto his back right then and there and nodded off. But he didn’t. He decided to sweat-out the remainder of the hike. Yet the more Stell said, “Not too long now. Just beyond this trail,” the more he was beginning to wonder if they were going to get there at all.

Minutes later, he stumbled into a glade and onto a patch of friendly, green grass. William had scarcely noticed the trail ending, the way he was staggering so wearily. But there it was; a glorious scene of country meadows, with trees of poplar, evergreen, and chestnut, all deeply concealed by the encompassing crags which were yet small enough to accommodate the closing hours of afternoon sunshine through the peaks of The Serpent’s Neck beyond.

His ears tingled to the songs of high mountain streams and a falcon’s cry. Through the trunks of a horseshoe wood, salmon were seen springing from the tide of a sparkling mere. Fruit bushes of all varieties were thronged throughout, and in every corner. Black currants, strawberries, gooseberries, red currants, pineberries, raspberries, pears and blackberries. Bull thistle, white clover, flax, wolf’s bane, daises, milkweed, cow vetch, wild lupine and knotweed all swayed near the forest borders. Then, wild deer and bison were cantering about in the middle of it all, sometimes grazing upon the rich grass, and that’s what tickled their taste buds no end. Oh, it was a sight for sore eyes.

Thunderstruck—like he’d strolled through the gates of heaven itself—with his knuckles practically dragging along behind him, Icrick said, “Food! Real food! I feel like crying I’m so happy. Food at long, long last!”

Crouching low and requesting a huddle, Stell instructed, “Okay now, William. You and Wren come with me.” (Mid-yawn, William agreed.) “Icrick, Khrum, Crosco, see what fruit you can forage. You’re going to need a healthy supply to last you some days, so don’t be shy. We shall meet up by the lakeside where we will set up camp.”

“Agreed!” grinned the leprechaun, who was relishing in the notion of some fresh fish.

Just as they were about to move out, Crosco ordered The Body to a halt, saying, “Where do you think you’re going?” and turning to Stell, he added, “And who made you the boss around here? Just because you knew where this place was, doesn’t give you the right to bark orders. And nobody tells me what to do!”

Objecting, with a mutual snort from Ifcus, Wren opposed, “Oh, don’t be so bloody rude! Stell didn’t bark anything. And he was kind enough to go out of his way for us in the first place, wasn’t he? Mind your manners.”

“No, no, it is perfectly fine, dear Wren,” Stell kindly insisted.

Flipping his bow up onto his shoulder, he strolled over to the Dullahan and uttered, while pinching Crosco’s cheek, “You really should cheer up, horsemaster. Maybe if you smiled a little more, and stopped being such a grouch, you may yet get some colour back in those cheeks of yours, eh?”

“Leave my cheek alone!” snapped Crosco, and I literally mean snapped; but Stell whipped his fingers back just in time with a wary smirk.

“I only forage for myself…nobody else!” The Head persisted.

“Suit yourself,” Stell sniffed, untroubled. “But don’t come crying to us when we’re feasting on a nice hot meal later and you, my friend, are not.”

“And what, pray tell, do you expect me to eat for dinner? Gooseberries?” gasped The Head, as though, by some irrational means, both meat and labour were owed to him. “I cannot live on fruit alone!”

“Pfff?” Stell shrugged, wandering off with his companions. “Forage for yourself…or whatever it is you do. I care not.”

Springing out into the open meadow toward the fruity bushes, Khrum sniggered, “Ya really nailed that one, Crosco lad! Buried yourself in good ‘n’ deep. Besht o’ luck ta ya there, chiefy.”

Scuttling out behind the leprechaun, Icrick had his cloak out like a basket, and they both started munching and gathering at the same time.

“Oh, I was only saying, is all! Agh, wait for me then!” cried Crosco, and bitterly he joined them.

Being the civilized sort—who was nice to those who were nice to him—Stell asked politely if William and Wren wouldn’t mind keeping their steps quiet during their hunt, so they kept the noise down and off they went.

Stell communicated via hand signals, lest they frightened any game into hiding. Just straightforward pointing and slowing gestures, nothing complicated.

Eventually, they stole into a denser and darker portion of the meadow, where they were shielded by the maples, pines, and towering grasses. Guised beneath that very undergrowth were a good many rabbit lanes, which was precisely what the Elf was looking for.

“Perfect!” he said. “I shall set up some snares here. Then, come morning, you should have some nice, succulent rabbit to add to your provisions.”

At the mere portrayal of such a banquet, Wren licked her lips with anticipation. William, though, was so bushed that he kept on slouching his head wearily and waking up unexpectedly, looking about.

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked, watching him shake it off with a stifled, nostril-flaring, yawn.

“After I prepare these traps we shall go and hunt some deer,” said Stell, as he gathered some sticks from the ground around him.

“Well, why don’t we just catch a load of bunnies and make do with that? Those deer look so peaceful out there, grazing away,” Wren whispered with pity, considering the animals of the meadow.

“You can eat, and eat, and eat rabbit all day long, yet you cannot survive on it alone. There are certain minerals and vitamins which the body requires that neither rabbit nor fruit can provide. Whereas venison can, my dear Rose.”

(He called her that sometimes, on account of the rose she had on her lapel.)

As the Elf was explaining all of this, he was skewering two small sticks into the mud on either side of the rabbit lane. After which, he planted a heavier stake just off of it, behind some thistle. Searching through his supplies, he displayed a small wrapping of fine-looking twine. An Elfish twine, no question. As thin as thread, and yet, as resilient as good rope. With this, he fabricated a noose, before securing the other end to the larger stake. Using a steady arm, he rested the open noose in between the two smaller sticks, and went about positioning the surrounding grass for better camouflage.

As Stell was doing all this, William was looking over his shoulder, taking it all in. He’d even forgotten about his fatigue for a bit.

“Where did you learn to do all this?” he asked quietly.

Smiling, Stell replied, “From watching my brothers.”

“You have brothers? Where are they?” Wren asked.

“Indeed I do,” the Elf whispered. “I have three brothers and…um…well. Yes. Three brothers.”

“You don’t sound too sure there, Stell,” Wren teased.

Smiling fondly, the Elf replied, “Yes. Sorry. My head is a little hazy from all that walking. But yes. Three brothers—Kèrnin, Pilner, and Bò. They reside up north, where I’m from. Holing up in the abandoned lava tubes below Gretisbay’s Peak by the Midalps. We settled there when we arrived in Lythiann to search for our father. Three of the mightiest warriors I’ve ever known, they are. I could only hope to be half as courageous as them someday.”

“Well, should they not be with you? Or you with them?” Wren whispered. “In fact, why aren’t they helping you to guard the wall too?”

“Oh, they think my cause hogwash. But I know they don’t mean it,” Stell answered.

“Family duties should be shared, I think,” said William, with a nod from Wren.

“Not in this case, young William. I took it upon myself, you see…to guard the Bastion. You must understand that, at six hundred and seven years old, I am the youngest of our family. So it was a self-styled duty of mine to prove my worth to my brothers, and I shall not be satisfied until I do so. I chose a task. A noble task. That being, protection of the Bastion. Then, should anyone attempt to launch an attack on it, I shall prove myself to my kin by fending it. Only, I haven’t been challenged yet, so I am not quite sure how proficient I will be…if at all. For as honourable a deed though it may seem, it does not mean I’m not afraid. I have other reasons, too, for guarding it. However, they’re reasons which I would rather not burden you with.”

“I don’t understand. They are your brothers…your family. Why should you have to prove anything to them?” Wren asked him, as he shuffled to a neighbouring lane to assemble another snare.

Pondering momentarily, like he was reassuring himself of something, he replied, “Well, they…um…teased me, if you must know. Never took me seriously, with me being their younger brother and such - what would I know. However, there is no cause for concern here, my sweet Rose. For they must care for me as one of their own, even if they do not show it in a traditional sense. They have to. They’re family, like you said. Still, I believe that if I protect the Bastion until the coming of evil’s end, then I shall truly avail of their trust and companionship. I know it!”

“Trust? Companionship?” Wren repeated, when William gestured at her to ease off a touch, though Stell didn’t appear so troubled. “And while they take sanctum, they are allowing you to go ahead with this? Their youngest brother? Even with Drevol at large?”

Smiling with a sense of unadorned innocence, Stell simply answered, “Yes…”

At the sheer, heart-rendering purity of that candid response, William and Wren glanced at each other with a sustaining sense of pity for this overly trusting Elf.

It was plain to see that these so-called brothers of his cared not for Stell or his cause. No true kin or kith would ever abide by their loved ones risking their own hides so very likely, regardless of honour, race, devotion or even courage. It was like they didn’t care. But being completely unmindful of it himself, Stell continued to hum and smile away as he began casually constructing a fresh snare. Who knows? Maybe he was better off believing what he believed, so long as those horrible people remained disconnected from his otherwise blissful life.

“Still, I pity them in a way,” said he, just then. “Ever since our father departed, they have taken to the bottle more than usual. Lazing around and talking amongst themselves, with nobody else for companionship. Clearly it is sorrow which is upon them, even though they don’t exactly show it. Then again, they are far too dignified to let such vulnerable emotions flow freely. I understand that well enough. As for me, it took me a good long while before I overcame our father’s passing. The burden of compassion, I fear. It makes men weak. But now I have overcome my grief, whereas they drink their sorrows still. I do pity them, I really do.”

“Oh, that does it!” Wren said heatedly, understanding that his brothers were more of lazy drunkards than mourners. “Compassion isn’t a burden! Who filled your head with this nonsense? Compassion shows integrity, if anything! Stop being so hard on yourself.”

Too imprisoned by his memories to reply, Stell added, “You know, it’s been such a long time since I was last home. I wonder if they’ve taken the path which my father had intended for them, or do they remain slaves to their addictions?”

For a further spell, his mind descended deeper into that void of question, only to emerge once more with a shaking head and a supportive smile.

“No! Whether it is today or it is tomorrow, I know they’ll eventually uncover this path, and they will be on their way to seeing true the destiny of my father’s armour.”

“His armour?” William asked. “What armour?”

“Why, the armour of Balòn Muoì, of course,” Stell uttered, like he was expecting William to already know of it. “This armour he wore last in the great battle. Only he who is pure of cause can govern it, and my father governed it peerlessly. Other than the great Mysun Margyle himself, never a purer heart has there ever been.”

“And what’s so special about this armour then?” Wren asked.

“It’s a magical suit of armour that smites its foes by the very blows which they themselves deal out.” Stell said wondrously. “An attack to the armour means an attack on the very one who dares it! Akin to our friend Erfor back there. Someone goes to take an arm, then suddenly their own limb gets lopped off instead. It was crafted by those who lived outside of the Kraìmun fields of the Elderland; ancient relatives of mine. They fabricated it out of reverence for the Elfish Kingdom of Balòn Muoì, to which my age-old bloodline once held authority. Ever since its beginning, this armour has been passed down throughout the generations, from fathers to sons, from friends to friends, and sometimes even from race to race. But it always comes back to the Elves. And, someday, one of my brothers shall inherit this beloved gift. It was my father’s eldest belief that one of his kin would be the new master of the armour. And there I’ll be, following them proudly as they lead some splendid legion into some epic battle!”

“And what about you, may I ask?” Wren challenged, glimpsing at William for support. “Do you not have the chance to inherit this armour, too?”

Showing blind sincerity, Stell chuckled and said, “Me? Oh, Wren, I don’t even compare to their prominence! If you heard half the things about them, you’d understand. No, I am very well aware that I am not in the running for that great prize. Very well aware indeed. No, just to, perhaps, fight by their side is enough for me, and that is all I truly desire. Besides, I wouldn’t know which side of the armour was up, never mind how to actually wield it.”

Before Wren could go off on another spiel about the Elf’s self-worth, William nudged her away and butted in so as to spare Stell his dignity, then said, “So, where’s this armour now, Stell? Probably hidden away in some dungeon, guarded by rabid wildebeest, knowing this place.”

“Not at all, it’s at home…where it belongs!” the Elf smiled. “And there it shall remain until it chooses its new master. Either Kèrnin, Bò, or Pilner.”

“Oh…” said William, feeling kind of silly.

The Elf counted his snares, and said, “Now, that’s the last of it.”

Seven lucky snares had been erected in all, each consistently spaced amongst those little rabbit passages.

Keeping low, the Elf whispered, “Now, enough of the chat. To the east of the forest. Follow me!”

They crept covertly to a new clearing just minutes from their last position. From there they peered through the rushes of a beck, and the boughs of two royal chestnuts were shading them from the outer world. This location was ideal. From there, they had a fair view of the deer and bison. Stell scanned the meadow in silence, when he noticed a doe grazing a bit away from the others, standing between the stream and the brink of the far wood. She was simply lapping from the water’s edge and, with utter placidity, her tiny ears flicked away the buzzing insects. Every so often she’d glance around with those adoringly russet eyes, to take in the tranquillity of her surroundings.

Stell requested dead silence. He slid an arrow silently from his quiver. Resting its shaft gently upon the side of his bow finger, he set the bowstring on the nock and, with absolute gentleness, he drew back the creaking string while spying down the sight of this loaded weapon. Wren couldn’t watch, so she turned away. But, despite her morals, she knew very well that she could not go without proper food. It was usually Jimzin who handled the hunt; leaving a fair deal of scraps behind for her. But never once did she have to witness the kill for herself. Jimzin, however, was now unfit for such duties, and Wren didn’t know how long his fever was going to last. Alas, instead of witnessing this kill now, she kept her back to the whole procedure and whispered a prayer for that unfortunate beast.

Holding his left eye shut with firm concentration, Stell muttered to himself as if he too was praying for the animal whose life he was about to take. Quietness was at hand. All breathing was stable. The doe was about to regroup with her kin. Then, a deadened twang. Wren clenched her eyes as the nesting pipits above scattered into the air and the remaining herds bolted to a distance. The doe staggered in circles, unsure of what was happening. Her hind legs weakened under her weight. Then, through the strain of Wren’s wincing, she heard the faint, hollow thump of a deer falling dead upon the meadow floor. A clean hit to the chest, so she didn’t suffer.

Stell asked Wren if she wouldn’t mind helping the others forage while he and William cut the meat. He could tell that she was uncomfortable. And once she was out of sight, they made for the kill.

“I think it bothered her a bit…to see you killing this deer,” said William, kneeling beside the doe.

Stell replied, “I noticed. Rather compassionate herself, it seems. Though many tend to become distraught when they encounter such things first hand. Not to mention how difficult it can be for the one who draws the arrow. But it was a clean, quick death. A better passing than any predator could ever grant her, I can assure you of that.”

At the mention of the word ‘predator’ there roused, within the dimness of the distant woods, a howling, faint and alone.

“The scent of her blood is in the air now,” Stell said, listening to the borders. “So is the wolf’s cry. And it shan’t be long before it summons a union.”

“Well, are they a threat?!” the boy asked, eyeing the trees.

Removing a dagger from a pouch in his boot, Stell replied, “Red Wolves come here to hunt bison. But only after nightfall. Still, we must quickly conclude our business here and make for the camp. Then, after we get a fire going, I shall be able to deter them soundly enough.”

“I’d hate to know what Icrick’s thinking right now,” William muttered, yet not without a sense of amusement.

Stell shook his head with a grin and began carving the hind leg with extreme proficiency and haste.

When ready, he said to the boy, “Please, William, I must ask you to remain silent for a moment. I’ll need complete quietude for what I’m about to do.”

Overly curious as to what the Elf was up to, William vowed not to move a muscle.

Resting his palm gently on the deer’s brow, Stell closed his eyes and mouthed further prayer. Suddenly, as by the uttering of that which the Elf was so soundlessly miming, the grass went into a serene dance as a strange, mystifying breeze skimmed across the entire meadow, like a new life of a spiritual disposition had awoken in the atmosphere, rising gently to the peak of that mild summer wind. Then, out of thin air, a snowy vapour ascended from the deer. It was miraculous, what the boy witnessed in those couple of seconds.

He actually observed as the very spirit of the doe lifted from her body; white, clear, and peaceful. She then sprang off through the pasture where, upon its edge, she halted and glanced back, before quickly bounding up along the mountainside and vanished into a drift of cloud. The mysterious wind then calmed, and Stell let out a soft, prolonged breath.

“Now, we must inter the body,” he said, in a saddened, tired way. “But before we do so, I will need you to fetch me some water, William. Either from the lake or from our supply, it matters not. And if you’d be so kind as to bring the leg with you, too.”

How woefully he spoke. At the same time, it was as if he’d conducted that ethereal ceremony many times before. Nevertheless, Stell was truly sorry for the passing of that poor animal, whilst no such vulgar pride of ‘a good kill’ even entered his docile mind.

Minutes later, William returned with a full bladder of water. Stell poured some into his hands and then rubbed it into the coat of the fallen.

“What’s that you’re doing?” the lad asked.

“We must cleanse the body before burial,” Stell explained. “It’s a ritual here on Lythiann. It differs through cultures, but it all stems from the same idea.”

Once the cleansing was done, they carried the body to the nearby forest where they could, perhaps, find a soft patch of soil to settle the deer in. Locating an ideal site before the roots of three braided hemlocks, William and Stell got down on their knees and dug a grave by hand, and once it was deep enough, they slid the corpse inside before filling in the hole. Upon her finished grave, Stell placed three rocks, each representing those of whom were present at the time of her passing. This was a tradition amongst the Elfish hunters, whom were expected to uphold it out of a sign of respect. Kissing each stone, Stell uttered some final devotions. Then they packed up and returned to their camp beside the horseshoe wood.

* * *

With sunset oncoming, the others couldn’t hold out any longer, so they decided to prepare some dinner for themselves. Too exhausted to even turn an egg, William asked if he could excuse himself to rest his eyes, promising that he would make up for it next time. They had no complaints, so William wandered off and found a peaceful little spot over the hill by the lake, where he finally partook in a precious hour of cosy sleep. He would’ve slept much longer, had it not been for the ruckus of fizzles and sizzles and busy pots coming from the campsite. But that was to be expected, considering how long they’d been waiting for a decent meal. Thus, after scratching little more than an hour’s slumber, William just laid there, at the water’s edge, relaxing. For he was fairly famished too, and was quite looking forward to having something to eat.

He pondered away to himself, idle thoughts, chewing upon a long stalk of grass. Then Wren came lumbering through the growth. She’d been making daisy chains. One was in her hands, unfinished, and she had five around her neck. Just typical, he thought. Just when he finally had a moment to himself. Then again, it could’ve been worse…and we all know why.

It struck him as quite odd, at first, to see her actually making a daisy chain. He assumed it to be an earthly custom.

She soon put that idea to rest though, when she said all defensively, “What? Never seen a daisy chain before? It might surprise you to learn, William, that we do many of the same things here on Lythiann as you do on your own land. I’ve heard what goes on up there. You may also be surprised to learn that half of your customs originated here, with us. Just as we’ve learnt them from other magical cultures. Daisy chains, games, rhymes. All sorts of things, which ye have since laid claim to. Bull-fluff! If I had to choose, I’d say the rhymes are my favourite.”

William had already lost interest in what she had to say, as soon as ‘daisy’ was mentioned, and she noticed.

So, plonking herself next to him, she said in a bouncy tone, “So…what ya doin’?”

Blanking her, he proceeded to chew. A lot might have taken place since that stormy night on Percy’s veranda, but he was still rather sore about Wren’s humiliating refusal. Yet it was more a case, I presume, of him being embarrassed about behaving like such a twit, when he could’ve just been himself.

Wren sighed, then shuffled her backside about to get more comfortable, but was virtually snuggling into his arm in the process. He had a hideous sulk on his face, as if to say, “What do you think you’re at?!”

“Oh, stop making such a puss! It spoils your good looks,” she spouted, finally settling down.

William nearly choked on his grass and shot up, spluttering.

Patting him on the back, she said, “You’re not a cow, you know…you’re not fit to be chewing on grass. Breathe. Slowly. You all right?”

“Fine!” William coughed, but touchy from embarrassment. “I’m fine! Just tickled the roof o’ my mouth is all!”

Picking the bits of loose grass off his tongue, he caught Wren skitting to herself.

“What’s so funny?” he griped, with a furrowed sulk.

Palming her smile, she replied, “Oh, nothing! Calm yourself, will you? So grouchy! Anyway, I just thought you might like to know that Jimzin is on the mend. I’m just after leaving him not a moment ago, by the campfire.”

Surprisingly relieved, William nodded. He never would’ve expected to be so concerned over one whom he never truly understood to begin with. But Jimzin, particularly after his brawl with Erfor, did not appear as pig-headed as one might expect a dragon to actually be.

So, his tensions around the girl notwithstanding, he said, “That’s good news. Has he taken something for it…the dose, or whatever it was?”

“Stell stewed him up some catnip, and it seems to be working quite well,” Wren said, with a nod. “Now he’s working on some elixir to keep the Red Wolves away. He really is very clever when it comes to herbs and such, ol’ Stell. If only I was a few hundred years older…”

“What’s the supposed to mean?” the boy asked, bitterly.

“Oh, nothing. Why, jealous?” she giggled.

“No!” William answered gruffly. “Don’t be daft! Jealous of what!”

Just then, a most peculiar thing happened.

Changing the subject, Wren sat up and asked, “Can I tell you something, William?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Entranced by the snowy summits of the west, she uttered, “I never knew my parents. I think they passed around the same time I was born.”

Unsure of how to approach her heartfelt statement, William simply imparted his sincerest condolences. It was, after all, the right thing to do. This, in turn, placed him into a more accommodating state. It can be difficult to hold someone in contempt when such grave news is, so freely, entrusted to your ears only.

“Oh, not to worry.” She shrugged. “As I said…I never knew them, so there’s no one to really miss. But I loved my aunt Sléan a great deal. She raised me, you see. Actually, would you believe, I know not if she was even my real aunt or not. But she said that she was, so that was good enough for me. Don’t ask me why I question it. Too much time to ponder, I suppose. Oh, how lovely she was, and kind. The kindest woman you would ever know, had you been around Lythiann that time. But none of it could compare to her beauty. She was the prettiest woman I’d ever seen on these lands. Nor would she ever take guff from anyone! That’s where I get it from…they say.”

With a slip of harmless sarcasm, William droned, “Is that a fact,” just then thinking it embarrassingly inappropriate, but his intentions were good.

Lucky for him Wren took it for what it was and, nudging him with her shoulder, she smiled. “Yes, that’s a fact, smart-arse! Anyways, she told me that, one day, a lad would come along. Just the right lad for me.”

Picking another daisy from the ground, she began plucking away the leaves, one by one, as her story played out.

Exceedingly curious as to where this may be going, William’s façade of blitheness was ever so slightly diverting to a path of heart-walloping want. Had he been a dog, his ears would be flattened and his chest puffed out by now.

“She told me that he’d just pop up one day…completely out of the blue,” said she, musing, as the petals fluttered from her fingertips.

Desiring to know more, though without seeming too eager, William asked casually, “Some lad, yeah? So, what made her think all this then?”

“She read the heart-stones,” Wren replied.

“Heart-stones? What are they?”

“Emblemized pebbles that supposedly tell the future. Kind of like reading tea-leaves, only they predict more romanticy kind of stuff. But, anyway, she never told me when this boy would come along, or what he’d look like. But what she did tell me was that I could see him in my own way, anytime I felt like it…just by using the light. Bit of a childish trick, but it works. Would you like to see?”

Brushing his palms of the grass, William sat up with an embellished sigh and, containing his zeal, he groaned, “Oh, go on so. If you have to!”

“Okay, so what you have to do is put your palms in front of your face and spread your fingers a bit.”

Kneeling in front of William, Wren took his palms delicately in her soft hands, then turned them fingertips to fingertips. Between the gaps, Wren’s eyes were placed on William’s, making him blink quite erratically. He was also pleading to some unearthly force that his palms weren’t beading with sweat when she was touching them, for fear of her being disgusted. But they weren’t, yet.

“I’m so tempted to make you slap yourself right now,” chuckled the girl, holding his hands up in front of his face.

This made him a little nervous. But a good nervous.

Smiling, she continued, “Don’t worry. I’m not that mean. Now, what you have to do next is, lining them up to the sun, touch your fingertips on both hands together. And, ever so slightly, move the heels of your palms together until you see the shape forming in the gaps.”

As she was showing him, she was so playfully innocent, but this was just Wren being herself. William’s brow straightened as he fought to restrain that grin of unmistakable adoration. A tingling sensation, more magical than all of his fondest memories combined, fluttered wildly through his belly like a bright cluster of fireflies. Had these beloved feelings all merged into one — those of summer days spent at the beach with his long lost father; of when he was stomping through the wet muck in autumn in search of wild blackberries; or of those white Christmas mornings spent by the firelight with his mother — it still would’ve been nowhere close to the vulnerability, or the need he felt, when staring into her perfect eyes that second. Lythiann had its magic. But she was truly enchanting.

“There!” She giggled, proud as punch. “Do you see the shape in between your fingers? Spread them out just a little more.”

Before the gleam of blue skies and the afternoon sun, William could distinguish the shape to which she referred.

It looked like a diamond-shaped head, with a set of arms, and a pair of legs, all independent to one another. Almost like an abstract image of a person, whose silhouette shone down onto William’s tunic.

With a pinch of playfulness which surprised even him, he laughed, “Well, would you look at that! There he is!”

“Yip, there he is!” Wren chortled, tickling the shadow. “And he has kept me company many a night.”

‘Kept me company,’ she said. When that piteous and helpless sentence withdrew from her otherwise smiling lips, the boy couldn’t help but feel for her. Not to mention how regretful he felt for the foul manner in which he’d been treating her of late. True, he sometimes behaved so in order to gain her interest, but she didn’t deserve to be treated so miserably, whatever William’s intentions. Now that he had a chance to think about it, he could see that she was harmless, caring, and so full of life; very independent, too. But with so many virtues there was yet something about her which spoke of a boundless solitude and grief. Particularly after she’d so openly confessed her loss, and her reliance in a mere silhouette.

For what it was worth, she did have Jimzin for companionship. But how could that be enough for anyone, with him taking off all the time? What was Wren to do when Jimzin inevitably abandoned her forever, to face the world alone? No wonder she wanted to join us…she was lonely, he thought. And yet, William knew that if he confronted her about any of this, she’d just put up a defensive front and probably make a joke about it before spouting some made-up reason to disappear for a while. So he kept his feelings to himself, and decided to ask Wren about her aunt instead.

“Where is she now…your aunt?” he asked.

Picking another flower, she strayed sadly into a fleeting silence.

Eventually, she uttered, “It was around the time when people felt it might be safe to colonize to a wider scale around Lythiann again, because Drevol had been quiet for some time. I was just an infant then. My aunt and I dwelt in a small stone cottage by the woods. Near Dhrahanà it was, just beyond the old Roaming Dunes. Outside our cottage there was a huge sycamore tree with a swing hanging from it. She made it for me herself…but I was too young to remember that.”

Wren’s face lowered into her scarf as her tale unfolded.

“One evening, when I was nine years old, I went out to gather some blackberries for her jam. I loved her jam. So sweet. But when I came back…I found my aunt. She was hanging from the tree.”

“Oh, I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” William stuttered, for that was the last thing he was expecting her to say.

Involuntarily he placed his hand on hers, only to draw it away immediately so as not to give the wrong impression, and Wren said, “Don’t worry. I’ve shed my tears, William. It’s fine.”

“Did she…”

“…Take her own life?” she asked.

William gave a slight nod.

“No…no it wasn’t that. Assassins of Drevol came in the dusk. Gremlins, mostly. They attacked her, mauled her, stole any valuables she had, then they coaxed her into…oh, into hanging herself…by way of their twisted mind games! I saw them leaving as I was returning from the forest. But I was too late. I keep telling myself that they would have killed me too, had I been there. I mean, I didn’t even know how to fight back then. But…oh, I don’t know!”

With utter earnestness, William consoled her by saying, “Sounds to me like you did the right thing, Wren. If you had o’ been there, then who knows what could’ve happened to you! I mean, with you only being nine years old and all, what could you have done…realistically? It’s not your fault.”

“Thank you.” She smiled, but there was no hiding her tears; and chortling, almost out of self-pity, she added, “It’s nice to be reassured by a real person for a change. And not some silly shadow.”

Dominating her dying smile with an expression of pain, Wren set free her anguish, and wept. “But she was so harmless, William! To do those things to such a nice person.”

Growing ireful and outright sickened by what this was doing to her, dragging her sweet soul into her own personal hell, William said, “Why did they do this? I mean, she can’t have done anything wrong. Unless they saw her as a threat or something? And I wouldn’t believe that for a second.”

Donning a crooked smile, Wren looked deep into his eyes, and with a sniff she said, “She did absolutely nothing, William. Nothing at all. She was a simple lady with simple pleasures…that was it. But, you see, that’s just the way Drevol works. He is so mixed up in his own head that he isn’t quite sure what he’s doing! He doesn’t cause evil for reason or profit. He creates it because that’s just what he does! It’s not about land or wealth, or love or hate. Not even loyalty! Not to him, at least. Maybe for his minions it’s different. No, Briggun is simply born of pure evil, and nothing makes him happier than to hurt those who try to bring some good back into the world. He doesn’t need anything from anybody. He doesn’t want anything from anybody. The only thing darkness really needs to thrive, is to witness the suffering of others.”

Expelling his rage through a breath, the lad asked, “Well, what happened then? After you found your aunt? Did you run away? Or was that when you met Jimzin?”

A final tear trickled along the trail wherefrom many more had since fallen, and Wren answered with a ‘yes’.

He didn’t say anything then. Partially because he didn’t really know if he could say anything at all to comfort her, being just too ignorant of that world. And he couldn’t really make reassurances about things that he knew nothing about. The other part of him was worried. Worried about Wren. Worried because this was his enemy she was talking about, and it was up to William himself to somehow abolish this demon. Abolish! Vanquish! Kill! Save for a few pesky insects, he’d never killed anything in his whole entire life. Yet all this was of lesser importance just then. His friend was in distress, and she needed him.

Eventually he said, “Wren…”

“Listen,” she smiled, anticipating his words, “there’s really no need to worry about me, William. I’m well enough able to take care of myself. I can handle all these shenanigans.”

She giggled at that, but the hurt was plain to see. She then stared at the boy, absorbed in his concern.

“You know, you’re not half as bull-headed as you seem, William Muldoon,” she smiled, and removing her scarf, she handed it to him, saying, “Here, take this.”

“A present?” the boy asked.

“Maybe, if you ever need to, it will remind you of a certain girl,” she hinted. “And a fiendishly pretty one at that!”

Holding it up before him, he admired this gift of a dark, woollen scarf. It had the remindful scent of roses to it.

Grateful, and a touch surprised, he said, “Thanks very much! And you know what, Wren?”

“What?”

With a fine wink, he grinned, “I think I can almost tolerate you…but only from time to time, that is!”

Of course, he was only being cheeky, hoping to coax a smile. And with the most honest little giggle, she shoved him back playfully into the grass.

Just then, a voice came calling from over the hill.

“Food’s ready!” it called out.

“Aw, Icrick! Get your foot outta the soup, will ya!” Khrum’s voice bellowed.

“I tripped over your blasted cap!” squeaked a reply. “Watch where you leave stuff!”

Wren and William sniggered at this. It was so typical of Khrum and Icrick. They could only imagine what was going on.

“C’mon. Before they eat the lot,” said the lad.

Standing up, he tied the scarf about his waist and offered her his hand. This took her by surprise, I must say; to see William being so considerate for a change. Thus, returning a smile of her own, she took his hand, and together they strolled over the hill for a nice feast of roasted venison and fried salmon with lemon sauce and fruit salad.

They had Khrum to thank for the fish, so you know. He’d been wrestling with it earlier in the lake. A mighty struggle it was for the little leprechaun; thrashing and rolling about in the water. But he soon got the better of his scaly enemy, and was now enjoying the scrumptious taste of victory.


- Chapter Five -

Eyes of Time

They had a grand blaze going beneath the stars, just at the outskirts of the horseshoe wood. They would’ve camped inside its confines, out of the wind, were it not for Stell’s guardians needing the lake as a base for their nightly perambulation. They were Water Guardians who arose from Stell’s elixir when he’d doused it into the fire. Two howling phantoms soared from those sparking embers and burrowed their way deep into the earth, heading towards the direction of the lake, whereby they took to its waters and were born into their true manifestation—liquid sentries, those of youngling krakens with eight gangling tentacles each, two of which bore the heads of terrifying lizards. Creatures that would hiss and champ at any menace in their way. It was their duty to patrol the earthly borders throughout the night, every so often returning to the waters where they could recuperate any loss of mass. Not a pack of Red Wolves for a thousand miles would dare challenge such a beast. They preferred pacing about in the clefts of the crags, yowling at the moon from under the cover of darkness.

This is why the band kept to the outer margins of that crescent wood; for the sake of a more peaceful slumber.

With blankets outspread, they rested around a glowing spit, gratified after their fantastic meal. It wasn’t terribly late. The sun had only just gone down, meaning it was some time after twilight. But they’d scoffed down quite a spread in such a very short space of time that they were completely stuffed and could hardly budge, so it may as well have been long past midnight as far as they were concerned.

Picking his teeth with a fishbone, Khrum said, “Now that was likely the nicest, mosht scrumptious, beshtest feed I’ve ever had! No word of a lie. Full as a giant’s bra, I am. Look at the belly o’ me.”

With that, he stretched out the elastic of his pants, and they really did stretch a good long way. William nearly commented on it, before thinking it rude. Icrick was more distracted by Khrum’s colourful proverb, but was too stuffed to bicker about it, so he ended up huffing gruffly instead.

“I quite agree, Khrum old chap,” Stell replied with a puff, resting his hands happily on his gut. “Nothing compares to a helping of prime cut venison and a bit of fresh salmon on an eve in such a peaceful place. Incidentally, that fish was a fine catch…praises to you! Quite the gracious effort you made for our sagging bellies.”

Demonstrating from where he sat, with a fictional foe hooked beneath his armpit, Khrum replied, “It’s all the headlock, ya see. My arms are wee ‘n’ shcrawny like. So that means I can get right ‘round their gills. Give a fishy four-ta-five minutes o’ that, then it wouldn’t be long givin’ up the goodies.”

“I’ll be sure to remember that,” the Elf complimented, though all it would take for him is to give the fish one swift knock to the head; job done. “And what about you, horsemaster? Did you enjoy your hot meal? A lot better than a belly full of fruit I’ll wager?”

“It was no lamb chop, but yes, quite tasty,” said The Head, who was now rather glad he’d helped with the foraging after all.

“Well, I am glad you enjoyed it.” Stell smiled, as a sort of truce from their recent spat.

Unaccustomed to such open pardons, The Head answered, “Ahem…w-w-well…I thank you, Elf. Much obliged…”

While the chatter of headlocks and settlements were in session, Jimzin, who was lying beside the fire with his head down, started hacking again. It escalated into something much harsher and much more violent than before. So much so that his eyes were on the verge of popping out of their sockets like champagne corks. Rife with worry, Wren rushed to him.

“Oh, no! Not again!” she whimpered. “Breathe, Jimzin! Breathe!”

Suddenly, staggering onto his forelegs, Jimzin sneezed and, in doing so, he spat out yet another massive burst of fire. Far and broad that flame spread, causing the others to roll from its path and cower behind whatever was nearest at the time. It blazed, and sparked, and snapped with such unimaginable heat that even the very night recoiled from it. Gulping the inferno back down into his belly, Jimzin clamped his jaws together, and everything vanished back into instant darkness.

Wren, who hadn’t budged at all, stood there proudly, and said, “Jimzin! You’ve done it again! You’ve spat fire!”

In a state of elated shock, Jimzin glanced around at each them, as if to see what they thought of his accomplishment.

“Oh, I hope you can do it again this time!” Wren clapped eagerly. “Oh, won’t you try?”

A feral determination stoked within the dragon’s eyes as he got up off his belly. Drawing in a colossal wind, he roared to such a height that even the most infamous of quakes would cower to it, and out spewed a blinding combustion of sweltering-hot fire. How it shredded through the shaded meadow, turning the land crimson bright.

Applauding his effort, Wren hopped up and down, and laughed. “You have found it! You have found it! Oh, joy!”

Poising himself high ‘n’ proud, the dragon cocked his chin into the air and had a fine look of satisfaction on his face. Best of all, he was truly feeling hale and hearty again, because that so-called virus of his was a mere consequence to the raw fire boiling in his gut. He was bound to feel a tad ill. Wouldn’t you?

Suddenly, like his fire had been quickly robbed from him again, Jimzin’s eyes flinched with confusion.

“Jimzin…what’s the matter?” Wren asked, when it occurred to her, too.

“Oh…” she said sadly, whilst sympathy grew amongst those who watched on, having also realised the reason to his gloom.

“Time for you to go?” she asked, but she asked in such a way that her voice trembled beneath her wonted mask of grit, and as her weeping surely began to unveil, she asked, “So soon?”

The dragon nodded, saddened by this custom he was forced to honour.

It was during that instant that the rest could fathom the true nature of their bond. Jimzin snuggled his snout affectionately into Wren’s arms like the youngling dragon he really was. Icrick sniffled with a mourning tear. It almost had the others sobbing too, yet they held strong.

One by one, they approached the dragon to give their final farewells and, with no small trace of respect, Jimzin accepted their thoughtful words.

“Farewell, my friend,” said the Elf. “Not long have I known you, but I still hope we can meet again soon.”

“Sorry to see you go, Jimzin,” William said courteously, with the Dullahan behind him gesturing a lonely wave. “And thanks for helping us with those hounds…and that marsh dragon, too. I can’t thank you enough. You’re very brave. So…I suppose…all I can really say is, good luck to you and take care o’ yourself, all right? Take good care o’ yourself.”

Accepting William’s thankfulness, Jimzin bowed cordially, which the boy did not expect. For he was full sure that the dragon loathed him this whole time. Yet, to be fair, Jimzin didn’t dislike any of them. He just preferred to do his own thing, which is simply in a dragon’s nature.

“Ah, sure we’ll catch ya again sometime, Jimzin, me aul’ flower. It’s not all grim,” Khrum smiled with a buoyant wink, before scuttling off into the unknown, where he could shed an evasive tear.

“Back in a jiffy,” was what he said, and melding into a sob, he added, “Some bloody yoke’s after flyin’ into me eye!”

After that, the Grogoch’s turn came, and with his eyes jetting like sprinklers, he bawled, “All the best, Ji-i-i-imzin! Be su-u-u-ure to let us know how you are kee-ee-ee-eeping. And mind yourself. Mind yourself, do you he-e-e-ear?”

For their gentle goodbyes, Jimzin was thankful. With an air so sympathetic, a sight so remarkable, he considered them one last time in a way that declared his highest appreciation for their company gone by.

Last, but certainly not least, Wren went to convey her own goodbyes, but she stopped and turned to the others, asking, “Would ye mind if we took a few minutes to ourselves? So I can be alone with him? I’ll be back.”

“Of course we don’t mi-i-ind!” sobbed Icrick, ever buckled with tears. “You go on ahead and do what you need to.”

Grateful for their understanding, both Wren and Jimzin wandered off into the trees. The others couldn’t deny that lost, spearing sensation which told them that this may very well be the last that they would ever see of that outstanding beast. A mournful concept for all.

* * *

Wren didn’t return after a time, so William wandered into the brush alone to see if she was okay. Into the wood he roamed, and how beautiful it was in there. All of the diurnal animals were still active, even after nightfall. Bright, glowing, butterflies fluttered from leaf to branch while the birds, who themselves were as dazzling as nightly stars, chirped and sang. He found it so uncommonly beautiful. A colourful dream. Then, beyond the trees to the south end, he heard the ripples of the lake swishing gently by the reeds, and whispering. Being the curious type, he roamed deeper to investigate.

He saw the moon’s rocking reflection through the curtain of slender trunks. A toothed tree line stood tall just below a level crag on the far bank. Wren was sitting on the embankment closest him, not ten feet away, beneath the boughs of a weeping willow. She was having words with her dragon. William didn’t want to appear meddlesome, so he stayed quiet, and, as delicately as he could, he stepped behind a moss-covered trunk and hunkered down. He did not know why. He was just compelled to.

From what he could tell, both Wren and Jimzin were exchanging ideas of extreme importance. He guessed this by the focus on Jimzin’s face. It was so resolute. Absorbed. Thus—yet with no complete sense of certainty—William had a feeling that Wren was more so dispensing instructions rather than goodbyes. Thoroughly she whispered, with exaggerated gestures. All the while, her reptilian companion was nodding and taking it all in. What could they be talking about? Either way, their discussion was soon over and, with one departing hug, Wren watched on sadly as Jimzin flew away into the sky, till he was but one more star in the night. In her sorrow she took a comb from her pocket and began brushing her hair with distant strokes, when suddenly, she began to sing.

“Oh, where are you my darlin’ love?

The moon that veils my sun from above,

But if I wake to find you here,

I’ll kiss the lips of you my dear.

There was a time when lovers sailed,

Beyond the stars which heaven had made,

And if you come to me my love,

‘Twill be you, my moon and my sun.

Oh, come to me my sweet young one,

When darkness dies and shadow has gone,

There I’ll be with hope in hand,

With you and I in this Celtic land.

Take my heart and rouse my soul,

Kiss my lips and let me know,

That you are here my darlin’ love,

For it is you, my star, my glow…”

Bewitched by her voice, William stood back from himself. It was so immaculate, so perfect, so gentle. That was amazing, he thought. Never would he have expected her to be the type to be singing to herself, and with such a beautiful voice at that. She had the voice of an angel. Quieting his footsteps more, he moved a fraction closer and, leaning against a tree, he waited and watched her as she hummed it over and over to herself.

Her sweet voice transported him back to a time when he was on Ballycongraggon on a warm summer’s eve; out amongst the fields, and Mr. O’Connell had the gramophone playing out his window. One song in particular came to him, Schubert’s Ave Maria. For some reason, Wren’s song reminded him of it. William adored that piece the most, and he could listen to it for hours upon hours, and often he did just that. After a spell of dwelling on those so beloved memories, he came to notice that Wren wasn’t just singing to herself, but to the water, too. For there were glowing fish in there, whose mouths bobbed at the surface. And in whichever direction Wren chose to sing, they would follow. This made her smile, and so William smiled too, without realising.

After a few more minutes of listening, William moved an inch closer, but his boot got entangled in a ground vine and he stumbled out into the open. Up he sprang, hoping she didn’t notice, but she did. Not that it mattered. She’d actually been aware of his presence for some time. All she did was smile, then went back to brushing her hair.

Cringing, William said, “Look, sorry about that.”

“No need to apologise.” She said, ever watching the water. “All is well?”

Swaying his arms nervously, the lad gabbled, “Fine, thanks—out for a stroll—heard you singing…”

Wren kept her silence. She had also stopped singing, yet she continued to comb her hair in the peace of that sparkling lake. When she didn’t say anything in return, William felt a little out of place, so he took it upon himself to break the silence.

“You have a really nice voice, you know,” he complimented. “In key and everything!”

Still, she didn’t talk. On the brink of asking if she was going to miss her friend, William reconsidered, as he already knew the answer, and he didn’t wish to upset her any more than she was by reminding her for discussion’s sake.

He was about to walk away, when she said, “They’re a breed of musical fish.”

“Hmmm?” the lad asked, turning back around.

Vacant was the girl’s look, when she said again, “Some of the fish in our lakes, they are of a musical kind. They respond to calm music. Amazing creatures, really. Some of them can fly, too. The blue ones I think. They nest in the willows come night-time.”

“Musical fish, eh?” William noted.

Being very intrigued by such curious things, he came a little closer to watch. But, William being William, he scared them away into the caves beneath the lake.

“Oh, I didn’t mean…”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “They’ll be back again. It’s nearly their nesting time anyway. So…join me?”

Clearing his throat, William rubbed his palms off his kilt, and sat down beside Wren, but not too close.

“I’m not a witch you know,” she said with a smile, her dark hair turning to silk between the comb’s teeth. “I won’t cast a spell on you if you sit a little closer.”

Clearing his throat a second time, he moved in a smidgen closer.

You see, if the circumstances hadn’t been so glum, he probably wouldn’t have been so bashful. But Wren’s dragon was gone now, and he wasn’t really sure as how to behave as a result. All he could think of, was that, perhaps, she might need some company.

Peering off into her thoughts again, the girl said, “This country is filled with such magnificent things, William. There’s nothing about it I don’t love. The birds, the trees, the beasts. Well…maybe not him so much! We can all do without his deeds! Oh, I will do what I can to help the goodness endure within Lythiann. I love it so much. But I’m afraid that what feeble effort I might have won’t be enough. In fact, I know it won’t. But I can still try my best to help those who have the power of salvation.”

Facing him, she then uttered, “You have your music too, William. I’ve never heard it myself…not that I could remember it if I had. But I know of the prophecy. They say it’s a melody like no other. So strong. So full of promise. A magnificent composition! A theme with a Celtic phrase so fragile that it would simply pass you by had you not caught ear of it. Perfectly beautiful.”

She spoke of the Banádh as if she could actually hear its elegance in her mind, and when it was over, she too ceased her combing.

“How come you didn’t tell me about the Symphogram either?” William asked, not wanting to sound too pushy.

“I thought you knew,” Wren answered. “But then I decided it was not my place to mention it, just in case. It is the greatest-kept secret on Lythiann, after all. All the more so after we’d learnt of your forthcoming arrival. Nobody in their right mind would dare dream of jeopardising that. It’s a fantastic thing, this prophecy, for all of us…yet I can’t even begin to imagine how you must feel, being the other of one who was so depended upon in their time. It must have a great bearing over you.”

William found that moment to be really nice; for them to be spending some time alone together. Yet, as it turns out, he didn’t really want to be talking about himself, or what he was supposed to be doing on Lythiann. So rather than participating he just sat there with his arms about his knees, smiling politely to nothingness; somewhat regretful for even mentioning the Symphogram in the first place. For at night such things, as you already know, were stressful to him. Even now his stress was all the more evident, as with some nights before that, steadily worsening with each dawning of the stars.

Even in Wren’s company, he seemed to have abandoned himself. He looked alone; pining for the return of normality, simplicity, familiarity. It was like he was imprisoned within a mental cage, fighting for a way out. And all he could do in the meantime was remain strong and continue on this private struggle without completely losing his grip on whatever he could deem a legitimate reality. He was exhausted, and yet he wouldn’t make his emotions known. He believed it selfish when, minutes prior, she had to forgo the friendship of her eldest companion.

As both succumbed to their thoughts, he began toying with his amulet, probably without even noticing.

“What’s this?” Wren asked.

Emerging from his trance, William said, “What’s what?”

“This,” she said, taking the amulet in her fingers.

Suddenly, he was quite pleased to talk. Maybe because it involved something other than Mysun Margyle.

“Oh, this? Well, it’s a Celtic amulet, you see.”

“Does it mean anything?”

“It means…”

(He paused.)

“…Yes?” she smiled.

“W-Well, it means…l-love.”

He felt embarrassed to admit this. He was only a thirteen-year-old-boy, after all, and no child his age should ever have to discuss such things. Particularly in front of a girl, and one whom he so deeply adored at that. But he needn’t have been fretful, because young Wren neither judged him nor teased him.

Gently, she replied, “Love…” and from the corner of his eye, William could see her looking directly at him, which made him a tad self-conscious, yes, but he kept talking anyway.

“Yeah…love. It was given to me by my mother when I was very young,” he uttered, gazing at the medallion long and hard. “She told me once—Ma, I mean—that if I ever felt alone, all I’d have to do is hold this medal tightly to my heart, and the fear would just go away. Because it’s a symbol of her love, you see. And as long as I remember that, then there will always be hope for happiness.”

“And does it work?”

“Never really thought about it, to be honest,” he replied. “And ever since I came here, the only thing I can think about is getting home.”

“That’s understandable. I’d be the same.” Wren said, and returning to the charms of the trinket’s tale, she pondered, “So it means love…I never would’ve guessed.”

“Yep, but all that probably sounds a bit girly to you I’d say?”

“No…it doesn’t,” she answered softly. “Everyone wants to be loved, William. I don’t care who you are. It’s a necessity in all walks of life. And, actually, when you think about it, this medallion isn’t all that different from my silhouette.”

When she put it like that, William smiled.

“I suppose it’s the same principle,” said he, considering his pendant in a new light.

“She sounds like a wonderful person, your mother,” Wren suspected, only to have William reply with a strange air, so tenderly she asked, “What’s the matter?”

“You know,” said he, “it’s funny. Here I am, in this magical world. Surrounded by strange creatures and all sorts of amazing beings. But…no matter how far I choose to go…or how many different people I meet…she’ll always be the most amazing person I’ve ever known. The things she went through. Her strength.”

Leaving the pendant alone, he peered across the blue, moonlit hills, every now and again spying a sentry’s wandering crown from behind the hills of beyond.

“And…what of your father?” the girl asked, but she wasn’t sure if she should.

William didn’t mind, so he replied, “My father? Well, he passed away when I was very young. All I can remember is that I loved him very much. My mother was never really the same since. It’s strange.” He smiled, though it faded to a lonesome shift of his brow. “When I try and think o’ him, I can never see his face properly. I mean…he’s there…in my mind…all the time. But no matter how hard I try…I just can’t picture him; his face. It’s just, blank. It’s odd.”

It was in that very second that he came to realise something. Something he never would’ve thought to imagine.

Never once did he say any of these things aloud to anyone, nor did he expect he would ever have to. At that point in time, he simply wanted to.

Sweetly she gazed at him. She didn’t talk, or smile, or stir. She just stared…plain and simple. She knew she was doing it, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t intentionally trying to make him feel uncomfortable, either, not that he felt so. She just couldn’t take her eyes off him that very minute, because William had captivated her with his compassion; his true self.

He returned a glance, without feeling scared or shy. In fact, he felt like this was due to happen, and so he didn’t hold back. He found it pleasant. Her presence alone managed to alleviate the pressures that were troubling him those nights of late. Like one very simple answer had soared from the blizzard and rescued him from those horrible burdens which seemed to pile themselves on top of him, eve after eve, like a ton of jagged rocks. She was so pure. So sympathetic. Her eyes smiled at his, and his eyes at hers. Time slowed as they shared in some style of connection. An eloquent understanding.

“You’re all I have now…” she whispered.

“He really won’t be back? Ever?” William asked, and Wren shook her head. “You can count on me then. I promise.”

At that sweet moment, the glowing fish returned. Out of the waters they fluttered. Hovering over the surface like dragonflies, they made it sparkle to a refreshing neon blue. Lifting William’s arm, Wren slipped her arm through and rested her head on his shoulder. Arm in arm, they looked on as the fish took turns nesting in the willow above. And there they remained, glowing, until they fell asleep.

William and Wren stayed by the lake alone that night. They didn’t talk much. They simply gazed out at the world, contentedly, in peace. A short while later they got drowsy, then sleep found them and whisked them away into a night that was blessed with a rarity of pleasant dreams.
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At the looming of a perfect dawn, William heard the placid swishing of water in his slumber. He felt the sunshine on his face. His left cheek was nestled in a hassock of warm grass. Wren was the same. She too stirred, only her right cheek was in the grass. William groaned with a sleepy stretch. Wren was beside him doing the very same. He began to open his eyes, and so did she. Then, just in front of their faces, they noticed how their noses were virtually touching. For an instant they stared, when William’s eyes gleamed and he leapt to attention. He was very giddy indeed. Rattled almost. I suppose it was his way of handling the situation, for their lips were on the brink of touching. And he didn’t wish to spoil any ‘moment’ they may have shared the previous night over some silly misunderstanding of him making a sly pass as she slept, because he’d never consider such a smarmy notion. All the same, if a kiss was on the table, he wouldn’t have said no, either.

He went pacing up and down, simmering with awkward vivacity. Oh, any bloody thing to take the tension out o’ this moment, he thought. Wren just sat up, still half-dozing, smiling up at him with one eye shut.

Swinging his arms to and fro, clicking his fingers, he said, “Gosh, that was some night’s sleep, wasn’t it? Not too many o’ them in a lifetime!”

When that ridiculous sentence inexorably slid from his belly to his lips, he felt like plunging his head into the lakebed like an ostrich with the embarrassment of it all. How silly it felt for him to have just blurted out the very first thing that came to mind. Aw, what kind o’ stupid impression was that supposed to make? he thought, mentally clobbering himself to a bloody pulp. Not many o’ them in a lifetime?! And ‘gosh’ of all things?! Good stuff, ya plike!

Thinking nothing of it, Wren smiled it off. She’d already seen William for himself; an honest, caring lad, who just happened to wake up in a position that was a little too close for comfort at this early stage. She wouldn’t have minded a quick peck at all.

All the same, no matter how they chose to react, they were still very aware of how their relationship had strayed onto another level. It had slipped from an otherwise mundane slope towards a normal, everyday friendship, onto a road far more thrilling.

So as William gabbled himself deeper into mortification, Wren got up, took his hand, and said, “C’mon, Blatherin’-Bill! Breakfast time.”

“Y-Yeah! Breakfast! Sounds good,” the lad burbled, and back to the camp they went, where they found Stell wide awake, skinning one of seven fresh rabbits.

“Sleep well?” He grinned, eyebrows bouncing. “Just about to get some breakfast started here. Hope you’re hungry?”

“Starved!” Wren replied.

“Where’s Khrum and Icrick?” William asked, noting their absence.

“Oh, Icrick had to take little Khrum out into the woods in search of some birch leaves for his bruise,” answered Stell, readying a stick for the spit. “Leaving me stuck with all this mess.”

“His bruise?!” William and Wren asked together.

“Turns out the leprechaun went for a little sleepwalk before dusk, down as far as the lake. To catch more fish, I’d expect. I’m afraid he didn’t bank on reprisals after his tussle with the salmon yesterday, and fish around these parts can be quite hostile when they want to be. The silly chap took a tail fin right across the left eye as he stood urinating in the shallows, mid-snooze. So now he has a first-class shiner, but the birch leaves should help the healing process along quite swiftly.”

“Rather amusing it was, actually,” said The Head, who was sitting against a felled trunk nearby, “to see him zigzagging his way over the hill, holding onto his eye, wailing with his piddle-stained leggings hanging about his ankles. Put him right in his place. It was only a small clout though, he’ll live.”

“Aw, poor Khrum! I’m glad it was nothing serious,” replied Wren, and with an escaping snigger, she added, “But…I kind of wish I’d seen it now.”

She and William had a little laugh at that before sitting around the campfire. Meanwhile, Stell went about roasting up some delicious rabbit with thick, tangy strawberry sauce.

That afternoon they decided to spend one more night in the meadows. It would allow them time to collect more food, as well as get another night of solid rest before embarking on the road again.

William felt a trifle glum after talking about his mother the night before, and was in no mood to go hunting or gathering. Besides, it was he who’d tidied up after last night’s meal, and it was he who helped Stell with breakfast. Hence it was only fair he should sit out those extra chores. Nor was he, in any way, fishing for their sympathy, because when Stell asked him if he wished to join him out hunting again, he put on a huge smile, and said that he just wanted to have a bit of time to himself. So, assuming all was fine, they sauntered off without a second thought to erect more traps.

Wren also stayed behind with William, insisting that she’d catch up with them shortly. William didn’t ask her to do this. She did so of her own accord. She knew that something was amiss with him, and she had a fair idea what. But it wasn’t until after dinner that evening that she actually approached him about it.

She found him sitting by the same moonlit lake. He was watching the fish glimmering beneath the sway.

With no easy way to instigate such a sensitive subject, she just crouched next to him, and said, “Look, if you miss your mother that much, then why don’t you try and see how all of this turns out?”

Trying to appear unruffled, William smiled and said, “My mother…? What do you mean…?”

“One of those truffles gives you the gift of foresight, does it not?” she asked.

William said nothing, because he honestly didn’t know. In fact, he wasn’t sure what kind of spells those truffles embodied, because he was never told. He was merely using them willy-nilly.

Knowing that she was onto him, he sighed and said, “How do you know about the truffles?”

“Everybody knows the legend, William,” said she. “We have all read about Mysun and everything to do with him…including the incantations of those truffles. Not to mention how you were raving on about them the night of the Brownies. And we also know that one of them allows you to see ahead of time. So, why not try it? It’s really as good a time as any; provided you choose the right one. When else would you require such magic? The outcome, I imagine, will always be the same. But it’s up to you. Your choice.”

With no point in denying his sadness, William felt around in his bundle until he found the box. Taking it from his pack, he placed it on his lap; contemplating as to whether he should or he shouldn’t, or what was to happen if he chose the wrong one, thereby spoiling perfectly good magic. Suddenly his mother, once again, dawned in his mind, the thought of which urged him all the more to try.

“Okay!” he said, opening the box quickly, so as not to reconsider.

Kneeling beside him, Wren shuffled closer to observe the whole process.

William shut his eyes and allowed his hand to guide the way. All the while acknowledging that, during the choosing of his first truffle, he gave it barely any thought, and the result worked well in his favour, so why change the method? His hand hovered left to right over the truffles, until finally he snatched one from its pocket. Before he could reassess, he unravelled the foil and, to his delight, it was the right one.

He read it aloud.

Eyes of Time

If there are times you wish to see,

Eat this truffle on one knee.

Then gather the bones of something small,

Scarlet life and that is all.

Mixing these two things together,

Close your eyes, asking clever.

Then what it is you wish to know,

Shall come to be through blood and bone.

It was a poser, no doubt. But be it a poser or not, the longer William pondered, the faster the magic faded, thus pressuring him to think faster.

Thinking aloud, he said hurriedly, “Okay, okay! So I have to get on one knee. That much is clear. Now, um, scarlet life? Scarlet life?! Scarlet life?! Scarlet life?!”

“Blood…?” Wren deduced, but she wasn’t sure. “That gives life…and it’s red. And it says ‘blood and bone’ at the end, so…”

“Blood! That’s it! It has to be. You’re right!” William praised. “Do me and favour and grab some o’ those fish bones that Khrum left after his dinner! There’s still some on his plate I think?! Bring the plate too, actually. We haven’t got much time.”

Wasting not a tick, Wren scrambled back to the camp, where she made search amongst the after-dinner mess.

“HURRY!” she heard William calling out.

“What in blazes are ya at?!” Khrum squinted through his bruise, and the others were just as curious.

“I’m looking! I’m looking!” she yelled in a panic, ignoring the leprechaun. “Aha! Found them.”

She rushed back to William and handed him a plate cluttered with tiny fish bones.

William grabbed the sharpest one he could find and pricked the tip of his thumb. Wren quivered and turned away, but it wasn’t all that gruesome. Strange to say, it is apparently a lot more tolerable to slay a pack of Devil Hounds than it is to watch someone jab his thumb with a tiny fishbone. Very curious.

A droplet of blood swelled upon William’s finger, of which he squeezed a few drops onto the bones.

“You done? Can I look?” Wren asked, one eye shut.

“Yeah. You can look.”

“Thank God! Now, think about your question,” she said, caught up in the moment.

Closing his eyes, he chewed on the truffle and, in his head he spoke to himself, What happens in my future?

He could’ve elaborated. He was just so flustered over the time. But it wasn’t altogether vague, and there was no turning back now.

He slowly opened his eyes and peered into the plate. It took a second or two for something to happen. But when it did, it was rather disturbing.

The blood fizzed. A mild simmering at first. But the more it sizzled, the more the plate bubbled with dark-red human blood. The acrid stink and pink froth made Wren feel sick to the gills, but she couldn’t stop watching. The bones hopped about like mad in the steaming heat, churning and flicking. The next thing William knew, an image had forced its way through.

He had to squint to make it out. But then it was as clear as squeegeed glass; however, the import itself remained a mystery.

He distinguished a canyon path, leading through the heart of a gorge. Not long had that image manifested before it dwindled to the sight of young William himself in the centre of that same gorge, surrounded by high cliffs. This induced grave worry, for he noticed that his other-self was neither healthy nor happy. He looked to be in awful pain. With worry pinching his gut, William then heard the sound of galloping, like that of a powerful beast was thundering after him through the chasm. He could not see what it was. Closer and closer it got. He was struggling to escape its clutches. Before the monster could close in on him, a new image of a shrouded skull with sharp, bloodied fangs melded through, and it was cackling right in William’s face. The skull of death itself.

Then another countenance took its place. A dark, twisted face. That of a large hybrid with awry horns and an axe. It was he, Valstarius, and to the echo of his failing shriek the premonition forced itself through to a scene of stars in a sea of night. They were shooting off to a hidden location afar, and a familiar voice echoed, “Once the twins fall.” Everything went dark again, and nothing was left but three droplets.

William slumped against the trunk; detached and reticent through the reoccurrence of those distressful feelings which had all but been healed of late. He cupped his face, hopelessly. This vision proved far from uplifting. And because he’d come so close to coping with that last mountain of burden, this new nightmare nearly had him in tears.

His only small sense of hope came from Redmun’s voice. He didn’t know why it bestowed promise, it just did. But it still couldn’t expunge the image of the skull or Valstarius. He omitted this impulse to cry. His mind somehow meandered past it, into a bleak vacuum. For only meaning could be contracted from this forewarning. Death.

“Well?! Did you see her? Did you see your mother?” Wren asked.

A burning perplexity creased William’s expression.

“William! Did you see her?” she implored.

A magpie, much the same as the one from Làn Chùrdal, flapped down from the branches. It rawked madly, and was hopping about, beating its wings. Wren shooed him away with a hard swipe of her hand.

“Go on! Get! Shoo!” she barked, and the bird retreated back into the trees, then she said again, “William! Talk to me! What’s the matter with you?”

Eventually he came around, stared at her briefly through hollow eyes, then murmured, “No…no, I didn’t see her.”

Weakened past all measures, he teetered back to camp, leaving her alone with no clue of what he saw.


- Chapter Six -

Friend’s End

With provisions packed and most enthusiasms restored, Stell guided them back through the swampland. But because Erfor’s fen was relatively flooded, it took them two further days to make it out. Crosco nagged every two minutes, because it was he who was made carry the meat upon his shoulder, and it was causing him to sink slightly into the marshy muck beneath his already weighty soles. But it was all that they could think to do. He was the strongest, and they otherwise had little room to spare in their own compartments for such supplies. Still, they managed to get out of that fen easily enough in the end.

Stell vowed to show them to the eastern borders, then he’d be on his jolly return to Ewval’s Bastion. A generous offer. Yet over his brief period spent with his newfound companions, the Elf had grown quite fond of their company, and the same went for them in return; particularly William, who was always glad of an extra helping hand. But he, as of recently, had been a little less talkative than usual. Not that such behaviour could be avoided, what with that morbid vision of his.

He trudged quietly along behind the group. And if he was ever approached or asked a question, he would almost try too hard to seem okay. This he did in vain. They could tell that something was amiss; together with many tentative notions as to what might be the cause. It could also be said that Wren herself, even after their recent moment, was finding William’s moods more difficult to fathom. She, nonetheless, remained by his side lest he should, at any stage, muster the desire to converse. In the end, nobody took it upon themselves to confront him about it. They knew that if he wished to tell them, he would do so in his own time. That’s not to say that they weren’t concerned; watching him as he plodded along with his eyes down whilst trying to overcome these curious, innermost troubles of his. Perhaps they would have overlooked their pities, had William’s instances of bona fide wellbeing not been so few and far between.

Once they’d regained sight of the mainland, it looked to be a very charming evening. They’d arrived at the edge of a cliff, but it didn’t faze them much as there was a very pleasant view. So there they lazed in the grass, while Icrick went about testing the wind, in addition to figuring out some bizarre navigational equations. This he managed through counting his paces and balancing flat rocks on top of one another, a procedure which looked sort of inventive and nonsensical all at once. The others didn’t take much notice of him, nor did they offer to help. Well, none other than Stell, of course, who was extremely intrigued by the Grogoch’s unusual methods. The rest of them were far too sluggish and too exhausted from hiking to be bothered about it at that stage. Not that they had any clue how to assist him anyway, for it all looked so problematical and weird.

The sun was turning in behind the canopy of western pines, which flooded in from the dales of the east, right up to the base of the cliffs below. Mountains couldn’t much be seen; narrowly at best, for the highland trees were obstructing much of their view. Even Ewval’s Bastion couldn’t be spotted anywhere, of which Stell wasn’t entirely comfortable, but he got on with it.

You see, he had indeed promised to show them to the darklands, and that’d be that. Only now he was questioning their course, due to a minor tantrum thrown by a certain Grogoch. What had happened was Icrick had grown a trifle temperamental over him not resuming his role as guide, so he threw a bit of a frenzy for himself. Nothing major. He was just a bit sulky and short-fused. So Stell (who had much time for the Grogoch) stood back and accepted his input with absolutely no argument of any kind. Jumping at the chance, Icrick stepped up to what he felt was his rightful duty. But by doing so, their course collapsed into a thousand shards of mess.

The poor chap fell a tad disorientated without his maps and tools, but reliable as he so longed to be, he said nothing of it. This led them vaguely off course, enough to get them well and truly lost. To everyone’s relief, I’m happy to say, Stell soon found out that they hadn’t strayed off track that much—only into wilder countryside—so it wasn’t a drastic setback after all, and nobody fussed. Besides, they could tell that the unfortunate Grogoch was beating himself up over it, ever shuffling with his head hung in shame, unwilling to communicate with any of them.

Taking up the obligation of steering them true again, Stell resumed his place on point. But from that moment henceforth, he never failed to include Icrick on his navigations, always running things by him and so on. This made the Grogoch feel important again, which was just what Stell sought to do. For as you well know, he already felt badly for taking the Grogoch’s position as guide, and yet he couldn’t very well let them stray into unknown territories either, only to get seized by enemies in some God-awful place. It just wouldn’t do.

The roving lands soon became more familiar to Stell, and it wouldn’t have been long before they were back on the straight and narrow again. It was just a matter of locating a certain trail, which our Icrick insisted on doing alone as a way of rectifying his recent blunder.

“I’ll do it!” snapped he, and everyone else backed off.

The sun brought the afternoon to a close, and the birds were flocking home to the comfort of their nests with reports of the afternoon and wriggly things for supper. William sat there, picking at the grass. If only it could be that easy for him; to just pick up and leave that place to find his home exactly the way he’d left it. He could see the bright log fire crackling in front of his big, cosy chair, as it invited him to sit. Beside it, a jam-jar of sugary buttermilk. Cold droplets trickling down the sides. He could picture it all so clearly; him settling into the warmth of the cushions, and getting lost in some epic novel about mighty fleets and black sorcery. But night was quickly arriving now, and William wasn’t at home anymore. He was someplace else. Somewhere unknown to him. Over his bare knees a cold breeze flushed, sweeping from where the wolf’s howl praised the onset of nightfall. He was back on Lythiann.

As he sat there, encumbered by lonely thoughts, a sudden reassurance befell him. In that, the more he reflected on these tales of old, the more he could relate to them. He remembered how he always used to envisage places just like Lythiann, as a sort of mental retreat from his sporadic bouts of boredom back home. He often dreamt of a day when he would star in his very own tale. But it wasn’t ‘till now that he took a moment to actually understand those heroes in their times of desperation, for, back then, he already knew that they would prevail by the end of the book. They had to. They were the heroes. But now he was seeing things from their perspective, which made them appear all the more heroic and determined. How alone they must have felt, and how he admired them all the more for it. Then he wondered if the reader would worry about him during his own trying days. Or would they just read on in the comfort of knowing that William Muldoon would prove victorious before the end.

The lad’s fears were stolen away by the romance of that idea just then, and he was comforted by an innermost warmth. Above all else, it helped him to forget about those intrusive fears of premonitions, and sorcerers, and curses. And even though he was exhausted, sad, and sometimes on the verge of tears, there was one little thing, from that evening on, that resided deep within his heart and never came undone: A buried grain of golden hope. Sometimes it was hard to find, but it was always there, somewhere.

Soon the stars were twinkling through the complete cover of nightfall and, like an ocean of gem-attired seraphim, they watched over the countryside, free from any such adversity that country itself was forced to bear. With those hours passing into darkness, they each had a generous helping of cold rabbit and berries, then Icrick finally came up with something.

Pattering back to camp from being a stretch away, he yelled, “I think I’ve found the path! Come on then, have a look!”

Whether he’d uncovered it or not, it appeared that the others had no hope of moving, because Wren had already gathered some wood for a fire, and the rest were all lying about gazing up at the stars, with Ifcus on the far end, already sound asleep.

“It’s not like the lasht fantabulous path ya led us on, is it?” Khrum joked, his hat down over his eyes, as he tried to catch a wink. “Pathway ta the divine realm o’ ‘where in the name o’ Nanny Nuala’s Nauseatin’ Nipples are we’?”

“Oh, flip off with yourself, Shiner!” blushed Icrick. “I’m making up for it now, aren’t I?! Why don’t you go and see if you can find a Pooka’s Claw for yourself or something!”

“Now, now…no need ta go bringin’ up old shtuff, Phynnodderee!” chuckled the leprechaun.

“Listen,” said Icrick, taking a calming breath, “I’d like to point out, once and for all, that I am not a Phynnodderee. Phynnodderees are from the Snow Islands, and they are Hobs! I, on the other hand, am a Grogoch! Big difference you know.”

Turning his back to Icrick, Stell displayed a rather amusing look of liability at that remark, seeing as it was he who’d branded him ‘Phynnodderee’ in the first place; albeit he only meant it as an act of light-hearted camaraderie.

But Icrick wasn’t having a go at the Elf just then. It was the leprechaun to whom his irritation was more so aimed, for making an undue remark about his recent slip-up.

Setting alight the kindling, Wren said, “Take no notice, Icrick. He’s just trying to get a rise out of you. Anyway, it doesn’t seem too bad here where we are, under the stars. So we might as well just get this fire going and try to get some sleep while we can. We could use the rest. We’ll venture a look at your path in the morning, how’s that?”

“Oh, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” whimpered the Grogoch, pinching the air between his fingers and rubbing them together.

“We’ll be fine. Come. Lay down beside me,” said she, patting the grass. “We saved you some rabbit and berries. Here, let you eat this, and then we shall all get a good night’s sleep.”

“But, it’s about to…”

Before Icrick could say what he wanted to say, the heavens opened up and it began crashing down with blinding rain. Terrible, violent rain.

“…pour!” cringed the Grogoch, who was already soaked to the skin, with his hair sagging like a wet mop.

Wren got a fine hoot out of seeing him like this, even though she was just as soaked.

As they scuttled about, packing up their baggage, there was Ifcus, still half-asleep and sopping wet as he tried to climb back into his harness. He was making a right hames of it too, but after gathering up all their food, Crosco came to help him and, more sooner than not, he had the horse all strapped in and slung safely to his back.

Running near enough the cliff’s edge, with random glances over the lip, Icrick beckoned, “Come on! Follow me! Follow me, I say! The path’s not far!”

One after another they pursued, and the brilliance of the pallid moon was misting through the intense downpour. Swiftly they jogged, until Icrick finally got to scouting more closely and more cautiously, like he was nearing the vicinity of this so-called path of his.

“Here! Down here!” he shouted excitedly, pointing down the precipice. “Let’s go!”

Ceasing in their trot, they all looked at one another with confusion, fearing that poor Icrick might have gone completely cuckoo, because nothing was there. They assumed he wanted them all to jump and hopefully land into the cordiality of some frail branches like before, or something daft like that.

“In case ya haven’t noticed, I forgot ta pack my wings,” sulked Khrum, flapping his skinny arms and spraying water everywhere.

“What are you on about now, for flip sake?” snapped Icrick.

“I can’t see any bloody path! That’s what I’m on about, ya nutter!” the leprechaun retorted.

“Bah, stand over here beside me and use your eyes, will you?” grouched the Grogoch.

Congregating about him, everyone peered cautiously over the lip. Soon they began to distinguish this path to which he was referring, but some of them had to tilt their heads and narrow their eyes a bit. Turned out the trail was a cleverly hidden pathway which graduated from the precipice, and only from an absolutely precise angle could it be seen, like an optical illusion.

A daunting route it seemed nevertheless, for it was exceptionally high up and shockingly thin. But the rain was jetting straight down now, and with considerable force, thereby leaving their options scarce. Had there been any shelter on the late trail they would’ve gladly chosen that over this. But because they’d spent a majority of the afternoon walking an isolated plateau, they knew that backtracking would be pointless. And the risk of falling ill by trying to outlast the rain would have been an act of complete lunacy altogether.

Being untimely impressed by the illusion below, Wren laughed, “That’s fierce clever, isn’t it? The way it’s hidden like that.”

Lifting the Symphogram from his back and wrapping it in his comfort cloak, Icrick replied through those noisy conditions, “Took me a while…but I found it! Told ye I would!”

“Well, stop admiring it and go so,” moaned The Head. “Standing around here yapping about it like it’s mid-July won’t do us any good. My armour is filling up like a teapot over here!”

A valid argument, so down that hazardous way they crept.

The path was an absolute nightmare; set in the sort of terrain which would come back to haunt you. In sections it was terribly steep, whereas, in others, dreadfully narrow. Either way, it left little to their sense of courage. Also, because the path was horrifically thin, it meant they could only walk one abreast. The rain, too, was making it even more unstable and slick, otherwise meaning that any false move could send them into a long, devastating drop into the murky forests of below. Other sections, not many, were broad and fairly even, and could be challenged swiftly enough. Yet for the most part, that fickle route had them moving along virtually on their backsides, coercing them to shuffle uncomfortably, using their palms and soles for traction.

Icrick went first, and being the fidgety Grogoch, he felt safer doing this in reverse, on his belly. He ended up pulling the Symphogram after him, inch by inch. He might’ve found it less scary, but it looked terribly dangerous to the others, as he couldn’t entirely see where he was going. Even Stell had to warn him, more than once, to watch his step, because there were moments where he was shuffling awfully close to the edge.

Third in line was William, with Wren in front of him, and he was extremely sceptical about going this way. The ground was hazardously sludgy in places, which was hardly surprising. It was but a dirt trail, and the rain was like a cascade of continental proportions gushing down upon them. They could barely see in front of their own faces, it was so bad. Stell was also on the verge of panic; the slippery mud permeating through his fingers. His boots were slipping more frequently, too.

Sounding rather surly, for the first time since they’d known him, he quivered, “I don’t question your effort, Icrick. However, I do not believe this is the appropriate weather for negotiating such old cliff paths! I think that, perhaps, taking our chances with the rain would’ve been the friendlier choice. Let alone healthier!”

Crosco was probably the worst off, carrying a bulky steed on his back. His grip was also impeded, in that he had The Head to take care of above all things. The only way he could stabilize himself was by anchoring his left hand against the wall, which meant dangling The Head high over the forest, far, far below to his right, to balance himself out.

As bright as ever, The Head glared down and squeaked, “I agree with the Elf! We have to do something about this. Soon!”

Then, as if it was the first time he’d spoken in an age, William suddenly reported, “Look! Over there! Do you see it?”

“What? What is it?” Wren replied, squinting through the downpour.

Not too far up ahead, on a bend in the path, was a cave of some sort. Or at least the mouth of a shallow hollow. William’s eyesight must have indeed been prodigious, because nobody, aside from the Elf, could make it out.

“A cave! Well spotted, William!” said he, who was positioned two places behind, with Khrum on his shoulder.

He was about to reach forward and pat William on the back, when he felt a great power driving against his back. Turning his cheek into a rushing force that was now flooding violently over his shoulders, Stell sat helplessly as a barrage of muddy water rushed over them from behind, and it was well on its way to pushing them, with grave rapidity, down along the slope. No one expected it. No one even heard it, with the might of growing wind.

With dangerous unpredictability, it washed our heroes down that spindly way. Their hearts suppurated for fear of being tossed over the lip. They tumbled, and twisted, and spluttered; clawing at the precipice as often as they could, in the hope of either getting lodged in some crack, or getting caught in an innermost current, which would see them safe of the outer rim.

They rushed nearer and nearer to the bend, when Icrick spluttered through the cascade, “The cave! I can see it!”

Grabbing onto Wren, he cried, “Everyone! Grab ahold of the person next to you!”

He then forced a violent cracker from his buttocks, screeching out, “NOW, TILT LEFT! TILT LEFT! TILT LEFT!”

Through the muscle of the Grogoch’s gas, together with their linking arms, they managed to propel themselves through the current of rushing water and towards the way of the cave, whereby the fusion of both forces catapulted them inside as the mudslide went crashing around the bend and down into a fissure to the trees far below. You can rest assured that they each thanked their lucky stars for Icrick and his little ‘problem’ once they got inside that cavern.

Resting herself against the wall, gasping for air, Wren panted, “That was some of the quickest thinking I’ve ever seen, Icrick. My hero!”

“I never thought I had it in me, to be honest.” replied the Grogoch, rather chuffed.

“Oh, believe me, ya always had those screechers in ya, boss,” said Khrum, with a distasteful sniff. “It was just a matter o’ puttin’ them ta good use. Bravo!”

“We would’ve gone right down that crack, too, if it wasn’t for you! Well done, Icrick,” said William, and Stell and the Dullahan expressed their gratitude thereafter.

“Not at all!” Icrick replied proudly. “My…ahem…pleasure. All in a day’s work.”

They discovered the cave to be very deep inside. It went right into the depths of the cliff. Its only inhabitant was a small desiccated tree, sprouting inward from the rock. It wasn’t just any old tree, either. It was a Fàla tree, a special bush which only grew in secret places, and was almost as rare as the platinum-encrusted diamonds of the Barthuìn mines.

About the size of a young mulberry bush, the Fàla has a secret, in that, when you burn its sappy wood, it will blaze strongly and continue to do so for weeks on end. Most of the time, it has to be extinguished using sand or dirt, as even water is too weak to quench its flame. The old fisherman divers of the southeast once utilized its fiery boughs to search in dark, subaquatic caves for endangered fish and precious pearls. It was an amazing plant, really. For the sake of its protection, however, one was only permitted to use what they so needed, by ancient law of the Free Age. If one required the whole tree, for some sort of grave emergency, they would at least be expected to leave its roots out of respect for its preservation. Knowledgeable of the wilds, Stell explained this to them.

Other than the Fàla tree, the cave was completely empty, save for some loose rocks and, luckily enough, a few strewn clumps of flint stone, which Icrick happily added to his own supplies. And when Stell clipped two thick branches off the tree, Icrick set them alight with a scraping of lichen which he’d scavenged from the marshes some days ago. It set a nice red glow to the cave, the heat reflecting cosily off the walls, and it warmed up the place in no time. Removing their wet outer layers, they hung them off the tree for drying.

Wren left her layers on, and was watching Ifcus who was being helped out of his harness by Crosco. When the horse had finally gotten free of it, he plodded over to a corner for himself, where he curled up into a ball, with his chin resting snugly upon the ground. The poor steed, it seemed, was completely worn out from the toil of that mudslide. Thus, no better way for him to remedy it than with a proper snooze inside a nice, comfy cave.

Their garments hung, the others set out their blankets and joined Wren by the fire. Again she was sort of squirming, like her shoulder was at her.

“You’re always at that,” William pointed out. “You have a problem with your back or something?”

“Ah, just a bad shoulder,” she grunted. “I’ll live. I’m famished, again! Suppose another quick bite is out of the question? All this excitement can make one’s tummy sag.”

A fair excuse; so Stell took the rump from Crosco’s supply and shaved off some thin slices for a late-night snack.

“Anything for the patient,” he sniggered. “Your shoulder is all right though, yes? You’re not injured?”

“I’ll be fine, honestly. It’s an old wound,” Wren replied, her focus still on the Dullahan, and eventually she brought herself to say, “Crosco, I have a question…”

“Yes? What is it?” groaned the old Dullahan, resting himself on his blanket.

“I’m sorry to inquire,” said she. “I know it’s none of my business, but…what’s Ifcus’ story? I mean, is he all right? It’s just…um…the harness. It’s curious. But if you’d rather not say, I’ll understand. As I said, it’s none of my business.”

I’m sure you can appreciate why this question aroused much intrigue amongst all. They always wanted to ask, but nobody ever plucked up the brass to do so.

So, as silence spread, they all sat there, waiting for Crosco’s response. They were curious as to whether he was going to be ill-mannered about it, or whether he might actually show some trust and include them in his business for a change.

With not quite as much boorishness as usual, and also with a surprising sense of sociability, Crosco replied, “Ah, never mind him. He’s grand! Just getting old…like the rest of us.”

Then, out of the blue, as if a ripple of affection had just trickled through him, The Head became quietly distraught, and added, “…But there once was a time when he was the fastest thing on these lands. No man, wizard, or dragon had the mettle to take that fellow on in a race! He carried the wind with every stride, he did.”

“And what happened?” asked Stell, stoking the fire with an arrow.

“He got old…weak almost,” Crosco answered. “Even so, he was still as fast as lightning, whatever his age.”

As if revisiting a sad memory, he then muttered, “But, unfortunately…he was not fast enough.”

They were all listening intently to Crosco’s tale. The firelight wrought bobbing shadows upon those held expressions, as the sparks crackled and popped.

“One day, about three hundred and fifty-odd years ago, I went out for a gallop with Ifcus. Ifcus’ mare, Temprà, on the other hand, was out alone, searching for food in Grenvul wood. She was a beautiful, magnificent beast, was Temprà! A snow-white unicorn with perfect blue eyes and a presence that would bestow glee unto all.

“Anyway, she went into the woods to forage, when she happened upon some hunters of the Alpacharà tribe. Marrow Eaters! Hideous-looking river folk who can alter their beings into infinitesimal bacterium, only to crawl into the airways of their victims and feed upon them from the inside out. And these monsters happened to be out hunting for unicorn that very day!”

Enthralled, yet appalled by Crosco’s detail, Wren gasped, “Ugh, how awful.”

“I know,” replied The Head. “They used to capture the unicorns and flog their horns, while they themselves fed upon the corpses. Monstrous devils!”

Unable to comprehend such foul and dastardly deeds, Wren couldn’t help recalling Drevol’s ill-reputed underlings, and how they torment the good without remorse.

“So, when Ifcus and I were returning from our canter, we saw the hunters carrying Temprà away, hogtied on the back of their cart. Unable to sustain his passion, Ifcus reared and threw me from his back. He chased the Alpacharà as fast and as hard as he could. But they were horse-drawn by four of the finest young mustangs you would ever see. And they were well ahead of us…even before we’d spotted them. Poor Ifcus ran and ran, but he just could not catch up. Alas, they took Temprà away, and we never saw her again.

“We searched for weeks…months, even…but to no avail. Ever since, he has lost the will to run. His self-esteem, his confidence, even his very passion and inspiration have deserted him…and I fear he will never run again. At times, even walking has become an ordeal. But, he is my friend, and I shall never abandon him. That is why we travel together the way we do. The harness and that.”

Wren was saddened by his woeful account. She gazed at Ifcus, who was lying there all alone in the corner, away from their conversation, with his eyes closed and his ears slackened in rest.

“Well, what about his leg?” Khrum whispered. “How’d that happen?”

“He always had a peg leg. Ever since he was young,” replied The Head. “He was born with only three legs, you see. And his first master, Demortice of Òmora north—an old acquaintance of mine—crafted it for him. But then Demortice passed away when Ifcus was but a foal, so I decided to care for him.”

Displaying an authentic sense of sentiment that was truly rare for him, Crosco regarded Ifcus one more time and said, “And to think, he could still run as fast as he did. Remarkable fellow!”

From that moment on they were all aware of Ifcus’ tale, and were each profoundly moved by it. Crosco, however, was a little upset by his reminiscence. Taking heed, Khrum tried to change the conversation to something of a lighter note.

But he chose to replace it with, “So, William lad. Mysun Margyle himself! What about that, ha?!” incorporating a brave laugh.

Now, by rights, it wasn’t a great substitute for Ifcus’ story at all, because William didn’t want to talk about that, either. But it still stirred great interest in the cave, even though he himself decided to keep out of it, having still been agitated by his incident with the truffle.

Standing up, he so said with a smile, “That’s right, Khrum. Briggun better watch out ‘coz he’s not going to know what hit him!”

“To be sure, that’s right, lad,” Khrum said, and cheered. “You’re gonna knock his socks right out his nose, so ya are! Bust every boil on his face!”

Wishing to reroute the interest from himself, William laughed, though a trifle artificially, and said, “And his boots, too! Mark my words. Anyways, I’m just going to stick my head outside for a second; take a look at our course. Ye go on ahead. Carry on without me.”

William’s reason to be excused seemed genuine, so they let him be, and proceeded to chatter away among themselves.

William lingered at the mouth of the cave, where the driving rains wailed by. He found it relaxing. That and the heat of the fire against his back. He just watched the world go by; listening to the rain as it battled against fleeting winds. How it soothed him.

“I saw him fighting once, you know,” said Stell, laying on his elbow by the firelight.

“Really?!” said Wren. “You actually saw Mysun Margyle in action?”

“Yes,” the Elf smiled proudly, “though I was but an Elfling at the time. And only from a distance did I observe him, out of respect for my father’s wishes. He didn’t want me to get hurt. Yet I can still recall the entire event like it was yesterday. It was one of the last days he fought in The Battle of the Seasons…when he was at his weakest. And, even then, he was something to talk about. Un-be-lieveable!”

Sitting up eagerly, the flames brightened Stell’s face, and he continued, “To this day I have never seen such courageousness. Mysun was in a different league to any other hero. He clashed with such passion, using everything he had; sorcery…weapons…even his bare fists! Waves of enemies he held at bay like they were nothing. ‘Twas like Mysun himself was an impenetrable wall of enchanted steel. Oh, what any Elf wouldn’t give for such magnificence.”

As he was telling this story, they again listened raptly, with smiles upon their faces. But William remained where he was, peering peacefully into the wailing winds. They were so shrill that they blocked his ears from whatever the Elf was preaching, and that was just the way he liked it.

“Nevertheless, there was one attribute to Mysun Margyle which people found to be, how should we say…odd,” Stell continued.

“What?” asked Icrick, clutching onto the Symphogram with intrigue. “What was it?! For heaven’s sake, spit it out, will you?”

“Well,” said the Elf. “A story was told about how Mysun used to fight his battles. How he did not care for the stench of war. Or even worse…the stench of death! It affected his concentration, they said. So, prior to him walking out onto that battlefield, he would always drape something around his nose and mouth. Like a mask. After that, he would listen to the Banádh play, before resuming his place on the front line to contend with his enemies. Every time he would do this! In every single battle. Truly bizarre, to say the least. In saying that, without our oddities, the world would be a dull place, would it not?”

“Oh, I wish I saw him fighting.” moped Icrick. “I never even met him!”

“You’re not the only one, Phynno—” Khrum said, quickly freezing to an infuriated leer from Icrick, “Grogoch, I meant ta say. Sorry! It’s jusht a catchy word is all. But anyways, ya can hardly blame Mysun for not bein’ the sociable kind. Out there, day after day. Night after night. Trainin’ ‘n’ fightin’ for the likes of us.”

“Yes, well, that’s true as well, I suppose,” admitted the Grogoch.

Snuggling into her arms, Wren said, “I never saw him either, Icrick. As a matter of fact, save for a few close friends, not many people have seen Mysun Margyle, not counting generals and militia…and our Stell here. Particularly in his elder years. And none of them lived long enough to disclose Mysun’s identity to the rest of us. Come to think of it, I hear there is not even a portrait of him. As I understand it, we just go by what we see of him in our own imaginations.”

“Well, I think there was one portrait in existence,” Stell put in. “Just a small one, on the back of some parchment, sketched in squid ink. It shows Mysun standing beside four wolfhounds, two on either side. Yet nobody knows what happened to it. Some folk say it was misplaced. Others say it was destroyed. Either way, nobody truly knows. I would describe him to you myself, if only I could. But, as I told you before, I kept my distance.”

“Interesting. I should, very much, like to have seen that portrait.” Icrick pondered this, and, going into a world of his own, he quoted, “A hero like no other, who came to evil’s slay, and never sought the tribute, for his distinguished day…”

“…And always he will be, a saviour to thy heart. Never losing hope, our light within the dark,” Wren recited, in turn. “Gòr Thiias, was it?”

“Yes, indeed,” smiled Icrick, pleased that someone else knew it too. “Lord knows what made me think of it!”

“Humph, I surprised myself there, too!” said Wren, wondering.

Then Icrick went on, “I was always a great admirer of his poetry, I suppose. And seeing as he was the only seanchaí to have ever served in the war, I find his works to have a lot more meaning than any average sonnet.”

“And indomitable protectors such as Mysun truly deserve no less.” Stell nodded.

Herewith, they each went into pondering about different things, mostly involving heroes and wars. About how deteriorating worlds had often clutched onto the shores of faith, and would certainly have been carried out into the dark gullet of damnation had it not been for a brave few who sacrificed all that they knew to aid them, while putting their own lives at risk. And how they twisted every last droplet of belief out of every circumstance, no matter how devastating.

Returning to their circle with a yawn, William said, “I think I’m going to put my head down for a bit. I’m fairly exhausted after today.”

Fluffing his pack he laid down, closed his eyes, and said, “Feel free to keep talking. It won’t bother me. Night.”

Following these notions of theirs, they at first considered William, and then they looked at one another in silence, as if fully conscious of what the other was thinking, even without them speaking it.

Mindful of this insight, they all looked down at the boy once more, with Stell being the one to whisper, “Goodnight, lad. Sleep soundly.”

* * *

“Your foolish son should be fed to the swine, damn you!” roared Blackhead, before striking Deirdre brutally across the cheek.

William was stranded in the topmost confines of that frightful chasm. Only this time he stood upon a small islet of floating rock, surrounding which was even more suspended debris that carried on into the gloom.

“DON’T YOU TOUCH HER!” William threatened.

Fumbling for Thérn, he saw that it was no longer there. Nor were his Lythial garments, for that matter. Instead, he was attired in his old school uniform again. Fearful of what was about to happen to his mother, William paced to and fro, trying desperately to conceive of a way of getting down to her. Suddenly, from the left-hand pocket of his shorts, he produced one of his father’s old Schofield pistols and, with it, he took aim.

Before he could squeeze off that one crucial headshot, he was interrupted by a hateful galloping. The hideous centaur was bounding from islet to islet, until eventually he sprang at him. Before he could hit, a bell suddenly tolled in the deep and the centaur, as with everything else, diminished into a freezing light. ‘Twas a bell of a peculiar ring which held within its wave a body of pitch, as if part of a melody, robust and authoritative. Amid the resonance of that dying note, he heard a final beckoning; his dear mother whispering, “My son…” and blackness finally reigned.

William sat up gasping, to find the funnel of the Symphogram staring at him. He could not tell if the bell had indeed tolled there and then, or in his dream. And yet all was silent, and he was back in the cavern, somewhere in the early hours.

Feeling silly again, he said to himself, “Get a grip on yourself, William! Icrick probably left it there before he went to sleep. Must’ve spotted it while I was dozing and now it’s playing mind games.”

He then glanced around. Nobody was awake besides him.

He couldn’t very well go back to sleep after that dream, so he stayed awake. He was also suffering another migraine. So he sat up alone that night, fixating on the sparks until the sun rose at dawn, and his companions along with it.

They asked if he was okay but, with gusto, William simply replied, “I’m fine! That was just the rest I needed! Slept like a log! Just felt like getting an early start is all.”

They saw no problems with that, so they packed up and moved on.

* * *

Three days trudged by after abandoning the cave. Their food rations were so slight that they had no other choice but to consume less. As such, their typical day now consisted of a single slice of cold rabbit for breakfast; one piece of whole fruit for lunch (or five berries); and a wafer-thin cut of venison for dinner. Even with that meagre spread, it wouldn’t have been long before they had nothing at all, save for a few piddling crumbs. And while that idea may have been too real for them, they needed to optimise whatever strength they had, ever hopeful that they may yet stumble across some food along the way. But it didn’t look promising. Not in those sombre counties.

William felt that the others could now relate to him, because of this. Not that it made him feel any better, to see them relating through such punishing circumstances. He simply felt more at ease. He could lessen his act of fervour somewhat and behave more in the manner in which he so felt; tired and downcast. But oh, how ravenous the others were by then, grumbling and groaning as their hunger accentuated their weighty ideas of ‘What if?’ Such fruitless concepts offered no benefit, however. So, they could do nothing else but preserve some sense of optimism and carry on.

That night was eerie and clouded, such that the moon could only just be spied through the sky’s roily terrain. William, after growing so accustomed to watching that same moon night after night, noticed how its face looked far different of late. It looked more alive, more sinister, with its miniature geographical imperfections shaping themselves into that of a wicked leer, with gleaming eyes which peered down over them, breaking no contact. It looked to be following their every move. But evil times were upon them now, having finally reached the border of the eastern land. Such devilry was expected.

It was a stark bordering region so named Halmàha, or ‘Friend’s End,’ where all splendour was left behind and the greenness of the world was swiftly fading into a blander hue.

A lonely place with a lonely wind, and everything upon their future road was desolate; but for the colossal mountain of Andin’s Shield, which stood within the ever nearing east. It was precisely this that William had spotted through the clouds before they happened by Ewval’s Bastion that day, and what a marvellous wonder it had the capacity to be. It looked beyond the monstrosities of any mount which had, through the history of time, been deemed worthy of measurement. Its magnitude was darkly and immense, and even though our heroes were many leagues from its foot at this point, they still couldn’t repress a shiver.

Other mountains were present too, both to the near north and distant south. These peaks were actually more forbidding, and yet considerably smaller in stature to that of the majestic Andin’s Shield. The summits of which played residence to those whom William and his companions would never care to meet. Hence, any considerations for taking those ghostly alps were better left forsaken, so they continued on the way they were going.

The ground beneath their feet was of perished earth; cracked from when heat had clashed with frost. Misery truly did encumber the bleak atmosphere of Halmàha and, little did they realise, they had yet to cross paths with he who was to take them to where they truly did not want to be, to the dominion of Shillìg Bèg. Home to no known allies, and the fiercest of all evil.

None of them enjoyed that trek. And as time led them sleeplessly through the night, they longed all the more to be rid of it. They prayed that this barren way would look more pleasant during the daylight, but they were soon disappointed. For even daytime in Friend’s End was dreary, and seldom did they see any sun. It could only be described as forever waiting upon the brink of a grimly storm. Even the devilish clouds took the formations of hideous monsters as they gradually floated by, stirring slowly, as if animate.

Stell led on by William’s side. Wren and the others stayed close too, for fear of straying in the gloom. Cautiously they treaded. Ready for any signs of danger.

Creeping along with his senses attuned, William said, “I’m not liking this place one bit. There’s nothing here except for cold…nothingness!”

“I second that,” Wren added. “It’s so woeful. Almost helpless looking.”

“Don’t be so fooled,” Stell replied. “These borders are anything but helpless. You see before you a barren land, full of grief and shadow, yes? However, it is the inhabitants who make it so. They like it this way. And it is they who make it fatal. Lythiann’s east was not always like this, though. Heavens no. It was centuries of wickedness that stole its beauty from it. Believe me, if it were up to me, I wouldn’t let you cross this way alone. Halmàha is far too perilous for even the mightiest of legions to tread.”

“I don’t particularly want to hear those sort of details!” whinged The Head, and Ifcus nodded stressfully.

Speaking too for the now trembling Grogoch, Khrum said, “I agree with the Dullahan, lad. Ya might tone it down a notch with the aul’ ghosht stories, if ya don’t mind. Icrick looks like he’s about ta shtart cuttin’ loose here. Sure I think I’ve left a wee deposit in the seat o’ me knickers too!”

Stell obliged and they walked on vigilantly.

A creeping calmness overwhelmed the ambience. Suddenly, from the fissures of the ground, a curious miasma started to form. It drifted slowly from the depths, only to linger mere inches above the withered earth. At first, they didn’t take all that much notice of it. But this spectral mist soon spread out to the point where the group were compelled to sidle through it with no inkling as to what lay ahead of them.

That dead fog was well over Khrum’s head, so he said to the Grogoch, “Get me up there on your shoulder, lad. Can’t see my own eyelids from down here!”

Hunkering down and patting around sightlessly, Icrick eventually found him and helped him up onto his right shoulder. The miasma had gotten so dense that even the Grogoch’s woolly eyebrows were just about blinking over it, thus meaning that poor Khrum was still virtually blind.

More and more it thickened, until it had eventually engulfed them all.

Resting his fingers on Thérn’s grip, William whispered, “I know this isn’t exactly what you want to hear, but it’s almost too quiet out here. And I don’t like it!”

Just then Stell gestured a halt, and took a second to reflect. He felt the all too common sense of fear. Something had occurred to him, and he began paying closer heed to the growing mists.

“What’s the matter? Why have we stopped?” Wren asked, wishing they would just keep moving.

All of a sudden, they heard a fleeting whisper through the fog, which quickly stole back into nothing.

“Turn back!” it so hauntingly muttered.

“What in hell’s gates was that?” shivered The Head, shining ever brighter through that dead white.

Unsure of what they’d heard, they proceeded along. But now their terror had brought their minds to dreaded notions, and their steps to shorter treads.

“Oh, bother this. Bother it, I say!” whimpered Icrick.

Before he could moan another word, a vaporous face wafted before him, as if feigned from the fog itself.

“Oh! Oh!” he panicked, grabbing whoever was beside him at the time. “Something is here. Something is in the fog with us!”

Awoken by the Grogoch’s alarm, Thérn whistled from its sheath, and Wren already had her knives out.

“Please! Put away your weapons,” Stell implored, almost angrily.

“Why? What’s in here? What’s going on?” quivered The Head, when another murmur roused from the mist beside him.

“Turn back!” it uttered again, yet this time it sneered with a vile conviction.

“It’s a warning,” Stell explained, and a face glided by William’s eyes like a ghost who’d been bound to some scourge of the mist.

Taken by surprise, William held his arm out in front of Wren, and said, “I saw it! Just now! In the fog. There is something here!”

“This is no fog…” whispered the Elf grimly. “It is the Mist Sheerie of Friend’s End. A ghost of neither good nor evil. And it is here to give us our final warning. To warn us away from Shillìg Bèg!”

“Warn us? Why would it even bother? We already know we’re stone mad for going this way!” Wren panicked, twisting about.

“Precisely!” said Stell. “Once you cross that border, all signs of hospitality will be no more, and you will get no such counsel from now until the end. Briggun’s spawn is all you shall find there! Now, I bid you again, sheath your weapons. For the Sheerie may be our ally now, but if we threaten it, then it will not hesitate in leading us into unseen danger. Please, do as I say!”

They sheathed their blades. No sooner had they done this, than the fog grew thin. And just before them, mere inches from their steps, was the verge of a massive chasm. Spotting the rift, Stell skidded and blocked the others from taking another step. Stones crumbled by his feet and plunged into blackness. Then the final warning was given.

“Turn back!” it muttered for the last time before evaporating into whence it came.

As the voice withdrew, it was replaced by the calm swishing of water. Through the fog, they saw something approaching from the far side of the crevice.

On a black boat it travelled, looming from the shadow. A being caped in a sullied, old cowl came floating through the mist, steering his way with a long, wooden pole. A phantom of shade, with an intense air of dread about him, almost like the death bringer himself. But it was he who carried the souls who were sure to be damned across the gorge, to the land where none would ever willingly stride. Rahn Oícht the Old, was he. Also known as the Ferryman.

None of them had ever experienced his likes before, and they shuddered when they saw him drawing near. It was so spooky, the manner in which he came. For the sounds of the encircling tide seemed so unhappy and slight, yet there was no water, just the deep emptiness of below, and the mild misty residue of the since departed Sheerie.

The others may have been clueless of this foul figure of a man, but Stell recognised him instantly, yet he’d never encountered him before, and he was certainly taken aback by his chilling arrival.

With his gaze set on the lantern as it rocked against the bow, he whispered, “It’s the Ferryman himself. Yes, yes, it is he who will take us across this gorge.”

“Us?” William repeated, still distraught by what he was seeing.

“I’ve decided,” said the Elf, as he watched the Ferryman sailing closer. “You will no longer face this burden alone. I shall do what I can to help you along your journey…but I cannot promise how useful I will be. Still, something tells me you will need all the help you can get.”

Stepping in on their conversation, Wren declared, “No! We can’t ask you to do this, Stell.”

“Sounds like a fine plan ta me!” Khrum squeaked, from behind Icrick’s shoulder.

“No, Wren’s right,” William agreed, to the others’ dismay. “You’ve done so much for us already, Stell. And you said it yourself…you need to guard Ewval’s Bastion. It’s your duty. It wouldn’t be right, asking you to help us more than you already have. We’ll get by somehow, honestly.”

Regarding him with genuine assurance, Stell uttered, “Sometimes, William, we must choose what is right over our own desires. I am going with you, whether you approve of it or not. Besides, not once in the last ninety-six years has the Bastion so much as caught scent of peril. So I trust it will be safe for a little while longer.”

They were all indebted to the Elf for his noble offer. However, William was feeling a bit bad for involving him in the first place, and yet, he was so tremendously thankful for his concern.

“Well, only if you’re sure…” he solicited.

“As sure as I’ll ever be,” the Elf said with a wink. “Come now. Chin up. Here he comes.”

With the creaking of tattered wood, the Ferryman pulled up at the edge of the gorge, where he stood in full manifestation, untouched by the fog as it broke submissively about him. Ten feet tall, he stood. From his forehead two horns coiled, and he towered over them like a self-styled deity of that sinister dominion. Nor did he speak. The only sounds were from his withered breaths and the sodden sounds of raw flesh beneath his garments whenever he moved. And through the shade of his cowl, two icy dots glinted at them by the dull light.

They froze at his very presence. Suddenly, he held out his bandaged hand in the expectance of something.

Starting to lapse into a feeble wheeze, Icrick tugged on Stell’s sleeve and babbled, “What do we do now? It looks like he’s after something?! Oh, tell me it’s not a prisoner…or…or a sacrifice!”

“Fear not, Icrick,” the Elf replied. “His fee need not be so gruesome.”

“That’s something, I suppose,” sighed the Head. “But can he be trusted with whatever payment he does seek?”

“I am not entirely sure. But, believe me, we have no other choice.”

“What do you mean, we have no other choice?” Icrick trembled. “Could we not just go ‘round?!”

“I am afraid not,” Stell answered. “For it is only now that I recognise this gorge. Strisure’s Leap they call it. So named after Xal Strisure, the deceitful colossus. Nobody knows exactly where it ends because it shifts through time. Some even say that it stretches, both north and south, to the very length of the Blade Mountains. And if that’s true, then it means that we would have to stray to the very edges of Lythiann herself to find a way across. Even then, such a route could not be guaranteed, making it a complete waste of our precious time. We need to pay this boatman.”

Patting down her pockets, Wren said in a fluster, “Pay him? With what? We haven’t a penny to rub together between us! Well…I know I don’t, anyways!”

Just then, William sprang a thought, and removing his pack he said, “Hang on a second! I might have just what we need.”

Fishing through it, he uncovered the velvet purse which Anun had given him once upon a time, and he smiled. “Here it is! I was given these by a friend. She said I’d know exactly what to do with them when the time came. And this looks like as good a time as any.”

From the purse he displayed two golden coins which were unmistakeably hand wrought, as their shape was slightly uneven and bumpy. The engravings, too, had been faded from the ages, which granted them an even further sense of antiquity.

Stell placed them in the stranger’s palm. With prolonged and mangled movements, the Ferryman stowed them safely inside his hanging cuff before presenting the boat for the group’s embarking.

One after the other they boarded, to find that the conveyance was extremely worn and of charred wood, wherefrom a musty aroma of stale smoke was emitting. Shoving the boat out with his pole, the Ferryman slowly transported our heroes across the crevasse where, at its end, awaited that terrifying region of Shillìg Bèg.

For most of the voyage, William was staring over the portside. Nothing was below them, just mist and shadow, and yet, he could still hear water. It was very curious, and was all he could wonder about. Meanwhile, the others sat there stonily, dying to get off again.

They each did their very best to keep their guard during that journey, because they did not know this Ferryman person from Adam, making them fear his true intentions. Was he a murderer? Had he killed before? Maybe he was into black curses? Or perhaps he was simply some raving crack-pot who could kick-off at any given second over nought. As such, they sat in readiness, eyes down; sometimes passing an intermittent glance at one another. Then there was poor Ifcus, at the stern, pressed right up against the stranger’s cloak because Crosco kept shifting backwards in an effort to get himself comfortable. You know how he can be. As he was doing this, Ifcus gawked up to see the Ferryman slowly twisting his shadowed face in his direction. Nervous of the demon’s glare, the steed panicked and muzzled restlessly at The Head to give him some space. And so he did, but not without a moan.

Nobody dared slip a whisper for the entire journey, and time went by to what felt like a cell’s month in darkness. It drew on so long that Stell even managed to shut his eyes for a stretch. How he managed it, they had no clue, for that journey through the fog was so cheerless and harrowing, not to mention tedious. All they wanted was to be off that boat and back on dry land again, Shillìg Bèg or not. Stell Crimpleton was a strange sort, however; surprisingly calm in the most dangerous of situations, while almost quaking in terror at the mere whisper of other dark instances. But, it’s fairly common for some people to feel more threatened by a prospect, than by the eye of pandemonium itself.

The mist parted from their way, and a surge of both horror and respite washed over them when they saw land appearing on the other side.

“Stell! Wake up!” said Wren, pinching the Elf into alert. “We’re almost there.”

It wasn’t flatland, mind, like where they’d departed from. It was more a sloped formation; V-shaped, like the aperture to a small ravine, with some crippled-looking trees scattered throughout. It was at its lowermost trench that they were making their approach.

Over the gully’s crest, the flatland flared out, north-east to south-east, before resuming its moonlit course into where they could no further see. Into the unknown, that black vista strayed. Stell was most discouraged by this. For even he was growing all the more unconfident about his direction. He needed some higher ground to navigate by.

Finally their voyage had come to a long-awaited end. They disembarked onto the floor of the ravine, nor could they do it quickly enough. Stell, being the courteous one, thanked the stranger, but the boatman did not reciprocate. He instead sailed off, back into that cloaking miasma, and they all shuddered one last time at his air.

In a low, yet somewhat cynical fashion, Khrum mumbled, “I’d say he’d be mighty craìc ta have a pint with, wouldn’t ye say?”

The boat slowed to a stop in the midst of the fog. Had the boatman heard his impudent remark?

From the corner of his mouth, The Head grumbled, “Shut up, will you, for pity’s sake! If he comes back, I’m telling him it was you who said it!”

Thankfully there was no need for Crosco to do any such thing, because the Ferryman lingered just briefly before sailing out of sight.

“Phew, that was close!” said Icrick. “Really, Khrum. Maybe that’ll teach you to mind your tongue in the future.”

Icrick then turned away, and Khrum blew a raspberry behind his back. Still, the little leprechaun truly was terrified of the Ferryman’s intentions then, and there was no saying otherwise. So it’s safe to say he’d try and watch his tone a little better from then on in. Try…

Adjusting himself for off, Stell said, “Okay, now let us find a way out of this ravine and back onto flat ground.”

“Well…um…it’s no use in us climbing out,” Wren replied, with a queer expression.

“And for what reason?” asked the Elf.

Revulsion had frozen her from her very eyelids down to her toes, as she winced, “Taoisóg warrens! And they are abso-lutely everywhere!”

Shockingly, it was exactly as she’d said. Both banks of the ravine were completely riddled in small burrows that belonged to the Taoisóg—large, tunnelling rodents. They were ferocious by nature and, through vibrations on the ground above, they become alerted to the presence of food, just as a spider does when a fly yanks on its thread.

Unable to make himself any clearer, Stell said, with his hands out and panning around, “Stay absolutely, completely and utterly still. Do not even bat an eyelid.”

“Oh, I wish Jimzin was here! I despise Taoisóg,” Wren whispered, in a muddle.

Moaning horribly, with a look etched from misery, Khrum sulked, “Aw, what in the name o’ all the faeries is a Taoisóg when it’s at home? And why’d he land us here!”

“Not so loud, Khrum,” Wren hushed. “They’ll hear you! And if you don’t know what a Taoisóg is, then you’re better off not knowing.”

“We must move as slowly and as lightly as possible,” Stell instructed. “That much is imperative, for these creatures hunt by movement. Now, I think I can see the end of the gully from here, and it’s not all that far away, by what my eyes tell me. So if we just take our time…keep to the middle…and move slowly, there shan’t be any trouble, and we’ll be out of this mess in no time.”

A hairy little shadow scuttled across their path and, instantly, they went taut.

After a moment of but a shallow breeze whispering by their ears, Stell eased his tension, and spoke in an even quieter manner, “Walk heel to toe, slowly! As I said, Taoisóg can feel our movement, though they cannot see us. So we should be safe, as long as we’re careful. Now. If you’re all set, let’s move.”

And so they proceed on; heel-toe, heel-toe, heel-toe, in a slow, silent and orderly fashion.

Creeping along like this did not make their journey go by any quicker, and every now and again, they heard foul noises beneath the earth, like large numbers of small things were uttering to one another in their own filthy, high-pitched tongue. Not only that, but the moon was totally overrun by that same unsightly cloud, so light was scarce too. This made it very difficult to judge if they were, indeed, staying to the ravine floor, or wandering towards its warren-clad banks, which was the last thing they wanted, should they draw the attention of these most dreadful-sounding Taoisóg creatures.

It turned blacker than black in that ravine, with nothing visible but for the seldom set of tiny white eyes blinking out from inside the burrows. These, however, belonged to other animals; probably of less infamy to the Taoisóg, and yet they were undoubtedly of their grisly union, because they were all living together in the one place. These critters seemed tactful enough though, so there was no sense in provoking any needless hostility. For that reason, they kept to their own affairs and continued to tiptoe along. All the while Stell’s ear was zoned in on the slightest of movements.

The farther they roamed, the less they could see. Any meagre reflection of light was being devoured, step by step, by the mouth of shadow. They were all banking on the Elf’s keen senses by then. All the more so, since Crosco’s pathetically petrified glow was of little use to anyone in that gloom. So following him was completely out of the question.

Had they known that there was only a hundred metres or so before the end of the ravine, then it might have come as some relief. But they’d since lost all sense of yardage, thus fear endured. If only they had some small shred of moonlight to navigate by, but that enveloping cloud was cruel and, moreover, domineering of all light.

“I’ve never known such darkness out in the open,” whispered Icrick’s voice. “I can’t even see a star. As a matter of fact, I don’t even know if my eyes are open or closed.”

“I can see more than I desire, with these accursed things gawking out at me,” replied The Head nervously.

Then, without warning, Ifcus jerked at the sudden sight of two white eyes darting beneath him. Crosco landed his heavy boot onto the bank, should he fall backwards with a crash.

This wasn’t Crosco’s fault. He couldn’t avoid being as heavy and unwieldy as he was. Nor was Ifcus to blame for getting startled. It could have happened to anybody.

“Cripes-tonight!” The Head started, regaining his footing; but in realising what had just happened, he winced, “Oooh, bugger!”

Something stirred, and Stell ordered them to hold still for the horror of what may follow.

There was silence.

Yet it didn’t remain so for very long. They heard the strangest thing, like the atmosphere had awoken to many more presences than that of their own.

It was like an abundance of bodies had suddenly arrived in the blackness, scurrying about with sharp and shallow breaths.

Their hearts tautened, while the darkness made it all the worse.

“Nobody…move,” Stell’s voice whispered.

They stiffened; mimicking statues. When the clouds disbanded from the way of the moon, they found themselves wishing they hadn’t. For they could see now that they were completely encompassed by Taoisóg. Hundreds of Taoisóg, everywhere. Scurrying over each other in mounds; sniffing for trepidations on the wind.

About the size of tabby cats, these vermin were coated in ink-black fur, were eyeless, and had two sets of veiny, wafer-thin ears. Lethal-looking teeth jutted up from their lower lips, and their whiskers were disgustingly long too; though not as foul and lengthy as their pink, wriggling tails. Standing rigid, William was downright repulsed. He had never been a huge admirer of rodents in the first place.

Weakened by numbers, the band remained perfectly still. Even if they wanted to move, they couldn’t, they were so congealed by terror.

“Oh, God!” Icrick shuddered, in a thin whisper. “I think my heart’s going to pop.”

Stell replied through a locked jaw, “They won’t come at us unless we move. Now hush!”

The cloud concealed the moon once more, making it worse still, for they knew what was surrounding them now. They knew that the Taoisóg were there, and yet, they couldn’t move or do anything about it, and retaliation was something they wanted to avoid because there were simply too many of those little wretches to deal with. If they could proceed evasively, then all to the better.

Again, the ravine dimmed to unalloyed blackness. The only life to fill that dreaded calm were the ghastly sounds of Taoisóg sniffs and the scuttling of little claws through the dirt. William felt one of their warm bodies slithering past his leg and along his boot…where it paused. He became very conscious of his kilt, and how he wouldn’t have fancied it all that much if the Taoisóg made a sudden dart up his leg.

He could hear his breath shaking. Icy sweat trickled down his temples. The rodent’s claws gripped the hide of his boots, like a cat kneading a blanket for sleep. Much to his respite, the inquisitive Taoisóg moved on, and William emitted a quiet sigh.

They waited, and waited, and waited, as still as death; all the while, Khrum had an uncontrollable urge to go to the toilet (he got that way whenever he was made hide, but he kept his urges at bay). They must’ve held those poses for close on ten minutes before the creatures decided to return to their warrens.

How relieved they were when the moon reappeared to expose that last wibbling tail as it slid back inside one of the nearer holes.

“That was way too close for my liking,” puffed Wren, with William beside her, beading with sweat.

“Yes, we were very fortunate,” Stell said. “Usually Taoisóg can strike out at something as faint as a heartbeat…when it gets close enough. They must be weak from starvation.”

“Weak from starvation?” whispered Icrick. “But, if that’s the case, then that would also mean—”

“Yes,” the Elf put in. “If they catch us, weak or otherwise…there shan’t even be bones left to remember us by. Back in Crannùch, about six winters ago, I saw a hungry Taoisóg—who’d probably strayed from its pack—taking down an adult bear single-handedly. It devoured it in moments…claws and all!”

Gulping down an apple-sized spit, Icrick glared at each of his companions in a way that would almost have been humorous to see, had they themselves not been stuck in the very same boat.

“I share your fear, master Grogoch,” Stell whispered. “But we must keep moving. And please…all of you…try keeping to the middle this time!”

Knowing that this remark was aimed at him, Crosco cleared his throat and went all snooty, like he hadn’t the foggiest idea what the Elf was on about.

In any case, they all slinked along. Only this time, Ifcus clenched his eyes, and the Dullahan was sure not to put his foot in any silly places.

The end of the ravine was ever nearing. William wanted to throw all caution to the wind and make a dash for it, and that’d be the end of that blasted stretch, once and for all. But he couldn’t risk it, and was made ignore the itch. If only that was the height of his worry.

What started out as a near indiscernible hum, quickly barrelled into an unmistakable tremor, and the scariest thing of all, was that it was trundling fast through the blackness behind.

William groaned, “That can’t be good,” when a rolling wave of black, foaming water came crashing down the dark ravine towards them.

“What’s happening?!” Wren cried.

“It’s that bloody Ferryman! I’d bet beer on it!” Khrum shrieked. “I had a bad feelin’ about him from the get-go.”

“Damn you and your stupid quips, Khrum!” barked Icrick. “Could you not have just zipped your beard and let him leave?!”

“I know! I’m sorry,” whinged the leprechaun.

Eyes widened to a new horror, Stell griped, “Oh no! No-no-no-no-no!”

The flood was washing every last Taoisóg out of their holes, and now the whole lot was coming to get them, wave and all.

“WE HAVE TO MOVE!” Stell cried, and off they bolted, into a fraught dash.

“Always running,” William sneered, with the critters scampering after him.

Doing one swift turn, he booted one of them sky-high before continuing on his escape.

“We always get caught and we always end up running from some-bloody-thing!” he bickered angrily.

Taoisóg were hot on their heels, at which they wildly snapped. Icrick whimpered whilst the pitter-patter of his hairy feet was being mimicked by a seam of his most infamous of squishy rippers. These didn’t faze the Taoisóg however, having been accustomed to such sordid stenches from living below the foul earth of that evil land for all too long.

Fair was the gap between them and their enemies, but poor Crosco was the slowest and last in line, making him the rodents’ prime target. Biting and bounding with terrifying determination, one Taoisóg sprung and sliced through the Dullahan’s iron fauld like cheddar. Fortunately, the Dullahan got away unscathed. But when he saw how their fangs were as sharp as white-hot steel, The Head squealed at The Body to run even faster. By then the water, too, was gaining, and it looked to be gushing onwards with brutal force, breaking and swirling up along the banks as it foamed forth.

Suddenly a daunting concept occurred to our William, and he shouted, “I hope the end o’ this ravine isn’t the same as the other side! A big cliff! What’ll we do when we reach the end of it?”

Almost grinning in the excitement, Stell replied, “Was wondering the same thing myself!”

This was not what William wanted to hear.

Then Stell reported, “I can see up ahead now! And you’re right. Looks to be the edge of a cliff! We must grab ahold of something once we leap.”

Thrown by this ludicrous idea, they all shouted together, “Leap?!”

But none of them were given the chance to protest, as Stell had already hopped and skipped into a daring bound. Twisting his back to the wind, he plummeted downward to where they could see no more of him.

With Thérn swivelling around in his scabbard, William grumbled, “Calm down, sword. I need to keep steady.”

Nearing the spot where the Elf had leapt from, he then quailed, “Ah, why can’t this whole thing just be easy for a change?” and sucking in a powerful wind, he vaulted from the lip.

Copying Stell’s twist, lest he’d incorporated it for a reason, he went down after him.

There was a rock shelf there, which Stell was standing on. A lucky turn. But it didn’t change the fact that it was horrendously tight-looking, whereas all else was but a blind plunge straight down into the nethermost ranges of the unknown. Quick in his wits, William thudded down beside him and anchored himself to the wall before those high gales could carry him off.

Fastening his footing between two rocks, he cried out, “We’d better make room for the others!”

Then Wren and Icrick came tumbling over the cliff. They landed, one on top of the other, by the skin of their teeth. Khrum was next. He had his shirt over his face because he was caught behind the gusty Grogoch during their escape, right under his backside. He had no other choice but to mask himself. It was either that or pass out from Icrick’s nasty niff, which definitely would’ve elected him Taoisóg fodder then. A swift boot to the ankle was his payback; which most would frown upon, considering it was probably all Khrum’s fault to begin with.

Running last, as you know, was Crosco. He had to clamber over the lip on his stomach, with Ifcus on his back. They were full sure he was going to get eaten. But he wasn’t eaten. Instead, the Taoisóg were so set on filling their greedy little bellies that they completely misjudged the ledge, and went flying off of it. He’d only just placed his tiptoes on the shelf, when The Head illuminated to an even louder state. An unearthly gush of water came blasting from the egress with a great wash of Taoisóg in its tide. Down into the thick brush of woodland below those rodents plunged, and what a drop it was.

They would have cheered, but they were still miles above solid ground. The wild winds rode rapidly about them in all directions, only getting stronger. Not only that, but the precipice itself was weakening under pressure, now that the water had flooded the warrens, making the topmost portion of the cliff bloat like a water balloon.

One leak sprung dangerously close to William’s left ear, and cascaded out with lethal force. Another gave between Wren’s legs, and another popped just high of Crosco’s shoulders. Had his head been properly attached, it would certainly have been knocked off then. Time was running short.

Plonking his head hopelessly against the stone, as if to imply, ‘when will this ever end?’ Stell sighed, “Down we go, ladies and gentlemen.”

Hoping he didn’t mean what they thought he meant, they nearly wept when they saw him sitting down on the ridge, doing an about turn, and starting on a treacherous descent by hand.

Peering cautiously over the lip, Wren said, “That’s an awfully long way down, Stell! You sure this is such a good idea?”

“Nothin’ else for it, lass,” Khrum answered. “It’ll be strenuous work, but we can do it.” Scampering up onto Icrick’s shoulder, he then ordered, “Down we go, monkey-man!”

Pointing northward along the precipice, the Grogoch cried out, “Stone the crows!”

Not thirty feet away, a second ravine had started gushing down. The wall was like a sieve, the way the leaks were flying out of it.

Climbing down onto the ledge, William grumbled, “Right, I don’t know exactly what’s going on here, but all this standing around business isn’t safe! We better get going!”

Far below, a voice shouted up, “Have you not started climbing yet? Come on. It’s not as bad as it looks. Truly!”

Gesturing to the boy, Icrick said, “Okay, we are right behind you, William. Just don’t look down.”

Naturally, when someone tells you not to do something, your initial reaction is to go ahead and do just that.

Peeking over his shoulder, William’s face seized up at the sheer size of that drop, and he muttered, “I’ll try not to…again! Thanks for that, Icrick!”

Suddenly, five more jets of water launched out into the darkness. The tremors worsened.

And because William was hogging all the best footholds, Wren was left queuing up behind him, whimpering, “Hurry up, will you? You’re wasting time. These walls won’t hold much longer!”

Taking the hint, he made some room, and they all climbed down one after the other.

A huge segment of rock then broke off from the cliff, thus springing an almighty gush down on top of them. But they were blessed in their escape, and managed to evade it, only just.

Most of that climb didn’t prove too difficult. There were a good many grips and fissures at hand. But it eventually grew cumbersome, with fewer footholds the further they went. The stone, too, was becoming precariously wet and slippery from the water that was hammering down behind their heads. It was still very dark out, too, which only augmented the challenges of this nightmarish cliff.

Stell found it painfully simple to navigate the precipice; climbing down it like he was part insect. If he was unable to secure sure footing in one place, he’d simply bound across to where he could find it, before proceeding on his rapid descent. Amazing beings really, Elves.

The others found it somewhat more difficult to cope with than he. But not Crosco, surprising to say. For he’d already overtaken everyone, and was following closely behind the Elf. His strength was astonishing, you see (I’m guessing his chicken-stool of a Head wanted to get it over and done with, too). Thus, like the Elf, if he couldn’t locate a handhold, he simply fabricated one with his fists, and made his way down like that instead. These man-made cracks helped the others too.

By then, alas, the water had formed into an all-out waterfall. It rushed down upon them with unyielding pressure, hindering both their actions and their faculties; Elf or no Elf, Dullahan or no Dullahan. Rumbling loudly, as of a charge of steeds stampeding through thunder, the falls spritzed up from beneath in a cloudy haze, drenching them through, and making every last step all the more fatal.

Daring to glimpse through that driving curtain of foaming water behind him, William was thrilled to see that he’d passed the tree line opposite. Solid ground mustn’t have been far. And indeed it wasn’t. Not when he put all his weight onto a slick stone and slipped. The world twirled ‘round, and ‘round, and ‘round, while frosty water soaked his skin. Trained in self-control or not, he had absolutely no idea what was happening until he plunged, with a mighty splash, into a shallow pool just shy of where the water was smashing into the ragged rocks at the bottom.

(It all went black)

When it happened, Wren climbed down faster, paying little attention to her own safety, and she jumped down with a dhunk into the water. It was only a shallow pond, with the water running downhill into the mouth of some eerie-looking cavity.

Ploughing through the pool, she fell onto her hands and yelled out, “William! William! Talk to me!”

He was laying awkwardly amongst some rocks, comatose. All around him were the wet carcasses of dead rodents. Wren feared greatly for his spine. He’d landed in such a way that his lower back was propped up on a squat mound of bog, with his right leg dangling off the other side. How dreadfully painful it must have appeared to her, and how dreadfully worried she must have been.

“William! Please!” she begged, weeping as she lifted his head carefully into her arms.

“Please, William. Wake up.”

Just then, as if with much effort, his eyes slowly opened.

“Oh, William,” Wren snivelled, “don’t leave us…please, don’t abandon us.”

Hearing her cries, Stell and Crosco came running back through the brush, where they’d been scouting their path.

“What’s with the racket?” Crosco panicked. “Did something happen?”

Both he and the Elf rushed to her side, and Stell said, “William. What did this, Wren? Did he fall? Was he attacked? Pushed?”

“H-He slipped, from about fifteen feet up,” she explained. “I saw it happening. One second he was there. Next thing I heard a bloody great yelp and a splash.”

Despite being awake, the boy had no energy to lift his head. Wren then noticed how her cradling hand beneath William’s head was speckled with blood. It was the base of his skull. It’d been gashed.

“W-W-Where…w-what happened?” he muttered drowsily.

“You took a tumble,” she sniffed, tenderly rubbing his hair. “But it was only a small one. So you’ll be grand, you hear? You’ll be right as rain in no time!”

Finally reaching the bottom, Khrum and Icrick ran to their friend’s side, with features awash with despair.

Timidly cupping his paws over his snout, Icrick pleaded, “Oh, no! No, no! This can’t be! You can’t be damaged. You just can’t. Oh, my dear friend, William.”

Scuttling onto Wren’s lap, Khrum took the duty of inspecting him, only to recoil in horror when he saw William’s woozy eyes.

Nobody knew what to do nor how to respond. After all they’d been through, it seemed so unfair for him to meet his demise over something as simple as a fall. And yet, here he was.

Moving his mouth in closer to Wren, the boy whispered, “Is this…h-heaven?”

Then Khrum doted, “Bless, Wren! He thinks you’re an angel. Don’t fear, lad, ya aren’t in heaven yet. Ya have shtrength in ya. Listen ta me talk, boy. Shtay out o’ the light.”

But then something transpired.

Almost like he’d come around a bit, William tutted and said, “I’m not on about her!”

It wasn’t his intention to sound rude towards Wren. He’d just witnessed something that was of much deeper interest to him than a simple knock to the head (which was all it was). Red in the face, Khrum realised that William wasn’t looking at Wren at all. He was peering past her, up to the sky. Pointing up into the opening heavens, he gestured at the others, and they all witnessed a most marvellous sight.

Stars, which were at first motionless, were taking off like meteors to the east. First it was only a few, but then hundreds were zipping off, as rapidly as sound itself, towards the exact same location far east.

William sat up, and caressing his head, he said, “Ugh, heaven? What am I on about? For a second there I thought I was a goner. But it’s just a bit o’ shock from the fall. It was the last thing I was expecting. But I’m grand now. No panic.”

“Ho-ho, at leasht ya got a free wash out of it, lad,” said Khrum. “They’d probably charge ya for that back home, eh?”

“Funny!” said William.

One person wasn’t so amused, however. Wren, obviously. She felt particularly sore about what William said, and the manner in which he’d said it. Especially when she’d shown so much concern.

When she saw him going back to being ‘plain old William’ again, she got all bitter about it, whipped her hand from under him, stood up, and stomped away like she didn’t care in the least. She caught Stell and Icrick watching her with suspiciously stolid expressions; like they were covering a chuckle, and this riled her up even more. Plonking herself down on a mossy rock, she turned her back to them and folded her arms crossly, but she almost slipped off it in the process, which made her even worse.

Still, it was nice to see that William was back to being himself again. Not that Wren’s mild tantrum even registered with him, because the dramatics in the sky ever grew; an enchanting spectacle that managed to leave even the sullen lass awestruck.

“Shootin’ stars. That’s all it is. It must be!” Khrum speculated.

Looking straight up, Stell replied, “I don’t think they are shooting stars. Well, yes, I suppose they are shooting stars, in the literal sense. But they don’t look to be your average shooting star. I have never seen the heavens behave like this in all my years. What on earth is it about, I wonder?”

Thousands of stars were at it now—brightening up and bolting off into dwindling lines across the night sky. And as they flew, they made unusual lashing sounds as they shot off. They must be loud if I can hear them through the waterfalls, William thought, when he had a sudden epiphany.

Scrambling out of the water as quickly as he could, he raced for open land. He was onto something, only what?

Like an overly concerned guardian, Icrick yelled after him, “And where are you racing off to, young man? Your cut needs mending!”

William didn’t halt to the Grogoch’s call, so they were forced to follow him through the trees.

It wasn’t as crowded in that forest as it appeared from above. Those branches were stark, through which the shooting stars were perfectly visible. And William was rushed through them like his life depended on it.

“Wait for us!” they shouted, but he was soon out of sight.

After sprinting flat-out for a minute or so, Khrum halted and gasped, “Where did he get ta?”

“Over here,” replied a voice, and there was William, standing in a nearby clearing, staring back up at the waterfalls with an all-too-sporadic grin on his face.

Spitting into the scrub, Khrum puffed, “What are ya gawpin’ at? Jaaaysus, I’ve some stitch!”

“Take a look for yourself,” smiled the boy.

There, high up on the cliffs, ran two identical waterfalls, flowing like they were descending two giant stairways of living stone. What’s more, they ran as a mirror image to one another.

Every little detail was exactly the same. From particular rock formations to distinct cliff shrubs which bobbled out from the cracks. Everything would’ve been indistinguishable, except one cascade was running slightly southward, and the other slightly northward.

“Two waterfalls…so what?” said Wren, who’d now given William the benefit of the doubt.

“Two identical waterfalls,” William smiled, but they were still none the wiser.

With his eyes filled with content, he then quoted, “‘Once the twins fall!’ He told me this would happen….and for me to watch out for it. Because, once he evolved, he would be on his way to help us.”

“For God’s sake, who?!” Icrick grouched.

“Redmun!” William replied.

Thus, in the distant east there was a summoning of stars, and a procedure of an eagerly anticipated transformation was somewhere at hand.

“Oh my!” said the Grogoch, gazing back at those wondrous stars.

“Redmun?” Stell asked. “I know this name, and yet I cannot seem to put a face to it. Who is he?”

Happier now, Wren answered, “A valued friend.”

“So, how does he intend on finding us?” Crosco asked. “We hardly have to wait here for him, do we?! That will take far too much time! Let alone how repulsed I am about waiting…ahem…here!”

“No, he’ll find us,” the lad said, watching the skies.

It was as if he had attained a new sense of courage and hope, suddenly rescued from his recent low. For this spectacle reminded him of the way he felt after Redmun’s brief manifestation in his premonition; somewhat positive and well, and it made him wonder if Redmun could yet have a positive part to play in this tale.

A new fire was in his voice, and facing their course, the boy muttered, “One more person to our group. One more person for you to worry about, Briggun. Let’s get moving!”

Throwing up his hood from the coming drizzle, he bolted into the woods.

They watched as he dissipated into the gloom, intrigued and uplifted by his newfound attitude. In single file they then hurried into the night and followed him through the ruins of that awry forest.

That woodland wasn’t as deep as they’d expected it to be, and they were through it before long. Thereafter, they ventured through an uninhabited wasteland, which carried on over a deathly level of pampas that only brought uncomfortable feelings. Stell referred to it as, The Old Flat on a few occasions, so that must’ve been what it was called. Yet their fears were more diluted than before, all thanks to William’s newfound optimism. If he could remain optimistic, why couldn’t they?

Once they’d gotten past that awful plain, their tracks carried them down onto lower ground, where the already infrequent and wilted vegetation was being replaced by the barren rangeland of Sowén. Not a trickle of water wetted the dust down in that gloomy place of sandy rock and no wildlife. Bright as their spirits managed to be, four days then edged by in that rangeland, each as horridly unpleasant as the next.

Their road was of sudden drops in and amongst feral terrain. They couldn’t even see the horizon ahead. This sandy course of ample stacks was all too bewildering, and those lofty towers of rock were of the many. A maze. Everything looked the same, and it was so easy to get lost in. Loose stone crumbled into the gorges below as the gales tore by, leaving their already waning wits on their highest of guards. The easiest way through was south, so that was where Stell led them.

They’d also come to the last of their provisions. All they had to eat was some cold venison, which had gone rubbery and stale, and a handful of black currants each. That was about all for their daily meals. If that alone wasn’t bad enough, it was freezing down there too, in that grim lowland.

It was the fifth day and, ironically enough, were it not for the coarseness of their whereabouts, they might have been in for an appalling night. For Stell had found a sandy concave beneath an overhanging rock where they could recuperate. Up until then, their nights were pretty much spent out in the open; maybe stuffing themselves in behind small boulders and such, while the piercing winds churned in about them, keeping them awake. This particular hollow proved surprisingly warm, and was completely away from the dusty breezes which were again beginning to brew.

The hollow alone would have sufficed that night, they thought, even without a fire. But The Head insisted on it.

William took firewood duty that evening. Wren had long since gotten over her little mood swing, so she helped him with it. The young lad was still oblivious of how much he’d upset her, that night beneath the falls, but that’s William for you—ignorant in the ways of the female mind. Very well aware of this, Wren simply gave up being annoyed. She was only vexing herself, anyhow, so where was the point in keeping it up?

Climbing out from the hollow, she thus went off in her own direction so as to help him gather. A short while later they both returned. William was dragging a preposterously thick limb of dead wood; like he couldn’t have been bothered searching for smaller sticks, so he just grabbed the first one he saw. It would have been too fat to ignite without some decent tinder, and a good lot of it at that. So I’m sure you won’t be surprised to learn that Wren had already thought of this, having spied him a bit away, cursing to himself as he foraged about, only to pick up a ridiculously large branch for them to make do with.

She brought two hefty armfuls of crumpled tumbleweeds, which did the job nicely. Crosco chopped the limb into wieldy strips and, more sooner than not, they had a fine fire on the go.

For the best part of the night they sat there, wondering about the trail to come. Stell had been away at one stage, monitoring the distant east, before returning with reports of their forthcoming travel, which didn’t sound pleasing at all. He was all talk of even more dreary territory, dull weather, and nasty bog land, and how it would probably best if they took an extra day to go around it. Poor Khrum felt like kicking himself for ever jumping into the satchel at all, way back when. Then again, the Leprechaun Association did mean a lot to him, so he wasn’t about to give up so easily.

Besides Stell’s disheartening news, there was a great deal of intriguing conversation involving Redmun, which was imparted by William. He even went on to tell them all about his evolution, and a little bit about his previous existences, too. After he’d explained all about the warlock, they could appreciate why he was so thrilled about having him join their company, especially after learning about how proficient he was that day in the barn. He sounded like a valuable asset indeed.

Come what may, they could but speculate on his arrival because none of them, not even William, knew when that would be.

The following morning, they went south, over the last of the rangeland hillocks, where they waded through high winds of sand and cloud till mid-afternoon. It was terribly difficult work. Even more so when they were made to endure eyefuls of dust which, unfortunately, wafted in all too often. Once the gales died down to but a shrill draught, they found their way onto another trail of dull vegetation, much like the week previous. It was terribly boring, that place; housing little sight of anything but for the gravel at their feet, a hazy flat of southern skyline, and the smell of bog in the distance.

Once again the atmosphere had won, hauling their spirits down to the very tips of their boots until they were almost treading on them, with not a single care for joy. But after some considerable hours of hiking, one distinct alp came into view ever so slightly eastward, behind the weather. It was the southern shoulder of Andin’s Shield, though Stell was the only one who knew that.

“What mountain is that?” William finally brought himself to ask.

“Why, that’s Andin’s Shield!” replied the Elf. “The Great Mountain, it goes by. More majestic than any other in existence. Yet only in the recent centuries did it come to being, so it is also considered the youngest mountain in Lythiann.”

“The youngest!” said the boy, also recalling Redmun’s mention of this very same summit. “But it’s so massive!”

“Isn’t it just. Myth says that a great king brought that whole mountain into shape in just three days. A king of the mountain, name of Thide. But I don’t believe these stories are true, as I’ve travelled the Shield many times in search of my father, carried to its highest pinnacle by the aid of the last cloud golem, Ord Nixous, God rest his soul. And never once did we get sight nor sound of any other inhabitants…other than the wild beasts, that is.”

Cutting himself short, Stell suddenly realised that, before the slopes of Andin’s Shield, a new domain resided. One he’d almost forgotten about. One where the perception of sin was all the more potent. A haunt that neither he nor his companions would dare see any closer. The bog county of Sruthaìr, and home to a bleak metropolis best left uncharted.


- Chapter Seven-

Ministry of Insects

“Is it gone yet?” whispered The Head. “If I don’t move soon I’m going to seize up.”

“Not quite sure but…um…what say you poke your head out and have a quick gander?” Wren answered.

“You already know my answer to that, so why are you even bothering to ask?” Crosco muttered angrily.

“I know, but it’s funny to see you getting all worked up over it,” she sniggered.

“Well, one of us is going to have to look,” whispered Icrick. “Suppose I just pluck six hairs and we’ll see who draws the shortest one?”

Revolted by that concept, Khrum scowled. “I’ll take my chances with death, thanks very much. Here I go!”

Sticking his nose out from behind the monstrous skull—where they were now hiding—Khrum caught sight of the nauseating slug creature that was slithering around in search of those fiends who’d recently given him the slip.

Emitting sickly sounds of its slimy movements, this multi-eyed monster scanned the dragon’s boneyard for the one who insisted on mocking his hideous appearance. Khrum!

“I think he might be givin’ up ‘n’ goin’ home,” muttered the leprechaun. “Lads ‘n’ lasses, I’m goin’ ta have ta shtep up ‘n’ be the leprechaun I know I can be ‘n’ say this: I really have ta cop-on when it comes ta shootin’ my mouth off. Sorry. I swear I’ll try harder in future.”

“Yeah, yeah! I’ve heard that old chestnut before,” tutted Icrick. “What did you really think was going to happen by saying, ‘Oi, spectacles! How many eyes are there in ugly bastard?’ Bastard, you called him! Of course he was going to try and jab us with his trident!”

“Yeah,” said William, “and there aren’t any I’s in ‘ugly bastard’ either; presuming that’s what you were going for. It makes no sense.”

“Ha? No I’s?” Khrum gasped, counting his fingers. “Ara, details, details! ‘Twas shtill a laugh, shpellin’ or not. Ye jusht need ta go off ‘n’ grow a sense o’ humour for yourselves; tryin’ ta make sense o’ things the whole time. Ye dreary aul’ fogies, ye. Gettin’ all serious over a harmless bit o’ craíc!”

“Well, it wasn’t harmless…or craíc for that matter!” Icrick snapped. “It was darn right stupid is what it was!”

Watching out as that disgusting blob furthered its hunt, Khrum raised an eyebrow and retorted, “Look, I said I was sorry. What more do ya want? Me ta dance a jig like ‘the good little leprechaun,’ is it?”

“You could always give Icrick a kiss on top of his fluffy little head to show him how sorry you are, Khrum,” Wren said with a chuckle.

“I may be sorry…but I’m not suicidal!” he stated, referring to the Grogoch’s hygiene once again. “Anyways, he’s gone now…the bug-eyed meatball. Can’t take a bloody joke either, by the looks of it! C’mon, let’s make tracks.”

Breaking from the cemetery, they scurried down a sharp, grassy bank till they met with the lonesome fenland of the eastern territory. They’d come far enough to cut through the bog, so at least they didn’t have to deal with that. For all they knew, a whole village of those slug creatures could have lived there, and nobody liked the sounds of that.

What a bland and heartless place it looked to be. A flatland of earthly hues which only continued to darken beneath the sombre sky above, with nothing up ahead but for shallow hummocks and the menacing shoulders of the formidable Andin’s Shield.

Their steps were unpredictable and clumsy upon that boggy terrain; all except for Stell’s, who managed to dash along quite readily. That tussock-ridden ground was pocketed and guised, sometimes making them step off into nothing before quickly stomping down again, which gave them a fearful start. All it did was add to their weariness, and test their patience unceasingly.

‘Twasn’t long before Stell had come to yet another curious stop. He was examining the patch of ground at his feet.

Only when they approached him could they identify the first true indication of civilisation since they’d arrived there on Lythiann. At their boots were the beginnings—or the ends—of a volcanic, glass-bricked path. Broken and brittle, it progressively grew wilder with nettles and weeds as it concluded its travels here, in the openness of nowhere.

Respectfully, and with a sympathetic air, Wren said, “This must’ve been where construction had stopped…upon Drevol’s coming.”

“It appears so,” Stell replied. “I expect we shall be approaching the Barren City soon, so keep your eyes open at all times, for dangers lurk everywhere in the east. Under every rock, under every stone. Also, my acquaintances with these regions are hazy at best from here on in, so be on the lookout for alternative routes. What I wouldn’t do to have an Artisan in our company right now.”

“An Artisan?!” Crosco spluttered. “What bloody use would an Artisan be right now?!”

“Not the sort of Artisan you would be accustomed to, Crosco,” the Elf explained. “The Artisans to which I am referring are ones who are highly skilled in uncovering passages often kept secret, or hidden, around Lythiann. They were born with these talents. It’s a gift which could neither be taught nor learnt. Back in the day, one could find Artisans by the dozens within every square mile. The last known Artisan was actually a burrower. An earthworm named Nimmy. Unfortunately, she was found dead about a century ago.”

Disgusted, Wren said, “Drevol again I suppose?”

“No. Trying to cross a stone path on a hot day,” Stell answered, making the girl feel a little silly. “But Drevol did play his part, dear Rose. For he, since then, had one of his…um…followers…find and barricade all of their secret tunnels for him. There were so many! Networks upon networks, beneath the ground. Now they’re all gone. Nor can a single Artisan be found within a thousand-league radius of here…if there’s any remaining at all. But, lift your chins, my friends. We shall find our way through this place, if we put our heads together. Pardon the expression, good Crosco. And right now, I think it wise to avoid this city unless we have absolutely no other choice.”

Because the Symphogram straps kept loosening of late, Icrick was giving them a quick tightening, when he asked, “Why must we avoid the city? What sort of dangers reside within? Ogres? Devil hounds maybe? Oh, say it’s not more Gremlins!”

“Sidell du Pòrveth,” William answered ominously, gazing suspiciously into the distance, and everyone went silent.

Deliberating on the likely appearances of these ill-reputed walls of that black city, William considered the road since travelled in the hope of catching the allaying sight of Redmun in close pursuit, with his crook in hand and an influential desire to overcome these odds and win this terrible war. But there were no such indications and, thus, William felt his knees weakening on the gallows of anxiousness once more.

Gazing back east, his breathing heightened intensely by the overwhelming encounters which may yet come to pass, either of good or immoral. Then, all the more, the question of, “What am I fighting for? Why am I here?” resounded in his mind as, time and again, he considered the Symphogram, hoping that an answer would just fall into his lap and rid him of this nightmare once and for all. But it was getting to the stage now where he was just habitually repeating that question over and over, without giving it any valid thought. “What am I fighting for? Why am I doing this?”

This torturous routine couldn’t be helped. His anxiousness was slowly prevailing over his rational mind-set, causing all fair reason to back down to the armaments of his fear. He reiterated those words, obsessively, over and over again, as if it would somehow lessen his angst. It was like he had to prove to himself that he was, at least, making that effort to understand it; believing that he wasn’t betraying himself by not considering anything at all. He fought perpetually, minute after minute, time after time, to keep these thoughts at bay, knowing full well that panic had, in the past, only made him feel horrible and scared. These were two shortcomings that he certainly did not want to relive so close to the end of his quest.

Those words, however, replayed regardless of his stubborn will to give in. “Why am I supposed to be doing this? What’s the answer? What am I here for?” to the point where he was counting them recurrently in thought. Nothing ever came of this, I regret to say. For the Symphogram otherwise rested there, upon the Grogoch’s shoulders, with its great, impenetrable padlock peering at William through those limp eyes, waiting for that one, true revelation to shatter the boy’s confusion and liberate the glory of the mighty Banádh, freeing him from this scourge and, likewise, that dreaded insight.

Not yet had he recognised anything from that awful premonition through his journey thus far, and Redmun still had time to show up and assist him with his troubles. And even if the man didn’t arrive on time…one other proposal dawned on William. A final course of action which had the potential to bring clarity to his vision; to shed some light upon it so he could possibly gain the advantage and conquer that which he’d seen. Then again, this action would involve dishonouring the wishes of a dear friend, whilst going against his very own better judgment.

Icrick, also glaring east, was pale from terror at the sheer recognition of that callous name, ‘du Pòrveth.’ But because they’d travelled so far, they could but ingest their worries and proceed, heedless of these misgivings. How bitter it had gotten, in those past hours, and the stoniness of the atmosphere was more than unsettling. Not even the distant bleating of lambs could be heard anymore. Even the winds were dead.

William readied his staff, and with eyes dead ahead, he plodded into the gloom. He hadn’t gotten more than five paces when he too halted to a brief, godly breeze and the fresh sound of that familiar whisper in his ear; a vision of her bright, gilded hair in his mind.

“Greetings, Lord William. I have returned to you, though my time is short,” her voice uttered, calming his worries for an instant. “Up till now you have done well in your journey. Proved your strength beyond all expectations. But beware, in these midlands; Armoured Spincers are known to roam the once vacant passes into Lòr. No route shall be truly safe at this stage in your quest and, as unwilling as I am to admit this, I fear that the Barren City may just prove to be the safest option in an otherwise vindictive selection. Do what you will with this guidance…and may God be with you.”

William turned to Stell and said, “Armoured Spincers…have you heard of them?”

“Yes. They were a prehistoric colony of nomadic beasts. Giant insects with rock-hard shells and stingers loaded with the most toxic venoms ever known to this land. It was used to coat arrowheads for a time, until it was discovered that even the fumes induced long-term noxious effects upon those who crafted them. But the Spincers are all believed extinct. Why is it you ask?”

“I don’t think they’re extinct just yet. I was told that they may be hiding in the empty passes into Lòr. I think we might just have to go through the city after all,” the boy grimly suggested.

“William, how do you know of this?” asked Icrick.

Glancing at the Grogoch, the boy answered, “A friend told me,” and Icrick understood that well enough to not ask any more about it.

“You’re absolutely, positively, certain of this, William?” Stell asked, who was quite distraught about cutting through the metropolis.

“I’m fairly certain…yes.”

Not at all pleased by this, the Elf said, “So be it…the Barren City it is,” and they meandered that sinister pathway.

Flocks of ghastly ravens, partially rotten from the residing evil, pursued them long into the afternoon, cawing and cackling at them, sometimes swooping in to peck at their ears or claw at their hair. Stell dropped several of them with his bow, teaching them a lesson in courtesy. The rest retreated swiftly thereafter. But it would take a lot more than skill with a bow and arrow to rid their hearts of the wretchedness of that lifeless bog land. So detestably silent. So stagnant. A dozen times worse than the woeful Nether Realm all that time ago. Sruthaìr just felt wrong, nefarious, sinful. A mistake in creation. A body of land which, in itself, played more of nemesis than any threat of beast or demon thereabouts. It was waiting before them like a gateway into crueller and more odious places. And that’s precisely what it was.

Later, into the comings of early evening, something happened upon Wren’s attention.

Looking inquisitively ahead of their road, she said, “I don’t know if I’m seeing things or not, but, does that look like a windmill to anybody else?”

She wasn’t even sure if she should ask at all, lest she be laughed at, but she asked anyway.

“Where do you see that?” William asked, strolling up beside her.

Pointing ahead with a squint, she replied, “There! Just there. Look! Follow my finger. Am I going daft or no?”

William could distinguish the very elusive rotation of four blades upon a distant hilltop, outside of which he noticed a long, pewter structure…as of a great wall. It was no surprise as to why Wren didn’t spot it when she spotted the windmill, because it was hidden, slightly, behind the rolling highlands of the foreground,

“Yeah, I see it,” the boy said. “And I can see a wall too, I think.”

“I spy that too,” Stell concurred. “And it’s not Ewval’s Bastion.”

Waddling over to the rear of William’s backpack, Icrick yanked it down to his level and started fishing through it, mumbling, “Oh, please, please, say it is here. I know I put it in here someplace. Oh, blithering balderdash…where is it?!”

Whisking out that same obscure, spyglass contraption, he said, “Aha! My trusty Distometer. I knew I hadn’t lost it. Almost completely forgot about it after our mishap with Percy’s leaf that time. Fear not, folks, I shan’t let ye down. I’ll soon find us a route into that city without even breaking a sweat.”

Pleased to see Icrick jovially upholding his duty, Wren smiled at the lad, and he winked affably in return. You may not have noticed but, despite his worrying, William tried his best to keep up his spirits, for everyone’s benefit. Consequentially it was helping him to remain much calmer than he would’ve been otherwise. But whether he could maintain it or not…

Icrick wound up a few dials, gawked through the lens, and gloomily he uttered, “Oh, my word! Yes, I can see the wall…and yes, I can see a peculiar-looking windmill…but I can’t see any way into the city itself. It’s just a ridiculously high, doorless wall. And would you look at the length of it. Holy Moses, it goes on forever. Completely out of sight! Both north and south! How big is that city?”

“The Barren City stretches on for days, Icrick my friend,” Stell answered. “Days we cannot spare. Luckily for us it’s not all that broad. Are you certain there’s no way in?”

“Not that I can see, anyway. Must’ve been blocked up since, maybe?” replied the Grogoch, and handing Stell the Distometer, he said, “Here, look for yourself.”

“Well what about these other passes with the Spincers?” Wren asked. “Where are they located?”

“Underground, mostly…as far as I am aware,” The Elf explained, as he tried to manage Icrick’s bizarre apparatus. “But, if what William says is true, we wouldn’t last five minutes down there with those creatures lurking about. For their infestations could be anywhere in the hundreds to tens of thousands, and we’d be quickly overrun. No, we must instead find a way over that wall. We will scale it with our fingertips if we must.”

Everyone was staring blankly at the city, wondering, when Icrick caught the leprechaun peering off into the wrong location altogether.

“What ever are you gawking at?!” he frowned. “You’re looking the wrong way! Typical!”

The Grogoch went to swivel him right, but Khrum shoved his hand away, and barked, “I’m not lookin’ at that, ya cretin! I’m tryin’ ta figure out what that yoke is…over there!”

They all turned southwards to see, protruding upward from the soil, a sort of pyramidal tablet, no taller than a gravestone.

Tilting her head to one side, Wren asked doubtfully, “That’s a…gypsy crypt, isn’t it?”

“A gypsy crypt? Here?! In Shillìg Bèg? You’re having a laugh!” replied The Head and Ifcus, oddly enough, shook his head in accord. “What on earth would gypsies be doing this far east? They are southern vagabonds, are they not? It wouldn’t make any sense.”

“Wait! I think she’s right, horsemaster,” Stell said excitedly, getting the hang of Icrick’s contraption. “And if that’s the case, they may be able to offer us some advice on how to get into that city.”

Not very knowledgeable of travelling folk himself, Khrum said, “Ya trusht the gypsies, do ya, Stell? Particularly ones who live around…um…here?”

“It is true, some of our gypsies can be crafty at times, Khrum; but they’ve never truly brought harm to anyone. Ever. They genuinely are cordial beings, all things considered. And, on account of their expeditions and age, they are extremely educated in many, many things.”

Doubtful of why they were even having this discussion, William put in, “Well, how could they possibly help? You did say ‘crypt’ after all. Does that not mean they’re…you know…gone?”

“Gypsies don’t die, William,” Wren sniggered. “No. They just…um…sleep a lot when they are fed up of living in the real world. This one is probably just sleeping.”

Handing Icrick back his toy, Stell made haste for the stone, saying, “Come! Let us see if we can have a quick word. Could fair out much to our advantage.”

They dashed across the bog and it wasn’t long before they were standing beside that peculiar rock and, now that William had the chance to analyse it up close, he saw that it was rather handsomely designed; etched with all sorts of jagged markings, none of which bore any likeness to the more common patterns he’d come to discover before.

These rough and toothed designs had a real sense of forbiddance about them. But believing this tomb benign, the others were fairly keen on summoning its supposed residents, so William played along. Khrum wasn’t quite so willing, though.

“Those shapes look a bit suspect,” said he, nipping tensely at his hairy lip. “Makes the crypt look like it shouldn’t be touched. Ya know that sorta way? All cursed ‘n’ that! Ya sure about this, Elf?”

Kneeling before the pyramid, Stell replied, “Of course I am, Khrum. That’s exactly what the markings are for; to ward off people who are none the wiser. But that’s gypsies for you. To them, life is all about the ghostly, superstitious side of things. It is hokum if you ask me, so don’t be afraid. Now, let’s see who’s home, shall we?”

Genuinely dubious as to what was to follow, Khrum scrabbled onto William’s shoulder, where he whispered into his ear, “What are we supposed ta do here? Knock on the door is it or what…?” But it was an alabaster pyramid…there was no door.

Grasping some free earth in his fist, Stell began rubbing it firmly onto the stone.

“Or else we could jusht aggravate the holes off them by rubbin’ muck all over the front o’ their little housheen!” groaned the leprechaun.

Suddenly a grating ripple, which was feigned from a body of both soil and root, began shuddering down along the pyramid, making the entire stone grow upward some feet before dying into stillness again. This was just the beginning of the process.

“Now water,” Stell said. “May I have one of your water skins, please?”

Handing him hers, Wren said, “Here you are, Stell, but try not to use too much. Just in case we get stuck. You know yourself.”

“Not to worry. All I need is the slightest…little…drop,” said Stell, gingerly tipping some over the crown of the crypt.

It dribbled down over the sides, and the pyramid grew again. Only this time a swell of frost crept over those ancient markings right up to the tip, causing it to open a fraction with a hsss of musty steam. Then it stopped a second time.

“Wind?” William joined in, though he wasn’t sure if he was right or wrong.

Standing to his feet, Stell backed away slowly, and said, “Correct. Now, step back just a few feet, all of you. We require room for this element.”

“Oh, oh, can I do it?” Wren implored, waving her hand in the air. “It looks like fun!”

William smiled.

“By all means!” said the Elf, and nodded.

Wren brushed her hair behind her ears and delivered a tender breath onto the icy stone. A brisk surge of wind shot outwards from its base, sending all of their garments into a flutter and, as the soil stirred again, the crypt elevated upwards and upwards until a grand pyramidal megalith was peering down over them.

“Oh! My turn! My turn!” said Icrick, with the flint ready in his paw. “Last but not least…fire!”

Striking the flint off the stone, the Grogoch almost sprung like a jackrabbit on a tack when the entire crypt exploded into a mighty rush of blistering fire, leaving in its dying wake a now open pyramid where, sleeping within, was a ghastly looking carcass cocooned by dust and cobwebs.

Nobody knew what to do at first, for this being looked so lifeless, and was really very foul to regard. So they waited, knowing full well that the Elf would be the one to take charge. It was, after all, his idea.

Carefully approaching the body, he whispered, “Greetings…uh…c-can you hear me?”

There the corpse remained, eyes shut, mumbling away to himself in a deep, deep slumber.

An unsightly corpse of a thing he was. His leaden skin flaked like wet sand. He was almost entirely decomposed as he lay upright with his brittle hands crossed over his chest. A heavy pile of burnished amulets hung from his neck, drawing it into an uncomfortable dip. Beneath all of this jewellery were his ragged garments, slack from wear. And, on his head he wore a maroon headscarf, frayed and grimy.

Standing rigid before this ghoulish carcass—sprouting up from the interior of the foremost wall of the now open pyramid—was a peculiar object. Only for it’d been wrought from cold stone, it would’ve resembled an ancient origami fortune teller; much like the ones you yourselves have probably made in your time. It was shaped much the same way, only there were four tinted gemstones on the corner of each segment; tiger’s eye, malachite, jasper, and lapis lazuli. This Fortune Stone was also quite a bit larger than a simple origami fortune teller. It was on par with Icrick’s puzzled eyes.

Leaning in closely to the corpse, Stell whispered, a little louder this time, “Ahem! Nice evening for it, my good man!”

The creature, still dozing, somehow acknowledged Stell’s voice and, for an instant, he glimpsed at him. Then, as if something had just registered in his dream, he roared out with such fright that they thought his head was going to tumble off down the fenland.

The carcass screeched loud for the wilds to hear; eyes blazing at the Elf. Soon enough, everyone was in an upheaval; panicking and shushing, crying out and pleading.

Mid-ruckus, Stell beseeched, “Calm down! I beg you. We need not draw this attention. Not here.”

Eventually the corpse stopped his howling, and glared them with fiery mortification. His chest lurched in and out, while clouds of dust puffed from his withered lips.

“Who the hell do you think ya are?” he snapped, when one of his eyes popped out, only to zip back inside the socket before it could escape. “Sticking your nose in my face when I’m trying to sleep. Scared the nips off me!”

The gypsy was so worked up that his jaw dislodged, and in order for him to continue with his scolding, he needed to fix it in place again. In so doing, he dislocated his shoulder, which put him into an even fouler mood.

“Ah! Look at what ya’ve done now!” he barked, his bones rattling and clacking. “This is all your fault, ya know that, don’t ya! I remember the last time I fell to bits like this; it took me the best part of nine months to pull myself back together again! And that’s not as easy as ya might think, when you’re all by yourself. All bones. Just you try it. Try pulling your neck back onto your skull using just your teeth. Never mind how impossible it is to get your teeth back into your mouth without any limbs. I’d like to see ya try to manage that! Fools, ye.”

“I-I do apologise—” the Elf started saying.

Ridiculing his tone, the cadaver then snapped, “Oh! I-I-I-I-I dooo apologise! Stuttering sissy!”

“Watch yourself, bonehead!” Khrum growled, with ballooning mistrust.

“Shut your flippin’ gob too, ya tiny little weasel-faced, lepre-lout, before I take my left leg and burst your other eyeball. Do ya hear me? DO YA?! HA?!” threatened the gypsy, and Khrum stood down, but with a livid eye. “Now, seeing as all this is your fault, Elf, ya can put me back together again, so ya can!”

Meanwhile, into his steed’s ear, Crosco whispered, “I rather like this chap.”

Nevertheless, before the carcass knew what was happening, an Elfish spear chimed, and was pressed tightly against his desiccating throat.

Staring solidly into his eyes, Stell sneered, “Say what you will to me, but calm your decrepit tongue with my friends, swine, or there shall be no repairing yourself after what I do to you!”

“Eek!” shrieked the gypsy. “S-S-S-S-Sorry!”

The others were shocked to see Stell threatening this thing as boldly as he did, and yet such clear virtue didn’t seem worthy enough of his own approval…or that of his kin, apparently.

“It is Khrum who you should be apologising to. So do it now, like a good fellow,” the Elf said coolly, keeping his manners.

“Forgive me, Crumbs!”

“Khrum,” Stell placidly corrected, adding pressure to his throat.

“K-K-Khrum! Sorry!” stuttered the corpse. “I take it all back! Ya seem like a nice enough chap, ya really do!”

The gypsy’s pretence of severity had quickly diminished. He was now as timid as a spring lamb. A blade to the gullet will do that to a person.

“Excellent!” smiled the Elf, returning to his pleasant ways. “All friends again. Now…I must apologise for disturbing you, dear chap. However, we require your help, and once we are through, I shall help you reassemble yourself. I’ll even bewitch this site of yours so as no one disturbs you again in the near future. Call it…payment. Sound reasonable?”

With the blade still teasing his throat, the corpse stuttered nervously, “O-O-Of course it does. Sounds fairer than fair to me…definitely! Yes! Unbelievably kind. Very noble of ya, sir.”

Sheathing his spear, the Elf smiled. “Superb! Now, my gentle fellow, what may I ask is your name?”

Caressing his tender throat, the gypsy’s thumb snapped off, and he replied, “Oh! Er…damn it! What’s my name, ya say?”

Placing the finger in his dusty pocket, he continued, “Well, because I tend to slumber for centuries at a time, I sometimes forget those minor details. But, upon reflection, my name is…um…Nòmad. Now, what is it you want from me, my fair, fair friends?”

He believed that being cooperative and flattering may spare him some further confrontation, so he tried incorporating it as often as he could. Any life-valuing person would do the very same, I’m quite sure, regardless of whether they’ve slept for most of it or not.

“We need to find a way into the Barren City,” said Wren. “Do you know of a way in?”

“Ah, bugger it anyways!” Nòmad replied suddenly, looking very anxious indeed. “Darn it all to ribbons.”

Surveying behind for any signs of Redmun, however unlikely, William turned to the gypsy and asked, “Why’s that a problem?”

“Well, now that ya actually do require my help, I have no choice but to assist ye!” whined the cadaver.

“And what’s so bad about that?” asked William.

“I’m a gypsy, ya see. And it’s in a gypsy’s curse to instantly punish those who fail to address us correctly when they are in need of our aid! Just simple, prankish penalties. We can’t help it. It’s our gypsy nature, I tell ya! And I’m not entirely sure I want to prank such a serious bunch as yourselves…to be completely and utterly honest like.”

“That’s rich, comin’ from a lad that’s shacked-up in the middle o’ Sruthaìr of all places. Do ya honestly expect us ta believe that you’re afraid o’ us? What have ya really got up your shleeve, ya louser?!” Khrum exclaimed, squeezing his fists.

“I didn’t dwell here of my own accord, ya little…” apprehending a stiff glance from Stell, Nòmad halted and remembered his manners. “…Sorry! It’s just, I hate being accused of bad things by people who are smaller than I! No offence.”

“Lookit, jusht go on with your damn shtory, will ya! Ya didn’t dwell here outta your own accord because…” sneered Khrum, losing patience.

“…Because I fell through the earth and landed here the very same time the bad fella arrived, ya see. Fell down from above I did, when the canyons came crashing down. I had no choice in the matter. It just happened. And when I saw what was going on down here, with the wars and torment, I was too scared to budge. So I propped up my crypt and here I’ve stayed, ever since. Napping! Till it all blows over!”

They were losing light fast now, so Wren suggested, “It’s getting late. And I, for one, don’t wish to sleep out here come starlight. So can you help us with problem or not, Nòmad?”

“Unfortunately, now I have to!” whined the ghoulish corpse, as his left ear crumbled to dust. “But just don’t go getting angry at me if something bad happens. It’s not my fault!”

Then William pledged, “We won’t get angry, so long as you keep your word. Now, what do we have to do?”

“Address me correctly while asking your question. That’s it! Ya get three chances. If ya ask me properly, we shall move on to my Fortune Stone, and that’ll show ya the answer to your question. If not… Well…we’ll see when it happens. Does all that sound fair to ye?”

“Will the curses be reversed if we guess right before the end?” trembled Icrick.

“Faster than ya can say ‘pig-nose’!” replied the gypsy. “But if ya run out of chances, then there’s really nothing I can do. It’s our curse, ya see. So, now that ye are aware of every little detail, are ye sure ye want to go through with it?”

“Yes, we’re sure,” said Wren, readying herself.

No sooner had she spoken than a throng of iron spikes jutted out from the pyramid and burrowed themselves underground before stabbing up about them like a cage.

In a panic, Khrum demanded, “Hey! What the—? What’s this about?”

“Don’t worry. Now that you’ve accepted my challenge, ye must honour your side by not trying to escape…I am so sorry! It’s all part of the process,” the gypsy explained. “But rules are rules, and have to be upheld, no matter how drastic they may seem.”

Stepping up, Crosco said, “Oh, fine! Let’s just get on with it! Here it goes: Nòmad, please tell us how to get into the city.”

There was a puff of lilac smoke, and The Head sprouted three more noses, four new sets of ears, buttons for eyes and stitches for a mouth, just for good measure.

Nòmad shook his head with embarrassment, and William started, “Wh-What happened to him? Noses all over his face, look!”

“He addressed me incorrectly, I’m afraid,” replied the corpse.

“That was fairly polite…even by Crosco’s standards!” Icrick stated. “What did he do wrong?”

“I cannot tell ya!” sighed Nòmad. “Ya have to guess…and I can’t give ye any clues, unfortunately.”

He seemed very put out by his own curse, poor chap.

Next up was Stell and, getting down on one knee, he beseeched, “Please, Nòmad, our noble friend, we urgently need to get into the Barren City. Can you show us how?”

They all smiled at one another, confident that this would work.

And yet, in a billow of blue smoke, Stell transmuted into a warthog, with bananas for tusks. He then scampered about, snorting and oinking in complete disarray.

“Ugh! Stell!” Icrick cringed. “What did you do to my friend, you…you?!”

“It’s not my fault, I told ya!” Nòmad protested, glancing about nervously. “If ye hadn’t woken me up then this would never have happened, would it?”

On the contrary, having been pondering all that time, Wren shushed everyone and said, “Hang on a second! How was it you introduced yourself again? You said, ‘upon reflection, my name is Nòmad,’ didn’t you?”

When the gypsy didn’t respond, she knew she was on to something.

She took her dagger and carved Nòmad’s name into the earth, in lowercase lettering, while inverting each character and capitalizing the D. She then helped herself to one of his shiny amulets and held it down to the word. It revealed ‘Damòn.’

She approached the gypsy, all smug with herself, and said, “Damòn, you little gypsy trickster, enough of the riddles! Now show us the safest way to get into the city or I’ll snap off something important and throw it into the deepest trench I can find.”

Immediately, Crosco and Stell transformed back to normal, and the cage, too, liberated them. It took the better part of ten minutes before Stell’s nose finally changed back from being a snotty snout.

“As ya wish, my lady! As ya wish. I’ll stick to my word. I won’t try and cheat ya. Not me,” said Damòn, bowing so low that his spine cracked, leaving stuck him in a terribly awkward position, and he sulked, “Aaah, this is embarrassin’…”

“Here, let me,” said William, straightening the corpse upright.

With a shrill snap of his corroded bones, the gypsy groaned, “Oh, that’s the ticket! Now, where were we? Oh yes, the Fortune Stone!”

“How does this work? Do we run the risk of us getting burnt to cinders, or altered into a rabble of hairless chimps perhaps?” The Head asked derisively.

“No, that curse is behind us now,” said Damòn, more relieved than any of them. “You need only follow the stages of this device now. So, without any further delay, one of ye…pick a colour.”

“BLUE!” Icrick blared, then shrugging it off to the sight of everyone staring at him.

With that, the Fortune Stone started opening and closing, both lengthways and breadthways; together with that abrasive clatter of basalt and grit.

Tallying up the letters in Icrick’s chosen colour, the device opened and closed the same amount of times.

The gypsy was also counting on his fingers, “B. L. U. E.”

Suddenly the Fortune Stone stopped to reveal numerals, I through IV.

“Now…choose a number,” the carcass instructed.

On the verge of picking one herself, Wren was cut off when Khrum cried, “SIX!”

“There is no six,” William told him.

“FOUR!” the leprechaun shouted instead.

Suddenly the device started switching around again; back and forth, in and out.

Khrum was getting fierce enjoyment out of watching this machine in action. He had an excited grin on his face and his tongue was wagging like a puppy. Finally it slowed after the fourth shuffle. The Fortune Stone displayed four symbols: a square, a triangle, a swirl and an arrow. William and Wren were about to pick one at the same time, but the boy smiled and let her choose instead.

Giving him a curious little smile, she glanced down, and said, “Can I choose the swirl, please?”

A sudden gush of black steam jetted out from the heart of the stone contraption, and the panel with the swirl unfolded to reveal their fortune.

In letters of brilliant white light, it read, “It was what first lured your attention, dear child, which will lead you safely over those Barren walls. Godspeed.”

They mulled over it for a moment, but they had no idea what it meant. Then Wren twigged it.

“The windmill!” she exclaimed. “Somehow the windmill will lead us into the city!”

“The windmill, of course!” said Icrick, with a click and a clap.

This type of thing was Khrum’s pet peeve, so he muttered, “The windmill. Could it not’ve jusht said…’the windmill’? I mean, where’s the sense in these riddles like? I jusht don’t see the logic in it. Daft carry-on altogether.”

“Oh, it exercises the mind! Quit complaining!” Icrick told him. “Nothing needs a reason to be, Khrum, other than what it is. Impractical or otherwise.”

“Lookin’ at yourself, I’m inclined to agree…” muttered the leprechaun.

“So, the windmill is our course then?” William asked, making sure.

Sinking back onto his settle inside the pyramid, Damòn replied, “The windmill! Aye! That’s your answer, so that’s your course, lad. And so, if you’re all done with me here, I think I might just go back to my snoozin’…if that’s all right with ye?”

“You need not the assistance of putting yourself back together I take it?” asked the Elf, who was more than happy to oblige.

“No, no, it’ll give me something to do until my eyelids get heavy again, wherever they are!” replied the carcass. “However, I wouldn’t say no to some of that incantation ya were on about earlier. The one that’ll grant me some good old peace and quiet in the future? Now, that sounds like a real treat.”

“I am an Elf of my word, Damòn my friend,” said Stell, “so it shall be done! Slumber well, and it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“You too, dear travellers,” the gypsy said solemnly. “Sorry about those curses. Oh, and my sincerest apologies to all for my rude introduction…particularly to jolly little Khrum there.”

“Ara, it’s rain off a duck’s back, or mead through the plumbin’; however ya want ta look at it, boyo. No harm done,” replied the leprechaun, who now had a newfound respect for gypsy folk. “Have to hand it ta ya though, there’s bite behind that bark o’ yours! Scared me a bit! Folk would do well ta watch out for you, so they would.”

“Glad to know I have it in me, at least!” laughed the carcass. “Never know when ya’d need it around this side of the country! I’ll say no more. So long.”

And so the pyramid sealed up again, wall after wall, closing in on one last wave from Damòn the gypsy cadaver. Waving a final farewell in return, they stood by as the massive lith sank deep into the soil, till it was but a squat pyramidal stone once again.

Stell gathered four dead branches and planted them upright in the earth, one to each corner of the pyramid. From his supplies, he produced more of that twine and some Fála leaves. Threading them through the twine, he tied it off to each branch.

Everything was ready. They all knelt around the crypt while Stell chanted some soft utterings. The leaves glowed and fluttered. Then, with a dazzling flash, they all opened their eyes to find the pyramid gone.

“Where’s the—” Khrum paused, blinking about.

“It’s fine. The crypt is still here,” the Elf smiled. “It’s simply invisible! A nifty little trick, eh?”

Astonished by such effortless magic, they couldn’t help feeling around for it to see for themselves. Wouldn’t you know, there it was, completely invisible and out of harm’s way. This incantation was named the Bàn Draìocht, and it proved tremendously beneficial in all sorts of situations.

Upon the falling of the night’s brilliant moonlight, the land gleamed silver. Disturbing gluggings rose from afar, which may have otherwise been a shrieking bat or perhaps a snarling bear. But in this terrible portion of the world, they could be sure that this was from something much more baleful, and they had no desires to find out what.

William watched the wilds, and proposed, “Maybe we should head for the windmill now? At least then we’ll have some shelter for the night, even if we don’t get into the city straight away.”

“I second that!” said the leprechaun. “Oh, ‘n’ there might even be some grub in there, too.”

“Good point, Khrum. I think we could all do with some food in our bellies,” said Stell. “Save for three pears and two apples, we have nothing else in our supply. And they are for emergencies only!”

Fingers crossed for such scrumptious possibilities, they all made haste.

That county didn’t prove so dreadful at all after a time. The full moon radiated brightly, whilst those sinister burbles were now ringing from the outermost whereabouts of that unfeeling bog. Indeed, once they overcame the insipid look of the fenland, it turned out to be fairly serene and mild. That is, until they happened upon that prodigious outer wall, and what was once assumed an average windmill.

In a collected, yet equally appalled manner, Wren analysed it and scowled. “That is….disgusting…”

What they thought was a simple windmill, was, in actuality, a windmill-like structure, whose walls were seething with slippery snakes; all but for those creaking, laddered sails.

The eastern moon grimaced beyond the approaching cloud, and the windmill stood forebodingly before it, suppurating with anacondas, black snakes, pythons, garter snakes, rattlesnakes, boa constrictors, cobras, grass snakes, adders, black-mouthed mambas, and vipers. Whatever breed of snake your mind could conjure, you can rest assured that they were lurking in there someplace. Whether or not there was an old windmill lurking below this slithering exterior was difficult to say. The hissing made their backs crawl; being accompanied by the chance threat of venomous rattles.

“I thought this place looked peculiar through my Distometer! How incredibly grotesque,” shuddered the Grogoch.

“What’s this in aid of I wonder?” asked Stell, gripping his spear lest something turned sour.

But there was no fear of these reptiles attacking, unless provoked. They were just worming around, as if in their own little world; flickering their tongues and hissing about.

“I don’t think evil really needs a reason ‘round these parts, Stell,” Wren replied, with a nose-crimpling sulk. “In the west we have things of beauty and elegance, like Ewval’s Bastion, for instance. Whereas, here, they have this sort of thing…and the devil knows what else!”

Standing in the doorway, peeking in, Khrum said, “Um…well, if ya don’t like the look o’ the outside, then you’re probably goin’ ta hate what’s in here!”

Warily approaching the snake-wreathed entry, they peeped in to find a decrepit and murky old chamber that was again swarming, wall to wall, ceiling to floor, with chirping and clacking insects.

It was revolting beyond all imaginings. Flies, cockroaches, centipedes, spiders, grubs and millipedes. There were crane flies, moths, caterpillars, earwigs, wood lice, Goliath beetles, mantises, scorpions, walking insects, Hercules beetles and many more. All staggering over one another in such disgusting piles. Larva-infested cocoons were bunched into corners around that ever-decaying room, while old webbing filled all else.

Covering her nose with her lapel, Wren cringed. “These are no Armoured Spincers, but they are just as manky!”

“Usen’t ya live here yourself, Icrick, at one time?” Khrum joked, poking the Grogoch.

Clapping sarcastically as the leprechaun bowed, Icrick groaned, “Oh, such an uproarious fellow you are, Khrum! So, so funny! My sides…are…splitting! You little bed-bug!”

Admitting that the leprechaun had a point, however, he said, “But you’re right about the food. Look at all these mouth-watering delights, would you.”

With bloated cheeks, Wren put her fingers to her lips, and said disgustedly, “You have to be joking?! Icrick, those are insects! You’re not considering eating them I hope.”

“And why not?” chuckled the Grogoch, picking a centipede up in his fingers. “They’re packed full of goodness, are insects!”

Dangling it over his mouth, he slurped it up like a string of live spaghetti.

“I think I’m going to be sick!” said Wren, her eyes watering.

Icrick waddled further into that grotesque windmill, in search of even more wriggly treats; the ground crunching beneath his calloused feet.

Crosco, who was also a tint of ailing white, retched and mumbled to his bigger half, “Ready yourself! I should be able to hold it down for now, but I’m not making any promises! You may yet have to get me up there, quick-smart.”

Stell went to follow Icrick inside, when he stopped, and with a degree of self-disgust, he admitted, “Insects are known to be very nutritious.”

That was all Crosco needed to hear, so he turned The Head away, held his breath, and clenched his eyes. The vomit was on the move.

“Blurgh, oh, Lord help us! Ugh, the very notion! Insects of all things! Blurgh!” he groaned.

Stell sifted through the worming mass of creepy-crawlies at his feet, until he found a big, black, shiny beetle for himself. Not daring to watch, yet too intrigued to miss it, Ifcus’ head was half turned with one eye poking back at the Elf who, in turn, was staring distastefully at the wiggling little insect in his fingers. That alone made the steed feel sick to the stomach. So just like his master, he turned away in an endeavour to spare himself a good gawking.

Wren tried pleading, “Ew, Stell! Don’t actually…” but she was too late.

Stell, who was trying his damnedest not to overthink it, just bit down on the big brute with a sodden crunch. A cold, greenish goo strung its way from his trembling lips to the other half of that ever-kicking beetle as he pulled it out. There was no getting away from it. It tasted utterly rancid. Like a century-old pimple filled with bile and old cheese.

“Hold your horses there, Stell!” said Icrick, who was returning with two handfuls of fetid treats. “Don’t eat those ones! They taste absolutely vile!”

Spitting out that mouthful of horrendousness, the Elf wiped a tear from his eye and, steadying himself on the Grogoch’s shoulder, he asked kindly, “Well, might you point me to a tastier one then, Icrick old boy?”

“My pleasure! Follow me!” said Icrick, happy as ever.

Stell acknowledged them with a pale and pitiful look before following the Grogoch into the more shadowed areas of that unusual windmill in search of more pimply bites.

William shuddered at the idea of being so terribly hungry that he might have to do the very same. As luck would have it, he’d lost his appetite. So had Wren.

They sidled inside. Khrum was perched on William’s shoulder, for fear of being trampled by a herd of angry grasshoppers. Crosco thought it best to wait outside until someone found a passage into the city. He asked them to just give him a ‘holler’. Besides, poor Ifcus needed the fresh air after hearing the squelch from Stell’s beetle. He was out circling the grass, with his neck stretched out and his bottom lip drooping with a length of spit. Poor chap looked like he was going to keel over.

The windmill had some open rooms inside, like any commonplace home, save for the piles of dismantled cogs and iron posts that were thrown about. Everything was warped and lopsided; completely run-down and filthy. Archways were set unevenly, and the walls, tilted and dipped. Other doors were too thin and twisted to walk through…unless, of course, you were an insect or a snake. Then, by the dim outer shafts of the prying night sky, William could just about discern strange writings upon the walls, of all shapes and sizes, all over the place.

Borrowing Icrick’s flint—before the Grogoch went off about his dining—William loped outside to fabricate a quick torch from wild grass. Only then could he grasp what those jottings said.

With Wren following closely over his shoulder, William shone the torch from message to message, all the while, reading quietly.

“Curse these priests to eternity!”

“Monks out!”

“Not death. Torment!”

“Our wrath is upon the faithful!”

“Where is your saviour now?!”

“Immortal damnation!”

“Ministry of the insects!”

“Maggot’s den!”

“Ruler’s warning—Run while you can!”

Cruel writings; as though this windmill had once been ransacked, whereas the proprietors themselves—who were evidently men of the cloth—had been tortured. Worst of all, these inscriptions had faded to a rusty brown through the ages. Blood tends to do that after being drawn and neglected.

Slapping his forehead, Khrum suddenly exclaimed, “Windmills! Why didn’t I think o’ this before?”

“Think o’ what? What are you on about?” William started.

“This must’ve been an old clerical sanctorum after Lythiann had been attacked.”

William let him elaborate.

“Ya see,” Khrum continued, “before he rose ta power, the good Druids had originally housed-up in little chapels across the land. But when Drevol shtarted runnin’ everybody out, the religious ones were driven ta desert their chapels. Instead, they began dwellin’ in the since abandoned windmills. In secret! Soon these windmills became recognised ta our kind as safe houses for escapees. But they soon became recognised by Drevol, too! Thinkin’ that the dark one may have some sort o’ mercy, some respect, upon the servants o’ God, the good clergy held fast, helpin’ the helpless whenever they could. But, evidently, Drevol didn’t grant them that pity! He…cursed them, by the looks of it. Shcandalous when ya think about it! Damnin’ Druids, of all people! Samaritans!”

Recalling her aunt from an age ago, Wren replied emptily, “What did the world really expect, Khrum? For him to overlook those who are ethical? The very ones who most challenged all that he stood for? I’m sorry, but such beliefs are fantasy. Childish faerietales. And gone are the days of sunshine and daisies. For more blood courses these lands now than rivers; than lakes. It is the age of darkness. Have you actually forgotten why these enemies of ours are so easily remembered? It certainly isn’t for their leniency.”

With a smirk fostered from hateful irony, she added, deeply upsetting herself, “Have mercy on God, you say? How can Drevol Briggun hold such a truce when he is, in his own right, Lucifer himself. I mean, look at this magical kingdom around us, Khrum. Oppressed by his evil, whilst being kept in all its bounty for us to covet. Giving us lost hope. Never can we celebrate it, with him denying its ultimate salvation. What else would you dub this villain?”

Khrum withdrew from adding anything further. Wren knew she wasn’t all that far from the truth, so did the others.

“You know, Wren,” William offered, “you could always wait outside with Crosco until we find a way into the city. I mean, it’s safe to say we won’t be staying here tonight, after seeing all this. We won’t be long, if you want to wait.”

She wiped her eye with a snuffle, and replied, “No, I’ll be grand. Just gives me all the more incentive to find that pig and tear his miserable head off!”

In a droller note, she amended, “Or else I could…um….just rip the heads off his followers instead, while you go and rip Drevol’s head off for all of us, William.”

“Or I could try rippin’ his nose off ‘n’—” Khrum was about to contribute, when William barged in, “Maybe we’ll just leave all body parts intact for the time being, how does that sound?” he smirked, disinclined to regard such trying acts unless he absolutely needed to.

Wren grinned at him and said, “Everything all right there, Williameen? You know, you could always wait outside with Crosco until we find a way into that city. We won’t be long.”

Glaring back at her in a shifty way, he muttered in a jest, “Shuddup,” before going back about his business, and this made her chuckle.

Then, on a more serious note, she asked, “What do you make of all this, William? Do you suppose God knows of it? Is He offended by it? Could He forgive those responsible? Am I being too rash?” to which he extended no reply. It wasn’t a subject he cared for much.

He then shone his torch up to the ceiling and saw an opening. There was another level, but no stairs.

Icrick came wandering around the corner with even more grubs and spiders in his arms and he was, as you might expect, chewing away on something ghastly.

“Stell?” he beckoned, just then spotting the others in the next room. “Oh, didn’t see you lot there. Have you seen Stell anywhere?”

Shrugging, and flicking a caterpillar off her sleeve, Wren replied, “Nope. Thought he was with you.”

Suddenly, with a groaning wail, the Elf hobbled around the corner after being out the back, and he looked as sick as a man after an eight-hour whisky binge.

Holding his stomach, he moaned, “I’m here, I’m here…what is the matter?”

“There you are!” the Grogoch said with an unwary grin. “I was looking all over for you!”

Shoving a spindly cricket into Stell’s face, he then said, “Here you go! If you bite into the head, you get a real zesty taste.”

His pallor delving into an even pastier tone, the Elf belched and said, “Excuse me for a moment, won’t you?”

His cheeks ballooned and he tottered back out the way he came. Seconds later they heard a stifled upsurge of spluttering and spitting.

“Oh, dear. What’s the matter with him?” asked the Grogoch.

“I don’t think the insects are agreeing with him just now, Icrick,” Wren said. “Best leave him be, eh?”

“Well, why didn’t he just say that?” Icrick tutted, shaking his head. “Oh, where are my manners? Would you like this cricket, Wren? It’s the last one I could find, and they really are tremendously scrummy.”

“NO!” she found herself barking, giving the Grogoch a frightful start. “Sorry, Icrick, I didn’t mean to shout. But, no…thanks. I’ll do without, if it’s all the same to you. It’s your last cricket and all. I’d only feel bad taking it. But…um…maybe William might be so bold?”

Detaining an artful chuckle from the girl, William turned to Icrick and said, “Oh, t-t-thanks, Icrick! I’ll…er…save it for later. Yeah. I’ll definitely eat it later on, when we’re resting. I’ll enjoy it better then, when we’re not on the move and that.”

William stowed it carefully away in his sporran…for ‘safe keeping,’ naturally. But not before throwing a prickly glance at the girl.

“Just a jiffy,” the Grogoch said then, finding yet another cricket. “Well, would you look at that. Another two. How strange! This particular breed only ever travel by the dozen, in any one place at any one time. I must’ve miscounted. Oh, well, that’s definitely the last of them now.”

The furry fellow gulped one of them down, and then he got to thinking. He was fairly stuffed after all.

So, handing Wren the cricket, he spoke gently, “Couldn’t eat another bite, dear Wren. Please, take this one. I insist. They really are delightful.”

He genuinely believed he was doing something nice, and how could she refuse such a candid token?

“Yes, Wren, why don’t you give it a try?” William said, smugly.

Sneering at him with a stare that could render steel, she gritted her teeth and muttered, “Oh, I’ll get you back for this, you scummy toad!”

Little Icrick wasn’t sure what she meant by that, so he started fidgeting a bit. God knows what the insect was thinking.

William denied all fault, and said, “What did I do? I thought you wanted a nice, big, juicy insect to chew on!”

“Y-Y-You mean, y-y-you don’t really want my present after all, Wren?” Icrick asked with puppyish eyes.

“Oh, hand it over so!” she grumbled, snatching the insect out of his paw.

Icrick was beside himself. And William was beside her with a silly grin on his face.

She stood glowering at the cricket. But before she could re-evaluate, she twisted its head off and munched it down detestably. Hapless this was for Ifcus, who’d just stuck his head back inside the doorway long enough to see it. He did a hasty turnabout and hobbled straight back outside with his ears rearwards and his neck sagging lower than before.

“Mmm…tasty?” William jested, as she struggled to keep it down.

“Not as tasty as the steaming horse apple I’m going to cram down your gob tonight when you’re asleep!” she whispered, leaving him stuck for words.

She discarded the remains, while Icrick wasn’t looking, and ordered, “Right, let’s just find our way into that city, and we’ll be out the other side of it all the sooner. There must be something ‘round here that shows us the way in…a map, maybe? A tunnel? Or a conveyance of some sort, perhaps? Icrick, you search the other rooms, and ye two can look around in here. Me, I’m going to go out and check on Stell for a minute. I could use some fresh air myself.”

She took William’s little prank in surprisingly good cheer, all things considered. There was no question she wanted to be out of the accursed windmill so fast that she was willing to let his shrewd little wind-up slide, for the time being.

William had quite the little snigger to himself about this and then went back to searching for a way into the city. But he was not smiling for long. For he was by himself now, and the insects were getting braver. They crawled along his legs and were clinging to his hair from above. He was able to brush them off easily enough, but that’s not to say he wasn’t worried. His searching grew faster; to the point where he was tossing furniture about and booting things out of the way.

Safe as can be on William’s shoulder, Khrum asked, “So…what ya at here, laddy?”

“Looking,” William answered, trying to focus.

“Lookin’? For what?”

“Looking for a way over that wall, Khrum…don’t you ever pay any attention?”

“What exactly are ya lookin’ for that’ll do that?” the leprechaun interrogated.

“I don’t know. A door! Maybe a mechanism or something? Or a map! A clue.” William sighed, fed up of Khrum’s questions.

“A mechanism?! What sorta mechanism?” scowled the leprechaun.

“Not sure yet!” the boy stated, and with his nerves worn thin, he added, “Khrum, shouldn’t you be eating, like Icrick? I mean, rummaging about here would be a lot easier for me knowing that ye two are well fed.”

“No, no, I’m grand,” answered Khrum, genuinely unawares that he was actually acting the nuisance. “Gave up insects for my resolution last New Year’s! Been livin’ off root juice down in the Grollo ever since! There does be eatin’ ‘n’ drinkin’ in aul’ root juice, so there does. Puts hairs on your chesht. But it has ta be age-old roots…below the ground like. Gives it that extra Whu-psssh!”

About to insist that he either help out or pipe down, both William and his little green passenger got startled by something shifting on the opposite corner of the room; something other than insects.

It was as though something had suddenly swelled up from the ground, like a wave, before collapsing into obscurity again.

His eyes zipping about the chamber, William beckoned, “Wren! Was that you?!”

Popping her head around the corner, she asked, “Was that me what…?”

“…Who made that noise just now.”

William noted an extremely bleak expression on her otherwise silent face. She wasn’t looking at him at all, but over his shoulder. Slowly, he looked back.

A giant swarm of insects were moulding themselves into a corporal stature right behind him. Teetering and droning in creeping clumps, as of a horror scene from some vivid hallucination, they proceeded to assemble themselves until, standing before his awe-stricken face, was the shape of a hooded monk, fashioned from head to toe by those most gruesome arachnids.

“I don’t think any of us were expectin’ that ta happen!” Khrum gulped.

“Just walk away, William…slowly!” Wren whispered carefully.

Lunging into a new wave, this arthropodal abbot suddenly rippled its way across the floor, where it reformed itself in front of her. Wilting its head with folded arms it simply stood there, silent as can be, as if curious about the girl and her words. William stayed cemented to the floor, so fearful of making any false move that even his trembling breaths were striving to act. Wren was the same.

Events then took another strange turn when Stell returned and was caught completely off guard by this odd, insect-wrought being.

In an attempt of chivalry, he blurted out, “Oh, hello there,” yet anxiousness played in his voice as he said it.

Rolling into another swell, the entity surged forth until it emerged just inches before his eyes, yet this time it mimicked Stell’s appearance, right down to his exact movements. It was a perfect likeness…aside from the obvious distinctions.

Stell swayed his palm in front of the being’s face. The creature reacted accordingly, with a responding wave on his side.

Smiling to himself, he mumbled, “It duplicates who it sees. Extraordinary!”

It really was incredible, to see it communicating like this, particularly when they assumed all eastern life to be completely vulgar and so very nasty. But that was not the case here. Charming were the qualities of these once-supposed ‘horrendous’ insects. Pure too.

Wren then took the duty of asking, “Um…excuse me. W-We are looking to get into the Barren City. Can you please help us?”

The mass of insects delved back towards her and emulated her appearance, too. The only difference was, they were smiling. This spoke of a hidden innocence and the desire to conform.

Wren found herself feeling for this creature, in a way she would never have deemed likely. For it may have appeared gruesome, at first glance, but she soon came to the conclusion that it wasn’t the least bit menacing. To test this, she put her hand out to touch its face, but it recoiled, and flowed back towards William. He was frightened, but he stood his ground.

Like before, the insects were sculpting themselves into an image. The others observed, but were rather shocked to see the impression of a man standing over him. It didn’t portray William at all, but a stranger, unlike anyone they knew. The face, however, kept shifting and thus could not be identified. Otherwise its presence was strong; strong in bearing as it peered down over William with its head cocked to one side.

Taken aback by what she was seeing, Wren gasped, “Is that…?”

Stell’s eyes grinned and concurred.

A spark flamed within William’s heart when he spied this hero standing before him. It was like a strange dynamism was guiding these insects in an attempt to reach the boy, urging him to hold on and keep his faith. It was clear as day as to who this man actually was, and strange to say, had William only been older, his frame and motions would have been more or less the same.

It didn’t do much at first. But then it reached out to the boy, about to touch something on William’s own person. Following its hand with impenetrable focus, the lad was spellbound by that which it so wished to show him, as perhaps it may grant him further clues as to how he was to become one with this sorcery of his. But, wouldn’t you know, Icrick came stomping around the corner like an elephant at that crucial moment.

He shrieked so loudly that he startled the creature back into hiding.

“W-W-What in the name of Patrick’s crook is that?” he trembled, hiding behind the Elf.

“Icrick! Whisht, will ya!” Khrum exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “It’s friendly! No need ta go bawlin’ into its face like that!”

Such as the way a kindred spirit would coax a shy kitten out of hiding, Wren crouched down, and spoke softly into the shadows, “It’s fine…you can come out now. That’s just Icrick, our friend. He means you no harm. Believe me.”

From within the darkness, that same hooded abbot peeped out, still apprehensive of this unusual Grogoch creature.

The monk, easing its way from the shadows, found its way back out into the open again; watching Icrick warily as it advanced.

“Pardon my rudeness,” said the Grogoch, now feeling secretly conscious about the insects that he’d recently ingested, lest he angered this entity. “Didn’t mean to frighten you. My name is Icrick Tum, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, dear…er…insect…m-m-man!”

Because the being didn’t possess the necessary vocabulary to converse, it responded to Icrick’s greeting the only way it could, however it wasn’t very pleasant for the Grogoch, I can tell you.

The monk rolled right up in front of the Grogoch’s face in a mighty breaker, where it adopted his very appearance, and screeched out just as piercingly as Icrick himself had done not a moment ago. The Grogoch shuddered with an involuntary, quaking wail, then scampered in behind Stell, where he peeked out with dilated eyes. But the entity didn’t mean him any harm. He was simply welcoming Icrick to his home, however the Grogoch didn’t know any better. Instead he was all huddled up, shivering behind Stell’s cloak as his mirrored-self stood staring in at him.

“Don’t be afraid, Icrick,” Wren said. “It’s probably just as frightened of you as you are of it! But it’s friendly…trust me. Just look at it, it’s harmless.”

Just as Icrick was about to come ‘round, Wren heard the clopping of hooves behind her, and she clenched her eyes at the sure-to-be racket that was about to be kicked off by the Dullahan at the expense of this poor creature.

“STONE THE CROWS!” cried The Head, as Ifcus scrabbled into retreat. “WHAT A HIDEOUSLY, UGLY, ROTTEN, OL’ SIGHT!”

The abbot crashed into a spatter of scattering bugs, and sought cover once again. But then, a frightening roared echoed amongst the walls of the nearby metropolis. They thought a great grisly was at large, yet this bested even the mightiest of bears in both volume and ferocity.

“Valstarius?!” gasped Icrick, but William had come to conclusions of this own.

“No, it’s something else,” he whispered.

All too wary of it himself, the monk re-formed and listened closely, heeding neither sound nor gesture of the others around him.

“What is it, my friend?” asked the girl. “Is it something bad?”

“I’ll say!” sulked The Head, still disgusted by that bizarre being in his company.

The insects sprawled themselves back onto the floor, where they constructed an organic stairwell up to the very next floor. It would seem that they were keen on aiding our heroes to evade he who’d since bellowed.

Khrum, who was eager to get going, spurred William’s shoulder, and said, “Lookit, now we have a way o’ gettin’ upshtairs! Chop-chop there, William, like a good lad.”

“You want to walk, Khrum?!” the boy sneered, and toying with his fingers, Khrum replied, “Um, n-n-not really…no.”

“Well then! Quit kicking me like some stinking aul’ donkey!” hissed William, and turning to Ifcus, he put in, “No offence,” and Ifcus accepted his apology sportingly.

The boy was annoyed. For the entity was about to show him something, and now it was too late; trouble was near, and the insects were growing restless.

That pulsating stairway rocked unsteadily from side to side.

Crosco looked at it with total distaste, and said, “I shall just wait down here…if it is all the same to you. Let me know what it’s like when you get up there, eh? Jolly good!”

“Right, Crosco…you first!” Wren ordered, shoving Ifcus onto the first step from behind.

“Halt!” exclaimed The Head. “Shove not my trusty steed, wench!”

Wren bit back, “Grand! Well! While we’re describing the view from upstairs, you can shout up from below and explain to us what that monster looks like when it gets here. That way we’ll all be well informed, won’t we?”

Crosco wasn’t long commanding, “Clear the way!” and, stride after squelching stride, he made his way up that soft stair, with Ifcus staggering thereafter.

A chill ran down each of their spines when that same growl vented again and, one behind the other, they traipsed their way upstairs, while remaining ever so vigilant not to damage too many of those kindly insects, which came as quite a challenge, as I’m sure you can imagine.

Shells and abdomens crunched beneath their boots as they reeled their way up to the second floor. A narrow chamber awaited them, with two large doors that opened out to the hub of the city wall across the way.

Leading up to this window—lined up on either side of this equally unkempt room—were piles of ruined statues; those of hooded, skeletal reapers it seemed…going by certain distinguishable features upon random, scattered shards. At the near end of this chamber loomed another effigy, fully intact and, with his scythe in hand and his imperial, raven-like wings outspread, he glared coldly towards the end of the room with a ghostly smirk upon his face. Quite the haunting picture; with those dusty floorboards glowing beneath the inbound lunar rays while those grim statues, unbroken or otherwise, occupied all else.

William, analysing the floor, then pointed out, “Hang on a second…look at this!”

He blew away a deposit of dust to reveal imprints in the wood; similar to contours of a map. The entire floor was covered by one monstrous chart. If past incidents were anything to go by, however, William feared that there may have been more to this situation than meets the eye. So he, as with the others, remained on guard.

Outside, behind that massive whitewashed wall of immense blocks which, had only one slipped free would manage to crush an entire brigade alone, there wailed some further cries of that mysterious beast.

The Head hummed, in a frenzy, “That’s coming from inside the city! It was never coming to attack the windmill at all, was it?”

“Sincerest apologies, Crosco,” said Wren, “but it was the only way I could get you moving!”

“Oh, curse your shifty ways, girl,” he groaned, when a flood of insects swarmed around his legs.

Diverging into several streams, they marched towards each fallen statue, where they crawled inside to reassemble each sculpture from the inside out. In a sense, they were bringing them to life.

Soon, and without a single insect in sight, each statue stood to attention like a squad of the most highly disciplined, impeccably trained soldiers (albeit, owing to their cracks and imperfections, they didn’t exactly appear complete, but it was those very fractures that were acting as the joints for their every movement). Then, such as what you might see in a silent armament drill, each skeleton flurried his pike with sophistication. Following in unity and with seamless precision, the sounds of their weapons bored through the air and, one by one, like a budding swell, the echoes of the drill rippled into silence before growing into a fresh movement. This performance continued like so for a short time. Pikes were spun and brandished with astonishing skill; sometimes flipping into the air and caught by a corresponding combatant on the opposite side or vice versa. The synchronization was immaculate. Flawless, controlled, and not at all what our heroes were expecting.

It was unknown to them at that time, but these sculptures actually represented the Druids who once resided there. Warriors of God, who were once responsible for defending their keep should they ever need to. Both effigies and insects alike were re-enacting old drills from gut instinct. An awesome display, but was it going to get out of hand?

William and the others readied themselves, back to back, and were considering unleashing their own weapons. But with one last thunderous ripple, each statue took a knee, bowed their heads, and slammed their spikes onto the floorboards, where they moved no more. Dust settled into silence.

Suddenly, a violet fire sizzled beneath the tip of each pike. It flared outwards into the midst of the room, lighting up the contours of that fiery map. That scorching light travelled the labyrinthine formation, like a spark to a trail of fuel, until it halted before the doors at the opposite end.

“What is this?!” Wren shuddered, backing up into a corner. “Thoughts?”

“Could it be a map of the city itself…do you think?” Icrick donated, and they all tilted their heads to study it.

“You know what? You could be right,” Stell said. “Whilst out searching for my father, Ord Nixous and I passed over the Barren City countless times, and this map looks very much like an aerial view of the mid-section. There’s the chapel. And there’s the town hall. But why show us this?”

“To tell us how to get through the city, I would expect,” The Head said, with a criticizing air. “What cave were you educated in?”

A little tired of Crosco’s tongue, Stell replied, “What I mean, my civil companion, is why show us the map and not the way through? We are after all trying to avoid danger in there!”

“Well it’s…um…well…er…it’s probably…hmmm…I’d expect it would be…maybe…um…” babbled The Head.

“My point exactly!” stated the Elf.

“Yeah, it’s not much of a guide, is it?” Khrum replied. “I can’t even tell easht from wesht! I say we just sprint straight through the heart o’ the city when we get there; no muckin’ about with cuttin’ corners or takin’ alleyways…or weird notions like that. Straight through jusht, ‘n’ ta hell with this map. So let’s go ‘n’ be done with it.”

Sliding down William’s shoulder, eager to get through that metropolis sooner rather than later, Khrum took a step forth without any consideration. When would he ever learn?

The second little Khrum stepped onto the map, a roaring vortex opened wide and whirred beneath his feet. Yowling with a furious vacuum, it tried swallowing him whole.

“LEAPIN’ LEPERS….GRAB ONTO ME, SOMEONE!” he bellowed, with his legs kicking madly.

Grabbing his arms, the leprechaun’s faithful companion, Icrick, yanked him back with all his might. Thankfully, he managed to pull Khrum far enough away so as to evade that terrible vortex. But because the vacuum suddenly swallowed itself up upon the leprechaun’s withdrawal, Icrick went tumbling onto his backside, dropping his tiny pal over another contour in the process.

What happened next was even more frightening. Wetly champing, the torso of a wraithlike Cerberus, with rows of teeth as big as ox horns, pounced from the floorboards, where they snapped at the pitiful Khrum, missing him by a hair every time. Wren lunged out and whisked the leprechaun back again, and the hellish beast retreated to its ghostly home back beneath the floorboards.

“Me heart! I think it’s shtopped tickin’!” Khrum trembled, clutching his garments in search of a beat.

Hugging the girl’s leg, he then said, “Bloody map is booby-trapped! Booby-trapped, I tell ya! Oh, but Wren…thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you so much. Melons o’ shteel ya’ve got there! As in, you’re as tough as nails. Nothin’ dirty. “

“I get it, Khrum. But why are they leading us into traps like this? I thought this place was friendly.” she said, referring to the Druids.

Just then, something made William turned sharply. He noticed a tear trickling from the eye of the reaper behind them. And although he wasn’t sure if he actually saw it or not, he thought he recognized a look of shame behind those lifeless eyes.

“They don’t want to be like this,” the boy said to himself.

“What did you say?” Wren asked.

“They don’t want to be like this,” William repeated. “Just like the gypsy. They’re cursed! All their lives they’ve done nothing but help people. But now Drevol’s cursed them to do his bidding. Brought them down to his level. He’s forcing them to live out an eternity o’ betrayal now. I mean, in their hearts they probably still want to do what’s right. They’re really trying to fight it! Only…they can’t always get away with it! They have no choice.”

Given the writings downstairs, this made a lot of sense to them. Those warnings did, after all, speak of curses and foul burdens which had descended upon these unfortunate folk as means of punishment for their faith. They had been forced to do Drevol’s deeds; an unforgivable scourge which he saw only too fitting for these disciples of good.

The huge reaper then hissed, with a citron glow radiating from its gullet. Soundless from dread, they gazed on as a prodigious python, with scales more dazzling than an even sun, slid from the reaper’s gaping jaws. Its flesh was nigh on blinding. Down along its torso the serpent slithered and, minding its own business, it bypassed their feet and made for the map’s edge.

Wren exposed the neck of her dagger, and whispered nervously, “Sh-Should we kill it?!”

“No, wait!” William replied, easing her hand off the grip. “Let’s just see what it does first.”

The snake, ever hissing, faced he who was closest to it. Icrick the Grogoch.

Hypnotic was its fix as it stared deep into the Grogoch’s eyes, whose body fell limp as he muttered dreamily and in a manner that was not his own, “Miack shall show us the way through, hsss…”

“Miack?” Wren asked, trying to grab Icrick’s attention. “You mean the snake?”

Stepping onto the python’s back, Icrick again hissed, “Indeed. Come, hsss. Fear not this gentle serpent.”

“Icrick! What are ya hissin’ like that for, ya loother?” Khrum griped, concerned for his dear friend. “Quit actin’ the boob ‘n’ shnap outta it! You’re weirdin’ us out!”

“No,” Stell interrupted, “don’t be so hasty, Khrum. I feel that this creature is trying to communicate with us through Icrick. Presumably it wishes to show us a safe passage across the map. Perchance, this could very well be their decency trying to overcome their scourge, as William noted. Maybe we should follow, though I cannot say that my trust hasn’t been shaken by those traps. But what other choice do we have?”

“Follow?” whinged The Head, and Ifcus snickered nervously. “You can’t be serious? Follow on that thing? Did you not see what just happened with that three-headed dog? What if this snake gets the same idea and decides to munch us all down?”

“Hsss, fret not, I beg of you,” Icrick hissed again, with a now forked tongue flicking from his lips. “I will cause you no hurt. What the Elf says is true. Commit to memory the trail which I show you, and you shall be free of peril once you arrive within those city walls. This is the only aid I can grant you. So, please, accept it.”

When he heard the words ‘free of peril,’ Crosco had already settled himself, rather comfortably, upon the back of that most ethereal serpent. No surprises there.

“Well?!” he said. “What are we waiting for?”

William was about to join him, when Wren muttered in his ear, “Do you truly think it wise to trust a snake…after what we’ve just seen? At first, I trusted this place. But now, I’m not so sure.”

“You said it yourself, Wren,” he answered. “We need to get into the city. And even though this is all a bit bizarre, Damòn did say that this windmill is our way in, remember? We have to at least try. If we keep a close eye on things, we should be all right. After all, we’ve gotten this far, haven’t we? We’ve gotten through worse.”

She looked at him devotedly, and smiled, “Okay then…I trust you.”

Once fully boarded, the magnificent snake slithered slowly through the confines of that shimmering chart. Were it not for the absence of other options, they might have avoided this altogether. But it was all they could think to do, particularly when the craven Crosco consented so freely.

Straight, left, and right the reptile rolled. Then left and left, taking the second right onto a straight avenue thereafter. Three right turns up ahead, so the serpent took the second and continued along the chart, where it took the third left, and finally the fourth right.

Whilst the journey progressed, they could see, as if born within the very woodwork of those mouldering floorboards like shades of that labyrinthine spell, more and more potential booby-traps peering up at them from some ghostly lower level. They seemed harmless in their presence, unless provoked—supernatural pitfalls embedded with angular spikes; colossal, sneering Ogres clad in man-flesh pelts, caressing their studded clubs; rotating posts that brandished blades and flails; and wrinkled banshees cradling demon infants, whose threat appeared more mysterious and cruel than any snare yet preceding it.

There were dozens of those horrifying mirages, and none were comforting. These images represented not what they literally portrayed in the eventuality of that one true Barren City…but one thing, and one thing only. The lone danger which essentially lurked behind those walls. Illusive depictions of du Pòrveth’s malice, and how her fiendish powers could match, and even surpass, any one of those ghostly images.

On reaching the north-eastern corner of that peculiar map, where a particularly large doorway was engraved, Icrick finally snapped from his trance and squeaked, “W-W-What are we doing on top of this snake?! What h-h-happened? Did I pass out?”

The snake hissed its farewells, before coiling up and liquefying into a pool of insects, who then scuttled off into the dim corners of the room.

“Thank the saints that’s over with,” Khrum scowled, clutching the back of his trousers. “There’s a part o’ me that needs a wipe!”

“You’re safe now, Icrick.” Wren said, consolingly. “You just lost your wit there for a minute, is all. Nothing to be frightened about. You’ll be happy to know that we’re leaving this place now. We’ll be inside the city before you know it.”

Heeding a faraway growl, Icrick shivered blankly. “All of my Christmases have come at once then. F-F-Fantastic!”

“Ignore it, my friend. For we now have a way of avoiding whatever that is. Speaking of which, do you all remember which way to go?” Stell asked, studying the wall outside.

“I think so,” said William.

“Erm…well…maybe ye haven’t noticed, but we still have to get over that blasted, hundred-mile-high fence!” Khrum pointed out, gawping up.

Suddenly, every regimented statue within the chamber collapsed into smithereens. And with one forceful strike, the imperial reaper slammed his scythe into the floorboards, causing a rush of emerald luminosity to cascade across the ground.

“Watch your feet!” exclaimed The Head, and they all shuffled back.

Like some toxic spillage from a toppled vat, the strange light spread itself across the floor, where it seeped into the wood, leaving no sign of it ever being there. Its liquescent glow dissolved, and they all looked at one another, wondering what had just happened.

Had they been outside, however, they would’ve observed as the sails of the windmill broke into a viridian blaze and reversed their cycle, wheedling every snake to slither from the exterior and forge a walkway before those open doors on the second floor; that of which led up and up, at a frighteningly steep angle, towards the peak of that enormous wall.

“Not takin’ into account how this place has almosht led me ta my death,” said the leprechaun, “it actually seems ta be helpin’ us out quite a bit!”

“How friendly can it be,” Crosco trembled, “when its inhabitants are happily leading us into probably one of the most dangerous places in Lythiann?”

“When ya put it like that…” gulped the leprechaun.

“Exactly!” bleated The Head.

Wishing to get back to business, William donated, “Well, I hate to admit…”

“…Yes, let us put our notions aside and press on,” Stell put in. “Stick together and stay on the ball. No fuss!”

Stepping out onto that slippery bridge, they started upwards towards the pinnacle of the outer wall. No climb had yet proven so treacherous as this. The safest way to negotiate it was by shuffling a few inches at a time. Crosco stumbled horrendously close to its slimy brink at one point, but Stell hauled him back before it was too late. Such spills were to be expected nevertheless, with those oily reptiles wriggling under their feet.

Eventually, they arrived at the crest of the wall and were gazing out over the dilapidated sandstone crowns of a masonic metropolis turned rancid, now known as the Barren City.


- Chapter Eight -

Rivals of Old

Far off in the mid-eastern periphery of the city, William glimpsed the tiniest thread of light through a gap. It looked like a hole, or maybe another exit. He dared not mention it, should he be mistaken. After all, Miack had already presented them with a set course, so where was the point in him confusing everyone with his own inept hunches? Our young master Muldoon decided to make a note of it anyway.

“It was once a miraculous sight, you know,” Stell said, reminiscing over the ruins of the once highly regarded settlement before him, “despite its bearing upon the natural world. But this place was not constructed out of aspirations for gluttony or riches. No, it was built selflessly by tradesmen, in the commemoration of new beginnings. A new era. An era where the needy could acquire all the necessities to exist. Warmth, shelter. Provided for those who were finding life amongst the wilds all the more challenging the older they grew; the elderly, the sick, the bereaved. Now look what has become of it, this great citadel. Completely demolished, brutalized, lost forever…and with it, those poor people. Wiped out completely within the opening hours of our condemnation. How cruel irony can be!”

“Only she roves these streets now,” The Head added bleakly. “Prowling the shadows. Waiting…watching.”

“Waiting? For w-w-what?” whispered a trembling Icrick.

Turning to the Grogoch, Crosco replied woefully, “to slaughter again…”

“…You mean, Sidell destroyed this entire city?” William gasped, as he considered the magnitude of her feat. “By herself?”

“Ta be sure!” Khrum explained. “It wouldn’t take much…not for her. Her powers are so dark, laddy, she could destroy the resht o’ Lythiann in a matter o’ days, if she so wanted.”

“Why doesn’t she then?” William asked. “If she’s so powerful, what’s holding her back?”

“Because, powerful or not, Drevol could still overthrow her…no contesht! If he found out Sidell was tryin’ to defy him, he’d have her guts for garters! That’s why he keeps her on a short leash, coz she’s a useful ally. A guardian, sort o’. A watchman…or, watchgirl. So I’d doubt Briggun would ever kill her. Punish her, maybe…but he’d never deshtroy her. Havin’ that second pair o’ eyes about is jusht too convenient for his lazy ways.”

Southward of their position, Icrick drew their attention to a resplendent stair which ran gradually down until it touched the sandy streets below.

Those stairs were monstrous; employing massive sandstone steps which would have had them clambering downwards as opposed to walking.

Readying his Distometer, Icrick exclaimed, “Look! Forget about Sidell, and forget whatever she’s capable of! Now, there’s the way down into the city about half a league away. So let’s just get down there, take the route we’ve been shown, and Sidell will soon be nothing more than a distant, atrociously scary, pee-in-your-pants, memory.”

“Ya have some shtones on ya, Grogoch lad; wantin’ ta get down there so fast!” smiled the leprechaun, scuttling onto Icrick’s shoulder. “That’s the spirit! We’ll do exactly what the shnake says ‘n’ we’ll be grand-ee-o so! Onwards, thou hairy-eth dwarf-eth!”

By Khrum’s somewhat humorous and buoyant directive, they primed their wits and set due course for the great stairway.

Up till now, the impending vista was of mountains, hills, or sometimes forests. Yet the obscurities of beyond remained a question to William as they strolled across that black-bannered parapet towards the deepening stairway. What may once have been the crowns of a swaying woodland, or the glint of a delta perhaps, was now contoured with outlandish shapes. Rock formations; glistening with calcite deposits and eroded in such peculiar means that they almost appeared swelling and sentient. They rested before the joyless moon, as a dreamscape of abominable proportions would amble through the idle horrors of Beelzebub’s fetid mind. Such eerie and strange formations. Unfamiliar. Dreary. Like evil counterparts of nature’s more common displays of beauty. Grimacing as they appeared, these creations were little more than geographical features of the black counties through where they were set to roam.

The night turned overcast. Foreboding clouds flooded the skies like foaming waves in a squall. Sometimes a curious ripple of electricity would undulate across their grey, groaning guts, making the mystery of the east appear all the more unwelcoming.

When they reached the giant stair, they climbed down into the dust of the stark city.

Buildings which had once been of fine craftsmanship, erected by the rough hands who were skilled in the art of design, had long been overrun by an errant will, and were nothing more than tattered corpses of those who had at one time existed. Bare shells, jilted after the dawning of du Pòrveth, with no indications of life throughout, other than the rising smoke which spiralled through the draught of those cold, city streets. Those ever smouldering fires were like perpetual reminders, taunting any survivors of Lythiann’s ruin.

A lone tumbleweed bowled into darkness. It could only be, uninhabited or not, that these buildings were the tombs of all who’d been murdered by that sinful witch. Filled with the remains of so many innocents, that even the dust that skimmed over those bare roads must have been tainted by the grit from their wilted bones.

Rubbing her arms with a shudder, Wren said, “Oh, I can feel this place running up my spine, so I can. It’s almost like I’m being watched.”

“Ara, now! Don’t be at that!” Crosco argued whiningly.

Defensively, she replied, “At what?”

“Going on about us being watched and that…trying to scare us. Just cut it out, will you?!” he stated.

“My intentions weren’t to scare you, Crosco!” Wren tutted. “All I’m saying is that this place feels strange. Besides, weren’t you the one going on about us being watched in the first place?”

“I realise that…but still…” huffed The Head, stuck for a retort.

“I get that feeling too, Wren. Chilling, isn’t it?” the Grogoch contributed, as he watched the rooftops. “However, let’s the not linger here discussing it. None of us wish to be in this place, so let’s get our direction sorted and press on.”

“Right…left firsht, right?” Khrum asked, inadvertently confusing himself.

“I believe…um…it is, yes,” the Elf replied, wishing he would not puzzle him so. “But remember, we must stick together at all times, and keep our voices low, as always. We do that, then we stand a better chance of seeing the other side.”

As they discussed their plans, William felt a strange discomfort within him. It was terribly peculiar. A heavy sensation flushed through him, tiring him instantly, and urging him to rest a moment to gather his strength.

Looking oh so bewildered, he groaned, “Ugh, my head! It’s spinning. Can we wait here for a minute? Just till I sort myself out.”

“What’s the matter?” Stell asked, warily watching those dismal roads. “Are you ill?”

“Don’t know. I just need to rest a bit, I think. I’ll be fine in a minute or two,” the lad said, settling himself by the remains of a nearby abbey.

“I’m not so sure about this, William. I know it’s quiet right now, but for how long? And this place frightens the living daylights out of me!” Icrick quivered, ready for the worst. “Waiting around here is not my desire. I just want to get it over with!”

“Icrick has a point,” said the Elf. “We must not dawdle, William. It’s not wise. It leaves us vulnerable…out in the open. I think it best if you just keep moving. It may take your mind off your ill feelings.”

A haunting chuckle echoed in the deep, casting William back to a dream he had long, long ago in the Grollo Halls. He shook his head as if, through some transient prevision, he knew what was about to occur.

He looked agitated. He was rubbing his eyes and brow; grunting and groaning like something was trying to get inside his head to torture him. The others recoiled and unleashed their weapons, when the winds too escalated, and washed angrily through those dusty avenues. Suddenly, William leapt to his feet with a countenance bred only from fury, freed Thérn, then dashed into the shadows ahead. He was running away from their recommended course. The wrong direction.

“WILLIAM! THAT’S THE WRONG WAY!” Wren cried out; yet he didn’t rest.

Instead, he lunged into the darkness where they heard the distinctive crack of steel upon bone. Darkness robbed all sight of him and, briefly, there was not another sound.

“What’s he at, for pity’s sake?” Khrum shrieked in a fluster. “What ‘n’ the hell did he go ‘n’ do that for?”

There was a brutish growl. William was being shoved from the darkness by a monstrous beast.

Eyes flaring in terror, Stell gasped, “It is the demon of Gúran…it is the behemoth, Nalpaltharán!”

The Symphogram bumped violently on Icrick’s shoulders. The force flung him head-over-heels, but he got off with just a scratched wrist. What does this mean? he thought. Was it William Muldoon’s time to prove himself?

Thérn clashed against the twisted horns of this vulgar creature as William, in turn, shoved forth in conflict. Its dripping wings broadened in anger as the powerful villain drove William out into the open, but the lad held his ground mightily, such that his heels, planted in the dirt, ploughed it aloft during their fierce struggle.

“The rest of you…stay here!” Stell ordered, as the others took refuge behind a mound of debris, from where they watched, and The Head whimpered, “He’s done for, the buffoon! What an idiotic thing to do…running into the darkness like that. Now the beast will come for all of us.”

Running in with a ready bow, Stell called out, “William! You retreat, this second! Wherever Nalpaltharán is, she is never far behind.”

William paid him no heed. Something inside of him was erupting with a molten rage, such that he dared not dread this devil before him.

Grinding its horns with a twisting neck, the behemoth persisted in pushing him backwards, but the lad wouldn’t give in. Thérn had locked onto the behemoth’s horns so stubbornly that no bite could reach him. Stell closed in, rapidly releasing arrow after arrow at William’s rival, though none could penetrate its profuse coat, ricocheting into the air every time.

The behemoth’s eyes glinted in all its malice. It lumbered forward with crunching strides, but this wasn’t going to stop William, for he drove right back at him. Spanning out its enormous wings, it tried swiping its lethal claws, but missed him every time. He snarled in frustration, like a ravening bear whose bloodied kill had been sniffed by another, but still William kept his ground.

The others desperately wanted to assist, but they were so thrown by William’s actions that all they could think to do was yell at him to yield. They knew that this monster was too vile a thing to be reckoned with. And after the Symphogram had bumped the way it did, they could but hope.

“Please! Please make it so, Lord!” Icrick prayed, every now and again, looking at the Symphogram. “Help him find his power. He needs it, God. Now more than ever.”

Nevertheless, the Symphogram had since quietened, and was as unobtrusive as ever. It was only by some peculiar mishap that it jolted, being falsely convinced of William’s will by the freak stimulus of something else. A meddlesome force.

Twisting Thérn free, William flipped backwards to allow himself more room. He was certain that the behemoth would charge when he did. Landing smoothly upon one knee, he glared at the monster as it barrelled at him head on, snorting madly with flames spitting from its nostrils. Though the beast was menacing, that alien fearlessness was ruling the boy now. Pity to say it wasn’t through the divine influence of William’s transformation. No, this particular rage was induced by some other power…a wicked mind.

Nalpaltharán, galloping in, was mere feet away when William sprung lithely from its path, slashing at the behemoth’s eyes. Thérn’s final swipe carved its cheek as it skimmed by, making it gush red. The behemoth skidded and scrabbled wildly into the hunt once again. Gnashing and clawing it pursued William, who dodged and rolled with tremendous agility to evade injury at all costs. Strength may have been the creature’s asset, but it was still clumsy, constantly missing its target and leaving itself open to free attacks from the boy’s steel.

It was so intense, so demanding…even, dare I say, thrilling for William. He persisted with his attacks, and there was no convincing him otherwise. The behemoth was tiring. But before William could dish out any more, his foe retreated to the shadows, where his blazing eyes vanished amongst the shade. William waited for him on the edge of shadow, panting and sneering with a look of bitter hatred. But then someone dragged him back.

“What do you think you’re at, William?” Stell demanded. “You could have been massacred! Whatever happened to that sensible lad I knew?”

Like he’d been liberated from some spell, William came about and looked at Stell through his own eyes again.

“W-What happened?” he asked hazily. “What just happened? I can’t remember.”

“You’re telling me you have no idea what you just did?” Stell asked, when the others joined them.

Wren stomped over, slapped him across the cheek, and snapped, “Don’t you ever do that again! Ever! Do you hear me, you bloody lunatic?”

“What did I do?” William yelled, palming his cheek.

A husky utterance then seeped from the darkest corners of that gloomy city. Our heroes seized.

“I’ll draw you in, little flies,” it snarled, as if she who spoke was smiling behind her poisonous words. “There is nothing you can do to bar me from your minds, my puppets.”

Backing away, Icrick shivered. “How about we just discuss your actions later, William. Right now, we should probably—”

With a deathly roar, the behemoth then sprang from the unknown again. Only this time, black garments trailed from its back.

“—FLEE!” screeched Icrick, scurrying off.

Blocking off the alarmed Grogoch, the behemoth turned to meet him. It snarled with a bloody drool. Icrick scurried back to his friends. Mounted upon the creature was a new demon. Faceless behind a raven mist, save for two bloodshot eyes, was the witch of that Barren City—Sidell du Pòrveth.

Arrayed in an armour of shadow and vapour, Sidell wielded two maces of a lethal style in her emaciated claws, which she brandished elegantly. It was like the weapons themselves were a part of her bony arms.

“Your minds are far too weak to confront my magic!” she hissed, her vaporous cloaks riding the breeze. “I am feared by both the living and the dead. Behold, here you are. A rabble of insignificant worms; testing your nerve, I suppose, as you tread through my dominion? Tell me, how is it you think you were going to prevail over one who could potentially be the end of your God’s ever-precious flock?”

She cackled from her mount, as the ever-grimacing sky closed in to flashes of hidden lightning.

Within those few flashing seconds, William suddenly recalled his rash actions of late. And had he actually realised it himself or not, this is what really happened.

Sidell was trying to lure him into a trap, to deal with William alone, without the interference of his companions. Not that they would’ve made much difference anyway. She just liked toying with people this way. It was what she did. Likewise, luring William in first was not because he was the promised one, no. For Sidell knew not of William’s appearance or whereabouts. This was just dumb luck on her part. Redmun had told our faithful friends of her witlessness, and so it had to stay that way. Fortunately, William managed to resist her hex by unleashing an attack of his own. Obviously this was not du Pórveth’s intention; having expected him to just approach her in a daze, whereby her pet would ultimately bite his head off. What was a clear case of underestimation on her part, she put down to ‘one of those things.’

Nalpaltharán paced to and fro in the murky distance, with its head crouched and sneering. Sidell, too, studied them, pondering in what way she should go about butchering this group of foolish dogs, all the while sharpening her blades off one another. She liked a clean cut through flesh. She liked the feel of it. The smoothness of it. She was in no rush, so she took her time. She knew that every shrill scrape of that steel was sending a biting frost through their veins, and this was far more enjoyable for her than any disembowelment, decapitation, or dismemberment; the sense of fear dominating one’s soul. She knew they had nowhere to go.

Grabbing William’s arm, Wren said, “There are reasons few tales have seen the outside of these walls! She aims to butcher us like all the others. We must flee!”

“Not me!” William objected, suddenly realising that he may yet have the mind to challenge this.

Certain of triumph, he was not. Yet a weariness was engorging him, beseeching him to stand against the odds rather than escape them. ‘Face what you dread the most, boy, and you will not only overcome it…but you will also be able to confront anything,’ rang through his mind, again and again, in a continuous loop. He had to at least try, no matter what end.

“What in Hell’s Gates do you mean, not me?!” Wren demanded.

Looking deep into her eyes, he said, “Look, I got us into this mess, so I’ll get us out! Don’t worry, I’m only going to distract her while ye head for the centre o’ the wall on other side o’ the city. There’s another way out over there. You can’t miss it…and it looks a lot closer than Miack’s route. Besides, she’ll have her eye on the main exit after this. Find that other gate, leave this city, and hide!”

“But—”

“Wren…I can do this! You’ve trusted me up till now, and I’m fairly certain I haven’t let you down, so you can trust me with this, too. I promise! Now go.”

“But—”

“Bloody go, will you!” he shouted, shoving her away. “Use the alleyways! They’re your best bet for cover right now. And keep your heads down.”

His friends stood there in a flurry, hearts rumbling; yearning for someone to take charge and speak up about this madness.

Divided on what actions to take, Stell asked fretfully, “You sure you know what you are doing, William?”

“Stell!” Icrick barked. “How could you? You’re not actually considering going along with this lunacy are you?”

“I do not wish to leave him.” Stell stated. “But, had we ever held Mysun back, then he never would have fulfilled his own makings now, would he?”

“Stell’s right. I know what I’m doing,” the boy insisted, stout in air. “Don’t worry about me, Icrick. I’ll be back before ye know it.”

“Can you…can you sense the Wrythus, William?” Icrick asked of him before moving.

Not sure of how to answer, the boy simply said, “I don’t know, Icrick. But I still have to try. I need to know if I can stand up to her.” Motioning to Stell, he added, “Lead them out o’ here, Stell. Run! I’ll catch up.”

The Elf was riven with hesitancy. He would never forgive himself if anything bad happened to William, but he had to show him faith.

“To the alleyways, at once! Swiftly now! Don’t look back,” he wound up ordering, pushing them along.

No sooner had they started for the side streets, than Sidell cracked her reins, and the behemoth scrambled north of their course to cut them off behind the buildings. A graceless beast; always rushing and shovelling the dirt at its sodden paws. Sidell had no idea of William’s intentions either. To her this was just a game, and so it was enough of a distraction for the boy to gather himself.

One last time, Wren beckoned, “William!”

She stood, fidgeting as normal, gazing at him affectionately.

“I—” she hesitated.

With a delicate smile, which uttered infinitely more than anything she could have otherwise declared, she reconsidered her words and mouthed, “…See you on the other side, yes?”

He returned a smile; enough to award some tranquillity to the hurricane of anguish that was so looming in her taken heart.

His companions rushed for the nearest littered alleyway, when suddenly William heard a curious little bellowing, as of an Indian whooping his war call. He then spotted Khrum, who’d secretly absconded so as to join William’s side. It appeared he wasn’t going to be alone in this struggle after all. Counterproductive! He thought.

“Khrum! Where do you think you’re off to?” the boy demanded, slipping in behind a broken column to confer.

“That gob o’ yours…shut it!” Khrum asserted, scurrying in beside him. “Ya’ll need more than one pair o’ mitts ta distract this monshter of a yoke! Oh, ‘n’ if we make it through this alive, ya might mention it ta the G.L.A. when we get back.”

In censure of Khrum’s interest towards his own personal gain, with all that was happening here, William rolled his eyes and hung his head.

“They’d never believe it if I were ta tell them that I rebelled againsht the great Sidell du Pòrveth herself! Not in a thousand years! But if they heard it from someone else—namely yourself—well, then I might jusht shtand a chance.”

Assuming William would oblige, Khrum slapped him affably on the knee and grinned, “Good lad! Fair dues ta ya! Now we’d better get crackin’ on, whatever it is, ya plan on doin’! Otherwise that beasht will be coughin’ up the Grogoch’s greasy knots more sooner than we’d like.”

“What if they come back looking for you though?” William sighed crankily, fearing that Khrum may have jeopardized his entire plan.

“Keep your knickers on. I told the Dullahan I was goin’ hidin’ in his saddlebag. By the time that self-centred noddle notices I’m gone, it will be the day that I shtop scoutin’ for a sip. Never!”

“Fine, we’ll stick together!” William tutted, at the same time secretly pleased that he was not altogether alone in this burden. “But you have to do what I say, exactly as I say it, when I say it! None o’ this, ‘swimming after herring’ business again! Deal?”

“Deal. So, ya said ya were goin’ ta dishtract the beast…how exactly do ya plan on doin’ that?” asked Khrum, who was now keen on getting started with William’s plan.

The boy would be outmatched in a clear-cut fight, so he decided upon a tactic which may not have lived up to the standards of the great Mysun Margyle, but may still work in his favour.

“Right,” he said, hunkering down beside the leprechaun, where he began etching a rough map of the city into the dirt. “The gateway is at the east end o’ this city; someplace around this wall here. So that’s what we need to aim for. Hopefully the others will have already gotten there by the time we reach it. Meanwhile, my plan is to use ourselves as bait, and steer Sidell away from everything else. A diversion like. To do this, we’re going to have to use the roads as little as possible, Khrum. Understand? That way it’ll be harder for the behemoth to keep up with us and, in all likelihood, lesser chance of us getting eaten alive when we try to get out. We’re going to have to use the buildings instead; the walls; anything but the roads. Another thing…we’re going to have to be quick about it! Then when the coast is clear, we’ll all slip out when she’s not looking.”

“Ah, so we’re goin’ ta confuse it, ya mean?” Khrum asked, stroking his beard. “Send it chasin’ after its tail like, while we hop from place ta place ‘n’ such?”

Bidding a handshake, William said, “That’s the idea,” and the leprechaun gave it a firm grip.

“Mighty plan, boss! Now let’s see if it actually works.” said he.

“Well, you don’t have to say it like that!” William griped offensively. “It’s as though you’re implying it won’t work.”

Patting the boy’s shin, Khrum beamed a grin and replied, “Ya wouldn’t let some stupid aul’ odds deter ya from havin’ a bit o’ honest adventure, would ya?! Sure it’s no fun if the chances aren’t remote now, is it?!”

“Ah, come on, let’s go!” sighed William. “Just spare me your opinions till we pull through this though, please.”

Khrum turned up his eyes, and muttered, “Ya try your best ta encourage some people ‘n’ all they do is shove it right back in your face! I don’t get it sometimes, I really don’t!”

They dashed out into the open, and both William and his thrill-seeking sidekick heckled as loudly as they could in an attempt to draw that foul witch out. It couldn’t have worked any better, for the behemoth emerged from one of the neighbouring hovels.

“Over here, ya great big twit.” Khrum baited, hopping up and down. “An’ look at the miserable bloody mug on you, ya bet-down aul’ mole ya. Ya couldn’t catch a bloody cold, with your thick-lookin’ face. Nothin but a smelly aul’ wagon, ya are. Bet ye two get real comfy on those chilly winter nights, ha? You ‘n’ that overgrown otter o’ yours!”

The taunting worked without question. Outraged by their mockeries, Sidell drove her spurs into her demon’s ribs and it exploded on, nostrils firing red.

“You ready?” William asked, eagerly shifting his weight from toe to toe.

Khrum glared boldly at the oncoming creature, and growled, “Born so!”

William nodded, and as Sidell charged in, they both yelled, “NOW,” dove out of the way, and tumbled to safety.

The behemoth slid past them and stumbled into a wooden stall, which came crashing right down on top of the creature and its mistress. The beast shook off the debris, found its feet, and charged at them again. Khrum clambered up onto William’s shoulder and readied himself for the chase.

“I think we’ve gotten her attention anyways!” he smiled, though nervously.

“How dare you humiliate me!” wailed Sidell. “You shall pay with your blood on my tongue!”

William drew a breath, and uttered to himself but one word— focus.

He then darted off-road and, summoning his skills procured in Làn Chùrdal, he ran vertically up the side of a dilapidated domicile, as though disregarding the very laws of gravity, then flipped backwards onto the lip of a brittle wall behind him, where he crouched and steadied. His movements and his timing were both equally as impeccable.

“Woah, Redmun really did teach ya a thing or two, didn’t he?” Khrum said appraisingly, as he gripped firmly onto William’s sash. “Now…let’s see what ya can really do.”

With a brazen grin, William asked, “Is that a challenge, Khrum?”

“By God, is it ever!” the leprechaun said excitedly.

Fuelled by a sudden surge of a searing resolve, William broke into a sprint and zipped across the wall, setting due course for the eastern wall of the Barren City. And so, the game of cat-and-mouse truly commenced.

Perishing all urges of taking to those open streets, William sprang nimbly from walls to rooftops, never halting to ponder. In one continuous sequence he conquered the beginnings of that municipal gauntlet like a cat. Be it vaulting through open windows, swinging from pole to post, banner to ledge, or wall-running into lofty freefalls, he evaded that barbaric behemoth at every imaginable turn. The creature was so livid that it hardly stopped either; sometimes ramming clean through confines, or clawing over rooftops. It was never long pursuing, however, before it tripped up, slipped, or otherwise ran out of steam. Nevertheless, it surrendered not.

William evaded this monster so gracefully that it was something to witness indeed. All his training came into play. Every little sliver of his strength and dexterity was poured into his escape. Not to mention how fluent it was; somersaulting over large gaps, only to slide through tight crevices before bounding, without hesitation, through derelict voids, where he then legged his way, sidelong, across more withered confines, and over further hazardous pitfalls. Khrum could hardly contain himself.

He was so excited, in fact, that he kept taunting his enemy; firing out insults like: “C’mon! Is that all ya got? I’ve seen corpses rot faster, ya useless bag o’ badgers! Do ya want us ta wait up for ya or what? Give ya a chance? C’mon, get the heart pumpin’, ya flippin’ flabby mess.”

William could feel the same thrill palpitating within, but he kept his head straight. He needed to. He was doing too well to mess it up now. Sometimes he glimpsed the gateway of the eastern wall nearing. Thankfully, the Barren City was not as broad as it was long.

He embraced the tenacity that was guiding him; to a point where it almost felt easy for him. He was wise enough not to underestimate Sidell, though…or her demon beast for that matter. Thus he kept his wits as solid as his footing. Yet one could only wonder if his plan, to begin with, was already enough of an underestimation than William would’ve liked to admit.

As the world flew by, William spotted his friends every so often. They were slinking through the back roads close by. Wren looked so anxious, but Stell was there to encourage her. In fact, they all appeared troubled. More troubled than they should have been, William thought. Like they were second-guessing their route. But the lad had enough to deal with, so he just kept moving.

“Do not test me, boy,” sneered Sidell, galloping after him. “My powers could rip you limb from limb. Or could it be that you actually want me to break you slowly!”

“Can’t be any slower than the rate you’re goin’ at, silly cow!” Khrum rasped, his fingers twiddling by his ears.

“We shall see!” hissed the witch, as though ominous schemes were now concocting in her devilish mind.

Swallowing anxiously, the leprechaun turned timidly to William’s ear and whimpered, “So…um…how’s about we pick up the pace a little, ha? Ya know, so we can be sure that we actually do get away, fully intact…all our bits ‘n’ pieces shtill connected ‘n’ in full workin’ order.”

Charging through those brittle structures with a skull as sturdy as lacquered stone, the beast howled, refusing to let his prey win and thus failing his uncompromising mistress. Sandcastles would have proved sturdier, the way he was barrelling through them.

Nalpaltharán, who was driven by a thirst to please, closed in on its victims. Closer, closer, and closer. William tried speeding up, but was already tiring after his vigorous outset, not that it mattered. For Sidell’s eyes had rolled back into an unnerving blackness and was burning into William’s flesh like a thousand white-hot needles.

He’d been reeling across a wooden girder when it happened, and through the blistering sting of the witch’s fix, his joints seized up. He couldn’t move. He tried fighting it, but he just wasn’t able. Sidell was cursing him, and there was nothing William could do to stop it.

Khrum shrieked in terror, “William, lad! Ya can’t shlow down here! She’ll bloody-well catch us! An’ I don’t really want ta get nabbed after all the grief I’ve been givin’ her! C’mon, pluck up! We’re nearly there! We’re nearly at the gate.”

Inept were his pleas because, having all but totally congealed, William tumbled from the high girder and crashed to the ground, winding himself in the process.

“What will it be?” Sidell laughed, slowly approaching them. “Throw you to the grips of insanity? Deprive you of your senses? No? Bathe in your guts, perhaps? Yes. That sounds amusing! I’ll cleanse my boots with your disgusting little innards.”

She twisted her fists and William curled up into a ball. He wailed in agony as he felt his guts contorting within. He’d never felt pain like it before. He thought his intestines were going to burst into a puddle. Just then, Sidell flailed into an agony of her own. Two arrows had loosened, simultaneously. One into her collar, one into her ribs.

“Leave him be, dù Porveth!” growled Stell, arriving on the scene with the others stacked behind him.

“Great shot, Stell!” Wren praised, when she noticed the Elf deploying a special-looking arrow.

Wrought from fine ash, with a tip of bejewelled bronze, he nocked it.

The Grogoch, mesmerized by its beauty, gasped, “Stell! What’s that?”

“‘Twas given me by a wizened old rambler, many years ago when I was guarding the Bastion. I traded it for the last of my fruit. Myself, I was almost starving at the time. Yet, after hearing that this magical arrow could instantly drain the life force from its mark no matter how precise a shot, I willingly made the trade. Ever since, I have been saving it for Briggun or the likes. Let us hope she flies true.”

Aiming with supreme accuracy, he fired this magical bolt into the wind. Everyone stopped in awe. Suffice it to say, the Elf was indeed distraught when he saw it whorl into the air like a burst balloon, only to fizzle away into some flimsy sparks before it could so much as reach its target, let alone drain the life out of it. The others were just as dismayed. Crosco was flat-out embarrassed.

“Well now,” the Elf frowned, looking crookedly at his bow, “that was disappointing! Old codger swindled me!”

“Try a normal arrow then. Quickly!” Icrick cried, worried that Sidell might cast a spell of her own.

“I have but two left,” Stell said, “and little could they stagger her force. We must make with the opportunity that we have.”

Beckoning to William and his leprechaun as Sidell writhed in her efforts to wrench out the arrows, Stell cried out, “Swiftly now, you two! Those arrows will not hold her for long. We can make this exit of yours if we hurry.”

No more than fifty yards away, William spied a window of blue light lengthening from the passageway of those city outskirts. Could they breach it without their enemy following?

While Sidell was not yet aware of their intentions, she was disinclined to take any chances and reacted anyway.

She pried the arrows from her flesh and screamed out angrier than ever, smiting all surrounding buildings into a blinding haze, blocking our heroes off. To make extra sure, she summoned a cruel ring of fire, a hundred feet around. They’d never reach their ever-precious exit with this in the way.

“Fools!” she claimed, as she circled her enemies with all the more hatred than before.

Her injuries made her stagger, but she could handle it.

William took Khrum and limped over to his companions, who were hiding behind a great fallen bust of Anun. It wouldn’t take Sidell long before she sniffed them out through the dust, however. They needed a plan.

Wren was the most fazed by all this, but she was so glad to have William back, too.

“William!” she exclaimed. “Praise be to God, you’re all right.”

“Don’t count your chickens yet,” he winced, holding his thigh. “Our way out looks blocked and, as far as I can see, that pretty much rules out Miack’s exit too. So what are we supposed to do now? I’m so sorry for getting ye into all o’ this! I thought I could steer Sidell away. I thought being brave might help me with the Wrythus. But it didn’t exactly work like I’d hoped. I should’ve known better. It’s all my fault.”

“No, no! You’re wrong, William,” said Icrick, waving his Distometer about. “The exit we were shown was a fake. For when we were taking your route, I adjusted my Distometer to track Miack’s coordinates as well…just in case we ended up needing it! It led to a lair, William…not an exit. We could see it. Sidell’s lair most likely. Full of bones it was.”

A safety arrow loaded and drawn, Stell said, “Yes, desiring to exhibit integrity or not, it turns out that Miack was an agent of evil after all; getting us to trust him just enough so as to lead us into more danger. Such low levels of deceit sickens me. Taking his promise was a poor call of judgment on my part, I apologize. Luckily, not all of us proved so trusting. Otherwise Icrick here would never have looked ahead, and who knows what else could be waiting for us in that lair? Yes, you did the right thing, William! And, by God, did you show us courage. Well done!”

So, you see, William’s valiant act was not done entirely in vain after all. He had faced his fear and, while they may not have bypassed danger entirely, it still fared out quite well, because his secret exit wasn’t all that far away from where they were. As for the Wrythus…well…the boy simply felt like he needed to do more to prove himself. Without aid the next time, perhaps.

After a moment’s search, Sidell bore closer to their position. Her nose was impeccable.

“Ahem…perhaps we should, again, just focus on our troubles at hand, if you would be so kind?!” Crosco whined.

Humble Ifcus kept a look out for their next hiding place, but he was too agitated to think straight.

“We will make it through this plight yet, my friends.” Stell pledged. “I do not know how…but we will!”

Psyching himself up, The Body gripped onto his great battle-axe, while Crosco moaned, “Why did I ever let you talk me into coming along on this suicide mission in the first place? Why didn’t I just remain in the peaceful west? I should have my head examined.”

“Bit too long out of the guillotine for that brainwave, aren’t ya?” Khrum snapped. “Now, either zip it, or show some guts, horseman. Because this is no time to be whingin’!”

“From day one you’ve done nothing but infuriate me, Khrum! So, make one more remark about my affliction and I shall see to it that you carry a head of your own.” Crosco leered, with chilling sincerity.

Sidell started clanking her weapons together. The warmer she got, the harder she clanked.

“Stop bickering, you two.” Wren interrupted, reddened with aggravation. “We aren’t the enemy here…she is! And if we don’t stick together now, then we will be no better off than the poor folk who used to colonize this city! So just stop it, will you?”

By then, Icrick was almost entirely invisible, but William and Stell recognized his hairy paw beckoning them towards a constricted pathway between two stables, across the road.

“She’s nearly onto us, you lot! Let’s try down there,” his voice said. “It’s better than being stuck out here in the open.”

“Right you are, Icrick.” Wren said, and glaring at both Crosco and Khrum, she growled, “You two! Shape up and quit fighting! Now, do as I say, and follow the Grogoch, this instant!”

At a loss for words, both Khrum and The Head glanced at one another, embarrassed for being addressed like the spoilt brats they were.

William threw a rock over Sidell’s head. She whipped around in alert, whereupon they followed Icrick into the refuge of the city’s alcoves. But she was onto their little ruse, quickly enough.

“You may not, and will not, leave here without my permission, do you hear? There is no place you can run where I will not find you. Mark…my…words.”

They cast off her venomous threat and continued on their way.

Those tight alleyways proved a close fit for all. Particularly for Crosco, who had a great deal of bother trying to squeeze through with Ifcus on his shoulders…but, with some elbow grease, he soon managed it.

“How very pathetic!” Sidell’s shrill voice said, resounding through the streets. “Given the chance to bolt, yet you plan on hiding from me? So be it! You still may run, of course, and you may hide…but you will not escape! I have ended lives more worthy than yours, and little do you compare to their legendary, albeit pathetic alchemy. Believe me when I say, you have witnessed your last dawn…I only hope it was a cherished one.”

They approached the other end of the tapering pathway, at the rear of the stables, and our heroes’ devastations multiplied when they saw no place left to go. No place other than back out into the open. And because Sidell was watching out for them, they couldn’t very well turn ‘round either.

Khrum whispered, “We can’t jusht shtay here! Ya saw the way that monster was rammin’ through those walls earlier on, lad. We’re sittin’ ducks in here ‘n’ ya know it! It’s jusht a matter o’ time!”

“I know that! But what exactly do you want me to do about it, Khrum?” William grumbled.

“Think, lad!” the leprechaun barked back.

“You think!” William snapped crossly.

With no comeback, apart from a baffled expression, he put in, “Now! It’s not that easy is it? So quit buzzing in my ear for a second and let me see what’s what.”

Not one of them, not even the Elf, could collect reason enough to conduct some sort of decent plan. They feared that all the behemoth need do was but nose at those rickety walls before the whole lot came crumbling down into nought but dust.

Just then, within running distance from their current position, William noticed a single mass of since-quenched rubble. It was piled up at the end of a high wall, smeared in dense patches of shadow. The gateway was on the other side. He knew that if they made it to this debris unseen, they could probably make it out of the city once and for all, under the cover of shade. But then he heard the drippings of wet paws on the far end of the stables. She was coming.

“That’s our way out! Over there!” William whispered, pointing out the gap. “The fire seems to have died down in that spot. So if we stay to these shadows, we might be able to make it over the mound without being seen!”

“Yes! Yes! That could be our best bet!” Icrick added, having perceived the same.

“Fine,” Wren whispered timidly, “but don’t anybody make a racket. I’ve suffered enough trauma for one day and I want to have at least a few wrinkles on my face before I get buried six feet under.”

“Don’t worry, Wren. I’m too scared to even blink right now, let alone make a racket,” William smirked.

Distressed, but at the same time vulnerable, she replied, “Good. So long as you know that. I’d hate to have to boot you in the crotch if you did! But you wouldn’t do that to me now, would you, William?”

“Erm….” he hesitated, when Khrum coughed into his fist, “Married! (cough-cough)…ahem!”

Not taking kindly to the leprechaun’s sarcasm, William motioned at him to hush. Clearly the pressure was getting to her, hence the hostility. And the lad knew, better than most, how awful it was to be so anxious. So he assured her, wholeheartedly, that he would be on his best behaviour, and that no harm would come to any of them. Relying on his oath as usual, she smiled, and held his arm with both angst and affection.

William took a peek out into the empty courtyard. The coast was clear, so, crouching low and as cautiously as ever, he stole towards the shadows. The others waited and kept an eye out, before pursuing with equal care. Yet the events to follow came as something of a shock to our William.

After finally reaching the shaded wall, he went to press himself against the old brickwork, to hide. But then something happened that he nearly squawked. He tumbled right back into the shadows. What peculiar sorcery was this? He thought he’d slipped into a darkened doorway, but, when he finally stood up, he discovered that his whole body was covered in pure shadow. Then it all made sense.

“Put a gift in my cloak, Percy, did you? You really are a genius!” he smiled, immediately twigging the cleverness of his friend’s Shadow-water.

How all the more indebted he was, just then, for Percy’s allegiance.

With that, William gave a pssst to the others. They bounded to the sound of his voice. Once close enough, William lunged out and pulled them in, one after the other.

“WHO’S GRABBING ME?” Icrick squealed, then distinguished the sound of William’s voice.

“Be quiet, Icrick!” said he, with Wren behind him, and the others thereafter.

Shushing himself out of dire puzzlement, Icrick babbled, “Of course…Shhh! Shhh! I’ve stopped! I’ve stopped!”

William then whispered these careful instructions, “Listen up! Grab onto one another…all o’ you! Right now! Because if I get separated from this chain, then chances are, the magic won’t work properly, and someone will be exposed. Like Percy said. So be sure to hold on tight.”

They did as he asked and there they stood, all linked together; a gang of living shadows, gawking at themselves in stupefaction as they waited, unknowingly, upon the brink of possibly the most cunning escape that Sidell and her behemoth had ever known…all going to plan, that is.

“Well blow me over, would ya look at this!” Khrum chuckled, inspecting his ghostly attire. “Talk about discoverin’ this magic at the right place ‘n’ at the right time. God bless that freaky little man. I knew there was somethin’ about Percy that I liked. Crazier than a box o’ frogs, but shtill as brainy as they come.”

“Impressive, to say the least.” Icrick said. “Percy has really outdone himself this time. And yet we cannot thank him for it. How absurdly impolite of us.”

“How about we commend he who is responsible at a later stage?” said Stell. “As it stands, I suggest we utilize this guise to our advantage, right now, and depart this dreadful place before something else goes amiss!”

In favour of Stell’s suggestion, they crept alongside the wall in their newfound shadow form and made for the much-sought-after freedom just beyond that one little mound of nearing rubble.

Were it not for the fading ring of engulfing fire permitting vivacity to the bobbing shadows, in all probability, they would have been exposed. But because the darkness danced, William and his friends remained hidden, and they found their way under the shadow-line with little effort. But the behemoth’s nose was sensitive to fear, and this, in turn, kept its eyes sharp.

The creature returned to the courtyard, probing about with its curious snout. Its master, too, was surveying with a vigilant glare; sometimes sniffing the wind, also. Noting her vigilance, they grew all the more heedful; slowing their paces, and occasionally stopping as she searched closer to their shadow-wrought veil.

Sidell amplified the surrounding blaze, to aid her in her hunt. This extended more unwanted light to their position. This meant less shadow, and ever so slightly, they became more exposed; seven strange-looking wraiths, with empty eyes, skulking through the dying darkness.

Khrum, who was paranoid about being seen, yanked upon Icrick’s shoulder hair and whispered, “Get on with it! Hurry up ‘n’ move, for cryin’ out loud! She’s onto us! She’s onto us!”

He may have been small, but the leprechaun was extraordinarily strong for his height, and the sting of him tugging on Icrick’s hair was enough to make him yelp, “Idiot! That hurts!”

It ruined everything.

Nalpaltharán was drawn instantly to Icrick’s movement.

The behemoth reared high onto its hind legs, before driving brutishly at them. They’d almost arrived at the smouldering mass, so William sprang from the shadows—abandoning his clever veneer—and landed out in the open again. Not a second too soon, either, for they were almost out of shadow anyway. Lucky for them, Sidell was at a reasonably safe distance…but gaining fast.

Running for the slope of debris, William beckoned, “Get a move on! Hurry! She’s catching up with us.”

“Won’t she follow us?” Wren panted, as she sprinted along.

Bouncing about on Icrick’s back, Khrum squeaked, “That’s a chance I’m willin’ ta take! At the very leasht we’ll be out o’ this dump.”

What a blessing it was, to finally see the fringes of that horrific metropolis so extremely close. Within arm’s reach. They could practically taste their freedom and, heedless of being hunted or not, at least they would no longer be bound by the confines of that dreaded Barren City, like Khrum said.

But Sidell was a step ahead of their game. Such that they never even had the chance to negotiate so much as the foot of that mound, much less make it to freedom.

Skidding to a standstill, the witch stretched out her gangly arms and chanted, “Wuìm ala na ràch mò Neàma!”

Enmeshing her foes within an unseen spell, like a wrangler lassoing a tiny herd, our heroes were thrown together into a bunch, unable to budge, with their limbs were clasped firmly to their sides.

“You…are…mine!” she grimaced.

“We’ll not give up without a fight, Sidell. That I promise you.” Stell winced, as they floated closer to Sidell’s feet. “We still outman you, and we are ready for anything you throw at us.”

Poignant was the witch’s cackle as she declared, “No, I outman you in every aspect, my dear!”

“Really, yeah?” Khrum squirmed. “Where’s your army then? Coz all I see is a corroded aul’ granny sittin’ on some fool-of-a-yoke with wings.”

Just then, Sidell fell conscious to a certain implement in her presence. An object which had somehow eluded her till now. An object that retained all the subjects she would ever need to demonstrate her power to the leprechaun and his party. Those of evil spirits. Then she sensed something else. A newfound fascination with the boy in her presence.

“YOU!” she sneered.

Thérn rattled in his scabbard, and elevated into such a seizure that the boy’s cheeks rippled like pink jelly. She was after his sword.

“And what’s this?” Sidell smirked deviously. “Fresh souls, just for me?”

Launching from its sheath by means of her devilish power, Thérn skewered itself into the dirt several feet away, and a brilliant green light surged from its blade.

Fearing that the prophecy may not hold true without his weapon, William struggled in vain while crying out, “NO! THÉRN! GIVE ME BACK MY SWORD!”

Did Sidell oblige? No. From the webbed cracks caused by his tightly planted blade, the ground split in two, and as the splaying crevice roamed its jagged way towards the defenceless party, fingers of white fire intensified within, teasing the open air as they spat. Thérn’s burning radiance cast itself back into the red chasm as, one by one, its dark prisoners clawed their way from the fissure to find residence once again in the land of the living.

They were not of full manifestation, but they were still quite real. Half-formed anomalies of dripping slime and decaying flesh. First came Gremlins, then the Devil Hounds, and evil Trolls of old, all of whom lingered in spirit-form after escaping the prison of Mysun’s legendary steel.

“Here is my army, you swine!” Sidell stated, while, surrounding her now, were those ghastly apparitions.

The slithering spectres flanked William and his friends, ever watching them through dead eyes and beastly grins.

Other than writhe and bellow from within Sidell’s invisible shackles, there was nothing more they could do. They were truly vulnerable for the very first time in their mission.

“First you shall watch your friends perish, boy!” Sidell sniggered, signalling at her foul underlings to close in. “Then, after I myself carry you beyond the reaches of all imaginable pain, you shall pay a visit to my master. Oh, he will give you a warm reception indeed.”

Frothing at the mouth and shrieking horribly, like they themselves were suffering a most heartless torture, the unholy creatures of Thérn’s bane furthered their approach, with one particular Gremlin lifting his ragged claw to behead the pitiful Grogoch.

“IF YOU SO MUCH AS TOUCH A SINGLE HAIR ON HIS HEAD, I’LL RIP YOUR FINGERS OUT, ONE BY ONE. YOU MARK MY WORDS!” Wren threatened, as the Gremlin’s bulging eyes lavished in the fear of the shivering Grogoch before him.

“This is it! We’re as good as dead. Finished. Oh, why must I go this way? I know I was dead once before, but why must I go again?!” Crosco blubbered, and Ifcus was too frightened to do anything but stare blankly into the life which was now flashing before his eyes.

The slimy Gremlin drew back his arm, with a snarling, twitching lip, in readiness to swipe at poor Icrick. And as her minion slashed, Sidell’s smirking eyes were quickly dismayed by the sight of that same Gremlin exploding into embers before taking to the waking winds.

She perceived as the bleak skies opened up to a blitz of screaming fireballs. What was the cause of this? The skies flared ruthlessly as hundreds of blazing tails rained down upon them. And yet, none of them came next to near William or his comrades.

A ferocious boom ensued. Something of immeasurable speed was tearing its way through the skies, faster than anything which had ever been conceived by man or magic.

The bombardment of mysterious bolides smote the earth until every last one of those vile apparitions were annihilated. Each time one fell, its remains would bluster into the now furious gales, before returning to the custody of Thérn’s steel, ending their reign exactly where they began.

“What’s going on? Where’s this fire coming from? And this wind?” Wren yelled, through the uproar of ghosts, explosions, and blaring gusts.

Seconds thereafter, the blitz waned to but a mutter, when there came an ear-splitting thud from just beyond the surrounding fires.

A figure, wholly composed by the very blaze which Sidell had encumbered them with, strode out onto the courtyard.

Only when his hide of flames lessened, could they discern a man. His face, down, his stride, strong. His clothing, unspoilt by the inferno, wavered as an unearthly heat simmered from the man’s own core. It could only have been that he himself was, somehow, forged by some inner fire. A blaze unseen by those who looked upon him. An innermost elemental magic which only he could conjure and command.

As he descended the scorching mass toward them, they noticed something else on his shoulder. An intrepid little creature. A Poppum, to be exact.

“Redmun!” Sidell hissed, as if welcoming the unwelcome. “How nice of you to join us, after all this time.”

The mentioning of that name brought light back into their hearts, let me tell you.

His eyes, now uncovered, burned blue. And he waited amidst the company of his eternal foe to address his allies, giving nothing to olden fears. For fearless of her magic was he. So confident in his own abilities that he permitted this reprieve before confronting her. He could afford to dawdle now, and Sidell knew it. She even feared it.

She released her victims to the ground with a thud. Rubbing their aching limbs, they were grateful to still be alive. Icrick was more so relieved that no harm had come to the Symphogram.

“Redmun!” William smiled, overjoyed to see his old teacher again. “Are we glad to see you!”

To Pew, The Head otherwise exclaimed, “FERRET FACE!” only to clam up again.

Pew still gave him a stern thumb’s up, followed by a hearty wink.

He looked bolder now, that little fellow; attired in some manner of bronze mail about his head and back, which Redmun had likely given him for protection in the many faces of danger.

Moving cautiously in, Sidell threatened, “This boy is mine! Back away, warlock, or I will take more than your eyes this time.”

“Cool your tongue, witch!” Redmun ordered, as a vein of electricity ignited in his leer—an Erethus tic which often occurred during moments of anger or excitement.

He then pointed at the deck by the behemoth’s feet and conjured a temporary barrier, unseen by the naked eye. This kept their enemy at bay for the time being, until they plotted their next steps.

“Your eyes.” William said. “You can see now?”

Something came over the Erethaoí just then. Curious ponderings when William spoke.

He set these curiosities aside, and returned, “Another gift of evolution, boy. All the better that I have regained my sight, for I see now that you’ve been making good on your training. Although, venturing this way may have proved a little overzealous. But you are otherwise holding true to your wits, I trust?”

“Trying to!” William smiled, referring to their plethora of dramas.

Sidell was growing more and more impatient behind her barrier. It was a natural sorcery of an Erethus core, so she could not influence it with her own power; not without certain implements or ingredients. She tried prodding it with her mace, in the hope of finding a weakness, but nothing happened. This frustrated her even more.

“REDMUN, of course!” Stell blurted out excitedly, just like Icrick did when they first met. “Now I remember! I remember you from the tales of my people. You are the vagabond who was born from the earth. The mysterious Outlander who seeks to aid our deliverer and cleanse these lands. Some honour indeed.”

He was thrilled to meet Redmun; a mighty Erethaoí of all things, whose promise was foretold to have a great influence upon William’s struggle. It gave him hope.

“And I recognise you, master Crimpleton, from my earlier studies,” Redmun answered humbly, ever monitoring Sidell through the enchanted blockade. “Your father once served the ancient lands well, I believe. And now that I see you, your resemblance is quite uncanny. However, we shall continue with our introductions later. Now is neither the time nor the place. Also, I fear the eclipse will be upon us more sooner than not. Thus, master Elf, I bid of you…lead this crew to safety. You have my trust.”

“The eclipse is comin’?” Khrum gasped in horror. “Already?”

“All worthy signs have indicated so…yes,” Redmun replied, his spell-hand shaking under the pressure. “Now please, get a move on. I cannot hold her much longer.”

“But we can help you, Redmun.” William insisted. “Here! With Sidell. There are more of us now. We can fight!”

“I have no doubt.” the man said proudly. “Yet this battle was not intended for you, boy…you understand?”

He then summoned the attention of all, to instruct one last thing.

“Listen to me, all of you. Beyond this city is a shortcut which only some know of, and it shall grant us a hasty route onto Andin’s Shield and, thereafter, the canyons. First you must make swiftly for the eastern cliffs, to the steps of Sètanta. I will meet you there. Up top. All going to plan, you should be able to make the summit easily enough. Go! Follow the Elf. He shan’t lead you astray.”

Privileged by Redmun’s trust, Stell embraced his duty and headed for the outskirts of the city, granted William did not wish to abandon Redmun so readily after meeting him again. He wished to stick by him; to give him his support. But he also knew this was not his fight. He grabbed Thérn from the ground, and ran.

They withdrew from the Barren City. William glanced back to see the barrier diminishing, and two adversaries circling one another. Redmun’s hands hummed with an intense, silvery fire, wherefrom a sudden flash flew and struck the behemoth’s jaw with a brilliant cluster of sparks. The now-fledged Erethaoí had only intended this to be but a taste of what was yet to come, so the creature merely stumbled, quickly recovering its feet. Both opponents proceeded to orbit each other, scrutinizing back and forth with hatred of supreme intensity.

William desperately wanted to see the outcome of this almighty feud, but the hour was potentially at hand where time could no longer be spared. And with eclipse oncoming, it meant that time itself was now also their enemy, coercing them to rest little and travel fast.


- Chapter Nine -

A Step Too Far

They raced for the hills. Deeper into the east where the valleys, highlands, and that terrible moon, persisted in watching them the further they went. Those same glistening, beast-like formations that William had once sighted from afar, appeared to stand over them upon numerous stilts of warped calcite, and with grave contempt they peered like Godly creations of a malevolent class. ‘Twas then, not too far in the distance, he spotted the grand steps to which Redmun was referring. The lordly steps of Sètanta.

Comparable to two great plateaus set one on top of the other, this incredible formation took the shape of two gigantic steps which lumbered on farther than the emptiness of Shillìg Bèg itself.

They didn’t let up until they came upon a beaten cliff trail, smothered by reeds and loose stone. Zigzagging their way up that boggy way, they ascended the first plateau. Then, before their awestricken eyes, was the next high wall of sheer rock. It went on for leagues in both bearings. To walk around it would have undoubtedly meant days, if not weeks. Time they could not spare. First they thought to climb it, but it was so steep that one deceitful step could’ve meant plummeting to a bloody end.

They searched for hours; trying to, I suppose, find a split in the face which they might use to reach the crest, only there was nothing of the sort. Not so much as a single foothold. There may have been some withered trees leaning about, yes, but none of them were tall enough to reach the summit of that massive climb. Above all else—and possibly the cruellest aspect of all—was the abundance of tiny shards that jutted out all over the precipice. One good paring from one of these nasty little thorns and the blood wouldn’t be long running, and that’s no mistake. Nor did these shards promote any style of coarseness to which their boot-soles could grip whilst scaling a rope or perhaps a vine; neither of such they could find, nor even lob to the summit if they did. That surface was ruthless and alien, as with every other natural creation in Shillìg Bèg.

This felt like a lost cause, and they were bewildered as to why Redmun had directed them there. They were losing precious time, standing there, thinking. He must’ve know this would happen.

“Well, this is another fine pickle we’ve gotten ourselves into,” said Khrum, examining the prickly precipice. “What are we supposed ta do now? Any ideas?”

Stell had returned from his explorations a little further down, but with no positive tidings.

“It does not look promising,” said he, with a sigh. “The cliff just goes on the same way for miles. The only solution I can think of is for us to wait down here for your friend Redmun, rather than waiting up top. Better that than leave without him. We really could use his help.”

Taking a mock battle stance, he then spoke daringly, “Did you see how Sidell recoiled upon his entry? The fear in her eyes! Now that was something.”

“Suppose we walk and pray that we come across some decent grips along the way?” Wren suggested, studying the wall as it faded despairingly from all view.

“But then there’s a good chance we might miss him altogether, and he may never find us!” Icrick pointed out. “And personally, I think he’d be a jolly good ally…like Stell says. I vote we wait here.”

William waited at the edge of the plateau and was looking down into the darkness of the lands below. He recognised nothing of any great optimism, other than a spooky quietness which foretold of no impending trouble. Then a voice spoke out. Opinions better left unspoken. Opinions of…The Head.

“And how do we know Redmun isn’t already done for? Who’s to say that Sidell and her beast aren’t already on our tails…this very instant…as we speak?!” he cried, hushing all with his sudden bout of pessimism. “Wait for Redmun? Bah! All we wait for here is our doom.”

Refusing to believe such morbid folly, particularly from one who was so fairly treated by Redmun, William paced from the cliff’s edge and disputed, “Redmun will be fine! Liven up and stop talking rubbish…for once!”

Crosco’s negativity was beginning to take its toll on William, and he really didn’t wish to hear his baleful views under the circumstances. He was worried enough as it was. He had all the time in the world for Ifcus and The Body, and they felt the same in return. But The Head was getting to be a little too much for him in this ominous hour.

“Yes, well, what if he’s not, William?” yelled The Head, as William’s migraine began flooding back with a vengeance. “He could be down there, right now, getting mauled by that…that thing! More than likely dragging that unfortunate little Pew vermin down with him! I’m not ashamed to say, to drag him into this is a tragedy. But what can we do about it now? Here? Stuck up here on this cliff? I mean, really, how irresponsible can one be?”

(The boy tightens his fists…)

“Look at us.” Crosco continued. “Standing at this dead end like idiots. We’re easy pickings for whatever decides to come at us next. Oh, to hell with him, that bloody wizard. Leave the fool down there.”

(His teeth start to grind…)

“If he falls to Sidell then tough! Better him than me!”

Then, like waking steam in a corked ewer, William suddenly snapped and permitted the release of all pressures; letting loose the livid vapours of his anger, irritation, and stress.

Reddened in face, and bearing a cry which exhibited outright intolerance, he yelled, “Listen! There’s only one fool up here and that’s you, Crosco! I’ve heard just about enough o’ your lip for one day, so just SHUT IT!”

This remark was not aimed at them, so Ifcus and The Body accepted William’s outburst soundly enough, but they weren’t without shock.

“Oh, and who do you think you’re talking to…oh, dear and mighty Lord of Lythiann?” The Head mocked and Ifcus downed his gaze. “You come here, onto my world, and you think you can boss me around and jeopardize my hide? You have some nerve.”

“Nobody thinks they’re the lord of anyone—” Stell started to arbitrate.

William stepped in and said, “Listen, I never asked to be brought here, Crosco. But I’m here now, and there’s nothing I can do about it. And never once did I call myself a lord, a leader, or anything like that. All I’ve done is try to get through this nightmare as best I can, so I can get home and find my mother safe and sound. As a matter o’ fact, who asked you to come along in the first place? Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to have Ifcus and your other half here with us. At least they make an effort! But you’re just a whiny, selfish, annoying, old head!”

Everybody went as still as scared kittens, and Ifcus’ bewildered eyes had flung open wide, anxious of what snide remarks Crosco would undoubtedly dish out next.

The Head grimaced and was mumbling, angrily to himself. And as sure as can be, his gloves came off.

“Oh! Oooh!” he sneered and, what he said next, he uttered in a soft, sneaky and maniacal manner. “Well, let me tell you something, boy! All hope for these lands has already been lost. Yes, this world has already crumbled. You just don’t know it yet. Do you know why it is doomed? It is doomed because everybody has invested all of their hopes in you. And do you know what else? No hero is going to come and deliver you their power. No! Absolutely no magic will come upon you, because those were just myths! And you, being the imbecile that you are, got taken in by them. Defeat Drevol Briggun? You? Pfff! I’ve never heard such drivel in all my years. You are just a scared little boy who is going to get crushed by our enemy! And all of your friends, your home, and your life will be gone. Gone. GONE!”

Dead silence dwelled throughout. The sort of tension that forced each of them back inside their own private shells, for nobody could believe what had just happened. Nobody would believe Crosco could say such things, in spite of his usual ways. Over a silly little scuffle—albeit some words were uncalled for on William’s part—he tried his hardest to make the lad doubt himself; ultimately putting the fate of everybody else in jeopardy. He was a wicked, miserable blaggard, was Crosco, when he wanted to be. Looking at him emotionlessly, silently and, most probably scared, William stood down and argued no more. He then turned and walked away, so as to be by himself for a spell.

Ifcus, having climbed from his harness, looked at The Head in a way of bitter disgust, then hobbled over to William, who was leaning by the cliff wall, thinking to himself, gently tapping a rock with his boot.

The Body was about to place The Head down and join them, when Crosco snarled, “Don’t…even…think about it!”

That wretched curse of abidance was the bane of The Body’s life in that moment. Nothing…nothing…would’ve made him happier than to dropkick Crosco’s head right back over into Sidell’s den, and that would be the end of him. Yet he was but the heart of their operation. One who was cursed to obey the orders of the mind, so he couldn’t do such things.

Refusing to accept Crosco’s dreadful ideas, Icrick asked, “How could you say such things, Crosco? How could you even believe them?”

Then The Head opposed, “I believe what I wish, Grogoch! I mustn’t have been in my right mind when I tagged along on this foolhardy mission of yours. I was perfectly happy until you lot came along. Happy and at peace.”

In a considerate enough manner, Stell approached Crosco, and said, “Well, then. I’m sorry to say, my friend, but if you truly have no belief in this cause…or William…then I think it is best for all of us, you included, if you just…well…leave. I regret asking this of you, believe me. However, you are obviously not happy here in our company. So, if you think you’d feel more settled at home, then maybe you should return there…”

Nobody wanted this, but their adventure had become so taxing that they probably would’ve been better off without his cruel and unwarranted opinions. It wasn’t doing any of them any good.

“Oh, you bet your boots I will, Elf!” growled The Head. “I’m through hanging around with you useless bunch of…of…of suicide cases. As for him…Muldoon…he’s just a lost cause altogether, despite what you think. Dig your graves if it makes you feel any better. I, however, will not be a part of it. Ifcus! Come hither, at once!”

Ifcus was resting his snout upon William’s shoulder. He wanted to make it clear that neither he nor The Body agreed with Crosco. Nor did they wish to desert their newfound friends. But Crosco, despite his self-interest, was also a dear companion to the steed, one whom he’d known his entire life. Alas, he had to go with him.

As glum as the boy was, he didn’t fail to give Ifcus one gentle hug while whispering into his ear, “Sorry it had to be like this, Ifcus. I wish you didn’t have to go. But Stell’s right; if your master isn’t happy here, maybe he should go home, where he’s happier. It’d be unfair to ask him to stay if he doesn’t want to.”

Ifcus snickered softly, wishing he could stay.

“I know you’d stick with us if you could, Ifcus,” the lad said, with his voice trembling. “But it’s not fair for you to be stuck in the middle, and Crosco’s your friend, too. He needs you just as much as we do, and you can’t abandon him. But, maybe, when all this is over, we can visit you again?”

If anyone, no matter how hard-hearted, looked upon Ifcus then without a clammed throat, it would’ve been a feat of sheer hollowness. He was so heartbroken. He really didn’t want to leave, but he knew it wasn’t right to desert his master, either. Closing his eyes, he nuzzled deeper still, so as to convey one last lonely goodbye.

“I’ll miss you, boy,” William sniffed, “so much. Now, go on. Take care of yourself. And take care of your master, too.”

Staggering over to The Body, with his head sagging low, Ifcus give them all one last glance. Neither Wren nor Icrick could deny weeping at the sadness of this farewell.

“Oh, don’t be so damn miserable you.” Crosco said to his steed. “We don’t need the likes of him in our lives anyway. Come, we shall be back in the west before you know it. Back to where it’s safe and quiet.”

Sick of the sight of his master, and careless for what he had to say, Ifcus turned his back and in a saddened, appalled way, refused to accept anything that slithered from his virulent lips.

Alas, as of some watercolour long since loved, they started upon that long journey home, to where the lowlands of the world eventually faded to the bleakness of that winter’s night.

Khrum, Icrick, Wren, and the Elf waved a farewell to the Dullahan, with Stell being the one to utter, “So long, my friends. Follow the western star. That should lead you far south of the city. It is a much longer voyage, but it should see you quite safe. Godspeed.”

“Besht o’ luck ta ye, lads,” Khrum whispered; Icrick behind him, waving, with a trembling chin.

With a solitary nod from Ifcus, the Dullahan disappeared back down the old cliff trail.

His little speech notwithstanding, they were indeed going to miss Crosco and his quirky ways. Not to mention Ifcus and The Body.

“How will they ever get past the boatman again?” Wren asked Stell. “And that massive canyon?”

Stell replied, “They need not rush against time anymore, as we must. They shall find a safe passage, eventually. May God be with them on their journey, our dear, dear friends.”

The Dullahan withdrew, and William stood by the wall, his back turned, hiding a lost expression. He wasn’t blubbering. He was just very upset to think that Ifcus and The Body were actually leaving. He really was very fond of them, you see. He was rather partial to The Head too, all things considered. But the stress of everything had somehow thrust his mood into an uncontrollable rage, a rage that discharged all his criticisms towards old Crosco. But never would he have believed, in his wildest dreams, that he could take it so far.

Wren didn’t want to leave him alone during that unhappy time, so she went to him. The remaining few dispersed to collect some wood for a small fire. That way they could wait for Redmun in some sort of comfort.

“How are you?” she asked, caressing his shoulder.

“Ah, I’m grand,” he found himself answering. “They were just words, really…”

“You know he didn’t mean it, don’t you?” she asked, trying to catch his eye.

“I know, and I feel kind o’ bad about what I said to him. It’s just, I’m tired…and I’m scared! There’s so much going on, that I don’t even know if I understand the half of it! It’s just so confusing. Ugh, I don’t know. Maybe I should call him back and say sorry?”

He was about to go after the Dullahan, when Wren stopped him with the words, “They’re gone, William. Let them be. If that’s Crosco wish, then grant him it. It’s his choice. I’m sure, in his own heart, he feels just as bad for what he said to you.”

“Maybe…” William smiled, but it withered before it could bloom.

She could see how everything was hindering him. The agonies of question and worry. And the guilt of that quarrel only made it worse. She couldn’t stand to see him like this, for it affected her just as badly.

“Listen to me,” she said ardently, taking his face in her hands. “You do have strength in you! We all see it! Me…Stell…Khrum…Ifcus! Not to mention how you’re a hero to Icrick over there. I know he doesn’t exactly say it, but he admires you a great deal. His actions say it all! And Redmun. He thinks the world of you, because you are so unbelievably special to him, and you make him so proud. I realise what I am about to say is often thrown around lightly, but he really does see the good in himself because of you, William…”

Expressing an even deeper truth, she added, “…and even Crosco believes in you, heedless of his tongue. He’s just scared, like the rest of us. It’s as you said, William, ‘they were just words.’ Nothing spurs a rib harder than the heels of those who want us to stumble at the first fence, and when that time comes you’ll show them all. But, all things considered, Crosco isn’t one of those petty people. He was just worried. And worrying can make us do and say things we would never ordinarily dream. So don’t let his words sway you now. Besides, your reason for being here is to influence…not be influenced. Deep inside, you have that ability. That virtue. I know you do! We know you do. Now, promise me you will never, ever let doubt tell you otherwise. Swear to it!”

Once again, her compassion baffled him. Only she could grant him this special feeling. She always appeared so upset by his dismay; a comforting closeness which could not otherwise be, without the cold irony of hindrance.

Giving in to her heartfelt gaze, he waited, wordlessly, wondering how she could care so very much for him when he found it so difficult to care about himself those days, then he uttered, “I promise.”

“I’m glad to hear it then!” she replied, almost tearing up.

“And I’m glad that you’re glad,” William replied, with a pinch of light-heartedness, hoping to dry those tears before they could glisten. “Listen, I see they’re building a fire over there. Why don’t you join them and relax for a bit. Warm yourself up. You could use it after today. I’ll be over in a minute. Okay?”

A lone tear slipped away, and she rubbed her eye with a timid giggle at her own apparent silliness, and sniffled, “Sounds like a good idea. I think if I ran anymore today my legs would probably pop off! How attractive would I look then?!”

He saw something of a deeper love in Wren. Whilst saddened by her friend’s departure, it had, in a way, been diluted by the new and unfathomable emotions which had incubated from sharing in yet another precious moment with her William.

William slid a stray hair from her eyes. He couldn’t help but smile at how they softened when he touched her. Were it not for everything that was going on, this touch would’ve been so very perfect. But now was not the time for such intimacies. More important matters were at hand. They both knew this.

Too plagued by his grief to act upon these mutual longings, he simply smiled, “Go on…get some rest.”

She returned a smile of her own. One of compassion; to keep her helpless desires at bay.

Huddling up in folded arms, she took her leave. But then she paused.

She had her nail to her teeth, as if suddenly smitten, and asked, “You…won’t keep me waiting?”

It seemed she’d finally realised how she truly felt. That he was the only person she desired, and all she would ever desire. Her look wrote this in a thousand sonnets. William’s very breath might have been stolen away, but for the circumstances.

He couldn’t allow his longings to elope with such fantasies, so he uttered, “I won’t be long. But…um…maybe you could save me a place…next to you?”

She nodded and returned to camp.

What a trying thing that was for William, not to act. All he wanted was to grab her and kiss her as passionately as he could. His first true kiss. But this would’ve been unfaithful to his cause; to his companions. No, now was not their moment.

William approached the ledge again to consider his thoughts alone. He picked up a pebble and flung it jadedly into the darkness, ever wondering about his headless ally, his missing tutor, dark nightmares, the moon and his premonition.

Westward, he noticed a small emerald light. It had halted, and was looking back. A delicate wisp of hope emanated when he saw this, only to burn out again, just as the green glow itself had done, until eventually, it disappeared. Crosco and Ifcus, his dearly cherished friends, were really gone. It didn’t even seem real to him. But it was.

Amongst a throng of willowy pines which were standing high within the shallow gorge beneath him, William heard the sharp sound of squawking. It was the same vile noise that seemed to haunt him only in his times of hurt, and there was that same magpie, fluttering rowdily in the topmost branches; screeching and flapping at him. Heckling, almost.

William found another stone, and firing it into the trees, he shouted, “You again! Shove off, you bloody nuisance! Go on! Go annoy somebody else for a change! Get!”

The magpie dodged that near hit and flew away. William then strolled back to his companions, yet not before scanning that western void one last time. He saw nothing.

“What was all that shoutin’ about, laddy?” Khrum asked, massaging some heat into his palms.

“Bloody magpies, getting on my nerves. Clucking in my face every two minutes.” the lad answered, striving now to appear slightly less unscathed than he actually was.

“That same magpie from before?” Wren asked with interest.

“Can’t say for sure. They all look the same to me really, magpies. But it could’ve been. Why?” he asked.

“No reason…” said she.

For a time they rested at the foot of the cliff, by a small, wood fire. Their blaze was but burning embers lest they drew any unnecessary attention. Even still, they wanted to have something of a mild glow to signal Redmun with, should he pass by during the night. Also, their food was almost at an end, but Stell had with him those scant portions of fruit from before, and it managed to stave off the hunger for a time, even though their gurgling stomachs kept blathering away to one another.

Khrum would have given his ‘right testicle’ (his words, not mine) for a drink in those few solitary hours. He kept going on and on about it; naming out all the different types of whisky, as if romancing over long-lost loves. He’d waffled on about it for so long that Icrick, too, had mustered a craving for a small drop of wine or, perhaps, a dribble of sherry. Anything to take the edge off, he felt.

It was a calm night for the most part. Sometimes they chatted about things in general, and other times they made suggestions about what they were going to do, and how they were ever going to get out of that jam. Either way, nothing could curb the horrors that were now plaguing them of Redmun’s long-endured absence. What was taking him so long? Was he all right? Was he even going to meet them at all? Nobody knew.

* * *

Night drew on to a blackness that presented the zenith of those darkly hours, and the Erethaoí still did not show. They feared that maybe he had not seen their fire, and was perhaps up above searching for them. Or else he still hadn’t gotten away from Sidell; a notion which didn’t bear thinking about at all.

“This doesn’t look promising, does it?” Icrick finally said, with a sulk. “Redmun should be here by now.”

“It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” William confessed. “Maybe we should see if we can find a way to the top o’ this cliff, further down the way. I mean, he found us once…maybe he’ll find us again.”

“You think he’s safe, William?” Wren asked. “I hate to doubt him, but do you think he made it out of the city alive?”

Staring blankly into those pulsing coals, he replied, “I hope so.”

“Right!” said Khrum, clapping the dust from his hands and standing up, like he was readying himself for off. “Perk up, folks. Let’s get our shkates on. This blasted cliff won’t conquer us, by Jove!”

“I admire your optimism, my lucky friend,” said Stell, “but how is it you plan on making the summit? Correct me if I’m wrong, but that surface would shred us in two before we could even get halfway. Let alone the shortage of grips.”

Slumping his shoulders, Khrum’s enthusiasm faded, when he tutted, “Oh, yeah…forgot about all that. Bollocks!”

“Khrum!” Icrick objected sharply, so appalled that he got a start. “Mind your manners.”

He hated such open vulgarities. He found them unnecessary, uncomfortable, and just plain rude.

“Bah, what-ever!” the leprechaun moped miserably. “Couldn’t give a riddler’s what ya think, Icrick, ta be honesht with ya! Anyways, who are you, tryin’ ta mammy me whenever I feel like effin’ ‘n’ blindin’. Quit it. It’s gettin’ old. Actin’ all holier-than-thou all the time. Makes my tummy all knotty!”

Suddenly, something occurred that they thought all their birthdays had come at once.

A brigade of squat ladies—I’d say eight or so—came marching up through the darkness to their left. They were stubby, pudgy little things, with ears as big as wings and noses like bumpy potatoes. Bearing coral armoured hides like lobsters, and garbed in short cloaks, these peculiar beings were known as Jaggiwans, or Briny Dwarvettes of the mid-ocean dales. Hardy women, by the cut of them. Never afraid to roll up their sleeves. They’d spend a significant amount of time beneath the tides. Then, whenever they got a hankering for some good liquor, they’d climb from the waters and celebrate for the same length of time that a squirrel might hibernate. They were even known to drink for anything up to eight months at a time, non-stop. Then once their celebrations were at an end, they’d stagger back to the seas and have a good long nap for themselves.

And so being renowned for their glee and forthrightness, they marched along, as carefree as you please; singing sea shanties to the beat of their flapping feet. Their shadows looked ever so jolly upon the walls by the glowing firelight, and they were carrying goblets of fresh froth in their mitts. A certain someone knew quite well what was in these juicy chalices.

Jumping to attention, with an arid tongue lolling, and a smile from temple to temple, Khrum’s delight replenished threefold. The others, however, were ready for anything.

As if at home in their own little caves, the tiny Dwarvettes ambled right up to the firelight, and helped themselves to some heat without so much as a ‘how do you do?’ Drunk was not the word.

“Mind if we steal a bit o’ warmth from your fire here?” one of them finally found the courtesy to ask.

“Not-at-all!” Khrum insisted. “Make yourselves at home, young ladies. Fine night ta be out ‘n’ about. Though it could be a biteen dangerous for ye, being so darn pretty ‘n’ all!”

He flattered with great intent; until he helped one of them out of their cloak, only to find that it was slick with weird slime and periwinkles, but he battled past it.

“Oh, ‘n’ what’s that ya have there?” he asked, wiping his hand off the lady’s shell without her knowing. “Well, now! That looks like ale! An’ tashty ale at that!” he hinted, licking his lips, with his pupils reflecting a near-perfect image of a goblet.

“Tastes absolutely dee-vine,” said one of the Jaggiwans, in her gritty voice. “Cheers for asking.”

Downing one sloppy mouthful, she rattled out a horrible burp, before tossing the rest over the cliff.

What a sinful waste of perfectly good tipple. Khrum nearly broke down in tears.

Then one of the other ones said, “Here, have this one, leprechauneen! (Hic!) My head is goin’ like the clappers here anyways. (Hiccup!)” and she handed Khrum a full goblet of foaming white ale.

“He-he! SOUND! Many, many, many thanks ta ya, me lass. May God shmile down on ya from his ruby throne above.” he praised, whisking the chalice from her hand.

Scuttling over to the fire, with the oversized goblet grasped protectively in both arms, Khrum sat down, licked his lips, and poured the beer tantalizingly into his mouth. This he did in front of poor Icrick.

Well, now. The ale was crisp, it was cold, and it tasted so wonderfully sweet. The little leprechaun thought he was in drinker’s heaven…on happy hour. Meanwhile, there was Icrick, watching on wistfully as that golden nectar dribbled down Khrum’s beard. He wanted but a sip and nothing more. To his joy, the leprechaun was a decent chap, and had spared him a little less than a third. This was fairly surprising, for it is not known for a leprechaun to surrender a drink so freely. Being a lifelong friend of Icrick’s, however, Khrum was not your average, selfish leprechaun by any means. Well, at least not since he’d set out on this adventure, that is.

Stell introduced himself and his band, and the Dwarvettes turned out to be a little ebullient bunch. A little up-front and sarcastic, maybe, but far from enemies. They’d been returning home from a Pixies’ ball not too far away in the Rockstone Wood, just beyond the border. ‘Twas a secret place where bad things couldn’t find them, according to them.

Once settled, the Jaggiwans went on and on about their night; telling of their antics and how they sang and danced the eve away. Incredibly sociable they were. Not full of small talk and boring chitchat like any commonplace stranger. They were almost leprechaun-like. Nor were they afraid to give Khrum a run for his money whenever he opened his vulgar gob. His gallantry and charm seemed to have conveniently been quench, along with his thirst. But they knew well.

After he’d informed them of their present predicament, Stell then asked if there was any way they could go around the cliff, or if there was any part of the face whereby they could ascend.

“I’ll tell you what,” said one of the ladies, struggling to her feet. “The night’s still young! So we’ll give you a challenge, and if you win, we will help you get to the top o’ that cliff there. What do you reckon? Bit o’ fun?!”

“And if we lose?” William was compelled to ask.

“If you lose, then…then…um…”

Stumped by this highly inquisitive and complex question, and far too drunk to think straight, the fat Dwarvette summoned her sisters to a huddle.

Following a moment’s debate, she turned to William and answered, “Right! If you lose, then you have to give us all o’ your…money,” and all of her Dwarf friends added an unpromising yet rather caricatured “Woooh!” with one in the background contributing a muffled, “Dun-Duuun!”

William and his friends regarded one another with amusement. It wasn’t much of a forfeit on their part, seeing as they hardly had two pennies to rub together anyhow. Actually, had they not known any better, they would have said that these teeny critters didn’t even need the money, and that it was just something they could use to flaunt their victory.

Speaking for all, Wren suddenly said, “Fair enough. You’ve got yourselves a deal. So, what’s the challenge?”

With that, one Jaggiwan stepped out from the rest. A little broader than the others, she wore a seashell eye patch over her left eye.

Speaking proudly and majestically, she slurred, “Me name’s Estáz! And I am the smartest of all beings, in any world that anyone has ever known ever. Ever-ever-ever-ever-ever…EVER!”

The rest of Estáz’s companions sniggered and chuckled to themselves. They were clearly just having a laugh at the strangers’ expense, who knew this well enough. But they decided to amuse these funny lasses anyway, and thus, allowed them their performance; if it meant finding a way to the top.

“Very well, Estáz,” Stell smiled shrewdly, and she bowed grandly in accord. “What type of challenge do you suggest?”

“I challenge you to…um…challenge me, to a brain contest, competition…thing.” she exclaimed, pointing boldly into the skies.

If luck was to ever befall our crew, it could not have arrived any sweeter than this, because Stell had just the trick.

“Very well.” smiled he, displaying an astute wink to our William.

Secretly procuring the last pear from his satchel, he hid it behind his back, and said, “I accept.”

Stell scanned his surroundings, then spied a black owl who was perched in the pines below the plateau. This feathered predator was scouring the woodland floor in search of a late-night morsel, and, sure enough, something small and undoubtedly very tasty was nosing about in a leafy patch not ten metres below.

This was just what Stell was after; so he said, “Right so, Estáz. See that owl over there…in the trees?”

Squinting hard, as she stood in drunken circles, Estáz soon located the owl and gurgled, “Indeed I do, Mr. Elfington, me aul’ coconut! Indeed I do, indeedy-do!”

Stell turned a blind eye to that unbecoming and rather inane ‘coconut’ statement, and continued, “Now, he is about to swoop in and catch his dinner at any given moment, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes, that’s the way it looks to me anyways!” said Estáz, squeezing out a stifled burp.

“I’ll wager that I can make you say the word ‘bear’ before he catches his dinner. Do you accept my challenge?”

This seemed an easy bet for Estáz to win. For anybody who’s anybody knows that, once an owl spots some food, he doesn’t wait around to snag it. Not at all. They swoop in hard and fast, before taking to their nest to devour it.

“Quickly now!” said Stell. “Time is of the essence.”

After some brief deliberation, the merry lady said, “Agreed! I’ll take that wager. Slap it in between two slices of bread there and I’ll gobble it up, feathers ‘n’ all!”

“Very well. You must answer these three questions as quickly as possible.” Stell instructed. “Understand?”

“Right you are!” said Estáz, keenly rubbing her hands, with all the allure of a fat rugby player outside a scrum.

William, Wren, Khrum, and Icrick stood by with undivided attention. Estáz’s sisters were doing the same, only they were a tad less coordinated; sometimes staggering backwards, or dozing off temporarily. Nevertheless, Estáz herself was on the ready, and Stell commenced with his questioning.

Solemn in eye, the Elf glared at her and asked, “Question one: What is your name?”

All caught up in the excitement, she immediately bellowed, “ESTÁÁÁZ!”

Her squeal was like nails on a blackboard, and Stell juddered. “Okay, Estáz, no need to scream your head off either,” and the Dwarvette apologized.

(The owl’s neck was stretched out, with one talon raised…)

“Hmmm. Question two: What is your favourite drink?” the Elf asked.

“Why ale, of course!” Estáz smirked, like it couldn’t be any more obvious.

(The owl’s wings begin to lift…)

“And question three: What is this?” Stell asked, displaying the pear.

“A pear!” Estáz chuckled smugly, thinking she’d answered all the questions without a hitch.

“Ho-ho! That was easier than I thought!” the Elf laughed unexpectedly. “Now, take us to the top of that cliff, if you please.”

“W-W-What?!” gasped the Dwarvette, glimpsing at her friends with confusion. “You said bear not pear!”

“My, my, did you just say bear?” Stell grinned.

Not a moment too soon, the owl soared from the trees and snatched up an unwary asp, before flying back home so as to partake in his evening dish. Meanwhile, all of Estáz’s friends were left moaning and hissing at her downright thickness. Smartest being ever, indeed.

“Well, you shifty little so ‘n’ so!” Estáz chuckled, taking the trick in good taste, as did her chums. “I’ll have to remember that one for again! Very well then, MacElferson me aul’ flithereen, a deal’s a deal!”

“Much obliged.” Stell replied, bestowing a gallant bow. “Now, what must we do to get over this cliff?”

“The same thing we do!” Estáz answered, when all of the Jaggiwans huddled up together, wrapping their arms around one another’s waists.

“An’ that’d beee…?” Khrum asked, twirling his hand about, looking for her to elaborate.

Out of the blue, the Dwarvettes initiated a chant that proved near unsettling to the ear. And, by degree, it amplified into progressive harmonies.

“Come out, come out, ye leggity-Scrimps! Get us on home for our dillisk ‘n’ shrimps! So carry us readily-steadily Scrimps! And be gone, MOVE ON, our friendity-Scrimps…”

It appeared that they were summoning something, but what?

The chanting grew louder by the note, incorporating flowing alterations in both tone and harmony as their knees bobbed up and down to the rhythm. Then, from out of the unknown, William apprehended a strange shuffling. It came from all around, echoing from hidden places. Forming a defensive circle, they scanned their whereabouts, while the Jaggiwans carried on with their mantra.

“Come out, come out, ye leggity-Scrimps! Get us on home for our dillisk ‘n’ shrimps!”

All of a sudden, a mob of crawly things came streaming down from the precipice from above; similar to spiders, only they weren’t. These beasts were as big as ponies, and as you probably already know, that is preposterously gigantic for a spider.

With sixteen clever legs to a Scrimp, each as hideous and as hairy as the next, they also had huge, bulbous backs, burnished and tough. Odd though it seemed, they looked more like half a spider than a whole one, for they had no heads.

They spun their sticky webs, up and about, whilst descending that forbidden face with prodigious skill and fabulous alacrity.

William and his companions found them ever more bizarre, the closer they got. There were a good many of them, too. Maybe fifteen, sixteen, or even twenty. They all stood around, leaning this way and that, studying the visitors in their midst. By the time the last Scrimp had touched ground, Icrick was wheezing again. Spiders were his least favourite of the insects.

“Meet the Scrimps!” Estáz proudly introduced. “These will be your ticket to the summit! So! Whenever you’re ready.”

Approaching our William, one of the creatures crouched down. A slimy slit opened wide on its back, and it smelt absolutely atrocious inside. Wren almost gagged.

“Come on! We don’t have all day! We have two dozen wine barrels abroad that are in need of our services! Get in then!” said Estáz, appearing to be in a bit of a rush.

“You can’t be serious. Get in there?” frowned William, looking a bit ill himself.

“It’s the only way you’re going to get up there, laddy-loo-la! Unless you want to walk straight on, in that direction, for a few hundred miles through Goblin-infested territories? But, have it your own way!” said the Dwarvette, stepping foot inside one of the crawly things.

“No! Wait! We’ll go!” said the Elf, speaking for all.

“Says who?” Khrum objected, when Stell motioned for a quiet word.

“This is our best chance,” said he, “and these…um…ladies don’t seem like the worst people in the world. So, what say you?”

“That flippin’ shnake inside in the windmill didn’t seem like the worsht idea in the world either. Look at what happened there.” Khrum protested. “No wonder aul’ Paddy had it in for them!”

“I see your point,” Stell said. “What say we put it to a vote? All in favour, say aye.”

Outnumbering Khrum, four to one, they decided to take their chances. A Scrimp stepped up to each of them, and they all climbed inside, granted they squirmed at the feel of it.

The Scrimp’s innards were wet, warm, and mushy. The stink could not be adapted to. That aside, they actually appeared rather threatening, all settled inside of their Scrimps. They looked like fierce creatures with spider bodies, like arachnid centaurs of some new species. Estáz and her band of merry Dwarvettes crawled into Scrimps of their own and, soon enough, they were all right for off.

“Lead on, me lanky friend!” she ordered, and her spider spun a web up to the highest peak and bounded onto that steep wall.

It scurried fast along its thread, using super agility and magnificent skill, as Estáz herself wobbled left to right on its back. William zipped up the precipice after her; then Wren; Stell was next; and finally Icrick and Khrum.

The once-daunting cliff was now passing by with humorous ease. Testing their footing, the Scrimps felt their path as they progressed, swinging about like conkers, then darting skyward with unrivalled haste. It turned out to be a thrilling spin for all…pardon the pun.

Having reached the peak in no time at all, the Scrimps freed their passengers before returning to the comfort of their cleverly concealed nests within the woods, Bruíl Bán, just aside the cliff shelf.

Shaking Estáz’s hand, Stell wished them a very fond farewell, and the little Dwarvettes teetered off into the shadowy woodland, whistling and dancing. Charming beings. And that was the last they ever saw of them. Still, it remained a wonder how they managed to find such hospitality in the east when they didn’t expect it. But they were glad of it all the same.

From there, they peered across that starlit countryside, revising it bleakly as it roamed into insipid and dreary surfaces of afar. There was more of bog there than they would have liked. Humps of rock protruded and sank into the tundra as the wind bit sharply at their skin. Sweeping out on either side of their position were two woodlands, acting like some inescapable funnel which bored in deep to that heartless place before tapering from sight. Then, into the east, past the Great Mountain, and so far into the night that they could not see, was their next stop and, ultimately, their final destination.

Not all was hopeless and bitter, I’m glad to say. For they saw a man emerging from the woodland of Night’s Close, just north of there. And that man was Redmun, alive and well. His face had been badly bruised, and his clothes, stained with blood, but he was there now and that’s all that mattered. Pew was with him. He was having a bit of a rustle in the bushes, happy as ever.

“You’re alive!” William said happily. “We waited on the step for you but you never found us. What happened?”

“I was wondering the same thing about you.” Redmun replied. “I thought you would have made it topside sooner. Before arriving at the city, I sighted you from the skies. Deciphering your upcoming road, I made haste for Rockstone, where I found a gathering of Scrimp-riders. Informing them of your arrival at the step, I requested they aid you with your climb, and they cordially accepted. Did they not find you?”

“You sent those Dwarves?!” Icrick stated.

“Indeed!”

“Hmmm! Funny…they never said.” Wren tutted, not in the least surprised, for they were impish little things; secretive when it came to some harmless trickery. “So, what happened after we left you?”

“Yes!” Stell donated. “Did you destroy Sidell?! Are her bones burrowing to the catacombs?”

‘Are her bones burrowing to the catacombs’? That’s a very sudden and weird thing to ask, William pondered. But eager to find out if she’d indeed been destroyed, he didn’t bother to ask and, instead, they all gathered ‘round to hear what Redmun had to say.

“The beast of Gùran is no more,” he answered, while doing a brief check of his weaponry. “But Sidell still lingers. Nevertheless, she is no longer a threat to anyone.” And in a sort of private whisper to himself he said, “For now she knows the true feeling of deprivation.”

Leaving them to ponder this, he added, “I will say no more! Quickly now, Andin’s Shield is another day’s work, and we must defeat that mountain as soon as possible. It will not do to get lost in its wilderness when the eclipse comes.”

Just then, the Poppum scampered over to Stell so as to knock upon his leg armour for a bit.

“Oh! What a funny little animal,” smiled the Elf.

At the insult of being called an animal, Pew stuck his tongue out at him and blew a spitting rasp.

“Ah, let me introduce you to our little friend, Pew,” Icrick said, lifting the Poppum into his arms. “Kept us company while we stayed with Redmun, he did. He truly is a joy to have around.”

“Hmmm, never heard of a Poppum before.” the Elf replied, scratching Pew’s fluffy head. “Most remarkable!”

Counting their numbers, Redmun paused and said, “Just a moment. We are a Head short. Where’s the horseman?”

Pew jumped to alert and found that Redmun was right. Where was the horseman?

Nobody wished to explain the Dullahan’s whereabouts, as they were still very down about him leaving, so eventually, William answered, “We had a little disagreement—myself and himself. We both said some terrible things, and…well…he left. Went home I think.”

“It’s true, Redmun,” said Icrick sadly. “Crosco let fly some awful insults at William. That’s what kicked it all off. And when the argument was over, he left! Wasn’t for him, this quest. Not made for the road. Not like the rest of us.”

“Indeed! Sure we can’t all poop spears ‘n’ ate hot coal like yourself, Icrick; ya fearless swashbuckler ya!” Khrum said to that.

“We were both to blame,” the lad differed. “We both said some things. So no one is any less guilty than the other.”

“Some insults can be tough to swallow,” Redmun told him, seemingly from experience, “particularly if they’re dispensed by a friend. But best take nothing of insult to heart, as you cannot gain from it. We must only remember the things which give us strength. Those are the opinions that really matter…and, very often, are the truest. Insults are only spoken through spite and jealousy. Jealousy of the virtues that one truly retains. As concerns your friend, have faith. The Dullahan will be fine. And he knows his way well enough,” and with an encouraging smile, he whispered, “besides, you have other friends here that you need to watch out for.”

William grinned boyishly at that. Redmun was a good man. Like Wren, he always spoke with sincerity. But then something distracted William. Redmun’s face had vacated again, like he was suspicious of the boy, for some reason; be it interest or concern.

“Something the matter?” William asked, recalling that look from before.

Cocking his head to one side, Redmun returned, “…I’m not sure,” and shaking it off, he otherwise uttered, “Time is wasting here. We’d better get a move on.”

“Won’t you tell us what happened in the city first?” the boy asked.

“No time! Keep your eyes open at all times…all of you. Now keep up!”

Disinclined to squander more time with storytelling, he set due course for Andin’s Shield. He cared not that they were at a loss for his untold tale. William felt the most let down. It was a battle so long in the making, that he was almost expecting Redmun to spill every little detail, only he didn’t. He wanted, I suppose, to forget about it now, Sidell and that portion of his life. Because it was done. Over.

But somewhere back in the west, sprawled out within the lonely shadows of the Barren City, beside a beast in its demise, was a witch. Armless, legless, eyeless, powerless. Wounds cauterized to prevent haemorrhaging, and any faint pleas she may have embraced for ensuing death. In silence she lay there, sobbing bitterly for her new deformities and how they would be hers to suffer for the remainder of her immortal existence.

Revenge of a thousand lives had been seized that day, and now she was deserted. For once, the victim. Weak and petty. Left there to suffer an eternity of pain for every single life she took no mercy upon.


- Chapter Ten -

Ruins of Núra

That same savage galloping tore furiously through William’s dreams like searing shrapnel; together with that grimacing skull of death who chuckled in the boy’s face like some inextinguishable force derived from a bombardment of terrible ideals. The terrifying squeal of Valstarius rang out and, once more, William woke up in a bitter sweat. This sent him into more mutterings of, “Why am I doing this? Think, William! Think! What am I supposed to be fighting for? What does that even mean?” hoping that it would settle his nerve some. Counterproductive as this behaviour was to everything he’d learnt in the jungle, this ritual remained a crutch of his. An unavailing compulsion upon which he could lean when anxious. He just couldn’t help it.

He tried desperately to compose himself, long enough to understand this premonition. Could it have been his own death that he saw? If so, when would it occur? And could it be prevented?

Countless unnerving questions sank deep into his psyche, like a vessel of plague after meeting with an indomitable collision. So many questions. Alarming questions. Inescapable questions. But they were questions which needed answering, nonetheless. Soon his fears quieted and the boy remained; drawn to a cloudy armada overhead as they glided before the corona of that broad moon.

William kicked down his blanket, then tip-toed over their slumbering bodies to Redmun, who was laying against a nearby boulder with his arm perched on one knee. He was resting his eyes only, and the Poppum was curled up snugly by his foot.

They were camping below the walls of Gylbalbùn, more high cliffs just south of the old Hivìn Hùi barrows; a place of infamous betrayal.

“Redmun. Redmun, are you awake?” William asked, being careful not to disturb the others.

Merely dozing, the man asked, “What is it, boy?”

Unable to find an easy way to ask what he so wanted, William simply threw caution to the wind and blurted it out.

“I need to go and see…them!” he stated, so very adamantly. “I’m sorry. I know you warned me against it, but it’s just something I have to do!”

An unsettling request indeed, but Redmun did not stir, nor open his eyes.

In surprisingly calm tone, he simply asked, “Another dream?”

“Yeah! How did—”

“I told you before, such things should not be considered! Neither you nor I know how to read them.”

“I know that.” William disputed, shaking his head like he didn’t have to be told again and again.

He was so wound up at this point that he just wanted Redmun to allow him this one little favour while sparing him the lecture. And although obliged by his tutor’s concern, he had simply reached the point where he needed to find out exactly what was going on.

“Look,” he said sharply, “I used the truffle o’ foresight, and I didn’t like what I saw! I need more answers. And you told me that their ruins are on our road, remember? ‘Near the old barrows,’ you said. So please, will you take me there? Will you help me? I need this.”

Redmun did not speak. Resting his weary eyes, he reflected.

Then, “So be it,” he eventually answered, noting the worry in William’s voice. “We shall go in the morrow. But beware, boy, this prophet is often treacherous…even more so than poorly interpreted visions. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

This came as a shock to our young William, to have Redmun consenting so freely.

So cagily he asked, “And I have your word, do I? You’re not going to try to talk me out of it in the morning or anything?”

“Decisions in our own lives are our own decisions to make, not anybody else’s,” the man sighed, accepting that his night’s rest had been spoilt. “And it is not their duty to make you choose otherwise. Your own judgments construct your own courses and, so far, your choices do not seem to have led you off-track.”

Highly indebted, but also highly surprised, William said, “Thank you. It’s just…I have to know. I have to understand. You know?”

He felt guilty for going against the man’s guidance. However, his aggravation had taken priority; goading him to bare the meaning behind these awful nightmares.

“I-I’m just going to have a quick word, then I’ll leave…I promise.” nodded he, to gain not a word.

Regardless of the man’s true opinions, William grew more at ease. Frightening, as in all likelihood this visit may be, it remained a chance to gain deeper insight into his prevision. At the very least, perhaps he might even reveal just enough for him to piece it together himself.

William got what he wanted so he let Redmun be, and returned to his bedspread to get some sleep. He needed it now, he felt, for the task ahead. Redmun, on the other hand, opened his eyes and pondered long into the early hours. It was he who remained awake.

At the presence of dawn, they set off on their journey towards the old church ruin of Nùra. Redmun was warning William of the things he should expect from Webble; how they tend to stray into topics of their own, and how they sometimes use flattery and exaggeration to manipulate. Also, he insisted that they all keep their guards and to expect the unexpected. Offering no protest, they agreed.

During that hike, William decided it was a good a time as any to ask Redmun if he could elaborate on what he’d told him about freeing the Banádh. But he just gave him the same old spiel, time and again, ‘When you realise what you’re fighting for, then it will happen.’ He would include nothing more than that, for he firmly believed that the secret should be discovered, as opposed to it being imparted by another. Furthermore, any contribution on his part would only be speculation, and it wasn’t worth the risk confusing the lad, particularly if he was wrong.

Had this counsel not been so indefinite, William might not have refrained from asking his opinion on his recent prevision. He wanted to ask. Very much so. And he knew that Redmun would do his best to shed some light on it. But in the event of his guidance being just as vague, William decided to keep it to himself. He had enough puzzles to deal with. Following that, they talked no more, and proceeded on their journey to Vahna’s ruin.

None of them were partial to this visit. Stell, for one, had heard all of the bad things and none of the good, which stood to reason, given how there was very little good to hear about this creature at all. Wren, too, was dreadfully jittery at the notion of visiting them. All the while, she travelled last, eternally dreading this eerie encounter.

Previously that morning, after William had included them on his plans to visit the mystic, Wren went on to tell him about how her aunt used to tell stories about Vahna. She was so nervous talking about it. He could see it in her. She never slept properly afterwards, she said. Those tales were always so scary and cruel; comprising of curses and haunting, of tragedy and ruin. Her head would be shivering away beneath the covers before long…’like a scared Grogoch’ was how she put it. William had never seen her so edgy.

He put his arm around her to comfort her. To calm her. For her nerve’s sake. Taking a couple of long breaths, she ventured on, however cautiously.

Over those strangely ossified hills, beneath an old elm forest they strode, and after spotting some fish in its shallows, they lingered briefly by a black mere for a quick bite. Swift indeed, this break needed to be. Time was of the utmost importance. But they made the most of it while they could.

It proved tediously difficult to land fish from that lake initially. The banks were overrun with ravels of knifelike thorns, more or less resembling some natural form of barbwire. Rich from the dirt it grew, tangled and thick, but Stell hacked through it with reasonable ease in the end.

The fish within the mere were rather odd too, having been long-time residents of the darklands. Thick-scaled, these molar-toothed creatures were as pink as flesh; with blinking, bulging, white eyes and wriggly tendrils which flowed from their heads as a mechanism for snagging a bite. Hideously ugly, I’m sure you would agree. And far more distasteful to look at, than say, a cricket, or perhaps a beetle from a cursed windmill.

Their appearance notwithstanding, they were actually very tasty and, more importantly, filling. Had Redmun not been there, they might have bypassed the notion and done without. But he was adamant in this case, for, like the Elves, he knew much about what was poisonous and what was wholesome.

He and the Elf conversed over dinner, and were swapping histories so as to get better acquainted. Already somewhat familiar with Redmun’s background through vast Elfish archives, Stell was asking more of the Erethaoí’s birth onto Lythiann; if Redmun could recall much of it, and how wandering the lands in isolation had affected him. Disinclined to divulge any particulars about his other existences, Redmun simply told him that he couldn’t recollect much from his birth. Not being aware of his Lythial roots seemed to sadden him. But it grieved him no worse than before, as he was accustomed to his lack of enlightenment by then. That’s not to say he didn’t wish to know.

He and Stell had gotten well acquainted during that short stop, and when it came to the understandings of Lythiann’s past, they both had very much in common, making it a very healthy foundation of friendship.

As for Redmun’s pet, Pew, he didn’t do much at all in those hours. Nor was he his usual playful little self. Ever since he found out about Crosco, he fell distant. Yes, he was still sniffing about and rapping on things, as Poppums do, but there was a loneliness to him. He cared a lot about Crosco, you see. For heedless of the horseman’s grumpiness and notorious boorishness, Pew could somehow see past it, into an underlying kindliness which Crosco never chose to reveal, nor many others could see.

The little critter was slouched by the lakeside, and because they hadn’t much chance to speak since the Barren City, Icrick and Khrum decided to sit with him. Icrick was very overcome to see Pew so upset, but he got a grip on himself for the Poppum’s sake. He tried to, at least.

“Miss your chum, do ya?” Khrum asked considerately.

Producing one soft squeak, yet looking oh so blue, Pew merely nodded, while displaying a puppyish glance from those big, innocent eyes of his.

“You’re not the only one,” Icrick moped, struggling to stay composed.

Gazing into a dream, he then went, “You know, apart from all his ranting and raving, he really wasn’t a bad old chap, was he? Him and Ifcus…and his armoured torso, too. It really isn’t the same without them.”

Knowing painfully well where this was going, Khrum shrank down into his collar and pulled the brim of his hat down over his eyelids. He knew well what was coming. It was Icrick, after all. The biggest emotional wreck to have ever resided in the Grollo Halls.

Then, as his sniffles took hold, Icrick’s eyes ballooned to the inexorable discharge of his grief.

Bursting into tears, he bawled out, “Oh! OH! WHY DID THEY HAVE TO LEAVE? WHY? AAAGH! MY GOD! THE PAIN OF IT! LIFE CAN BE SO CRUEL AT TIMES! IT’S SO UNFAIR!”

“Control yourself, man.” Khrum tutted, more embarrassed than anything. “We’re here ta comfort the yoke…not make him worse than he already flippin’ is!”

To Khrum’s wonder, however, when the Poppum saw Icrick’s pain, he clambered up onto his shoulder and hugged him sweetly. ‘Twas like he wanted to cure both of their sorrows with one precious gesture…that of a promise to maintain this new bond of friendship. Wouldn’t you know, this set the leprechaun off, too. More sooner than not, they were bawling all over one another. It was nearly humorous, the way they rocked to and fro, weeping on one another’s shoulders like three age-old friends who’d had a bit too much rum in their pudding. Nevertheless, it did them the world of good to let it all out like that.

Once the tears had subsided, they made a silent pact to make do with what friendships they had, and to try and get through the end of this horrible mission together, no matter what.

Leaving the mere behind, they followed whatever sunlight was glimmering through those drab clouds. Sunlight was the most trusted way of travelling through the east, Redmun said. In a way, it was the will of heaven, burning through the darkness in a wish to assist those who exist with light in their lives. This was how he explained it. Khrum thought it sounded like more of an old wives’ tale, at best. But it turned out Redmun was right. For the scant beams of light practically led them straight up to those old church ruins before disappearing altogether. Little Khrum could hardly believe it, and so was all the more glad that he didn’t try to pull Redmun up on it, lest he made a right twit of himself.

They wandered onto higher ground where, ahead of them, to the northeast, wound a serpentine bluff pass. Beneath this pass, crashing against the steep cliffs as if striving to penetrate the cold, hard rock, were the violent foaming waters of a deep cove. Creepers Cove. Those waters were always cruel in those dark times. Always cruel, and always awaiting some foolish soul to challenge them, to then become swallowed by its white foaming murkiness, and be heard from no more. Then there were the serpents. Those waters were alive with them; at night mostly. Famous voyagers and old seadogs were often known to spin yarns about how their long necks and mountainous humps could be spotted undulating atop the wild oceans on stormy dusks. Few sailed those waters in later years. It was just too dangerous.

Through the dark of the eve, night soon dawned, and standing ahead of a rounded hill crowned with ancient alders were the ruins. Midnight-blue the brickwork shone, by the rays of a budding moon.

Reminding them for the umpteenth time, Redmun said, “Keep your eyes open now! I would even suggest you draw what weapons you have, for we know not what evil could be at work here!”

He and Stell were carrying torches that shimmered low in the even wind. They stepped cautiously onto the grounds of the churchyard, then into the heart of the ruin. They prowled, watchfully. Wren waited out in the courtyard, after all the stories she’d heard.

Not much of the old church was left intact. Most of its walls were eroded by weather, time, or battle; they did not know which. Dismembered statues cluttered the grounds; lying in tatters amongst throngs of winding weeds and wicked nettles. A weasel scuttled into hiding when they entered, and bats fluttered unexpectedly past their faces. More chilling yet were the many shadows surrounding them. Potential hiding places for those who preferred to sneak about in secret.

After rummaging about for a spell, they could catch neither sight nor sound of those whom they sought, just the talk of the insects and the slight drumming of waves crashing upon rocks outside.

“What now?” William asked. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone here.”

Redmun did not budge.

William presumed he was listening out for something, so he went quiet to observe. When nothing caught his ear, he came to notice that Redmun wasn’t even blinking.

“R-R-Redmun?” he asked.

He did not answer. William then realised that the others were stuck in the exact same catatonic trance; frozen in their steps, with their minds cast far, far away from the present.

“What’s going on?” he asked, starting to feel very scared and alone. “Say something. One o’ ye!”

He tried frantically to get them to come ‘round, but nothing was working. Surrendering a vigilant whisper for a more precarious cry, he marched up and down, calling out their names, in the hope that someone would answer him. Just then, a spell of shadow consumed them. Blackness seeped down their bodies like living tar, leaving nothing behind of their normal beings but bland silhouettes. He then glimpsed outside to find the shadow of a girl, curled up in a trance, beneath the windowsill. Had a spell been cast?

Their torches burnt out, by a mild invoking gust. Darkness seemed to permeate as, little by little, William felt it closing over him. Terror enshrouded his skin, like a devil was wrapping a frost-cold blanket of purebred horror over his flesh with disturbing tenderness. He urged himself to stay strong, and so, he readied his weapon.

“None can hear you…” an ominous voice whispered from the shadows. “…just I!”

It preached from the hideouts of darkness; addressing him in such a way that it was hard to distinguish its line. Female, or was it beast? For, between its heaving breaths, it purred softly, just as a dozing cat would do; at times emitting a wet snort, as of a wolf licking its lips.

“Wh-Who’s there?” the boy challenged, just then grasping, who else could it be?

“So. You are the one who has come to purge these lands of its evil,” muttered the voice, in a manner that intended to ridicule young William.

“I’ve come here for my own reasons!” stated the lad, trying to get a fix on the voice.

A low, repulsive cackle coasted eerily from the shadows before subsiding.

“Then what is it you seek from me, my hero?” hissed the voice.

Suddenly an owl screeched from the dilapidated rafters, swooping just shy of the boy’s ear. He jolted to see what was there, when, at that exact same second, a shape quickly slipped from one shadow to the next in front of him. Unsure if he even saw it at all, William secured his grip on Thérn. Everything went still. However, this time, things became a little clearer to him. He could distinguish a shape, a black outline of a person, crouched high up in the darkness of the balcony, its shoulders hunched over, and its oily head weeded with seldom strands.

“I have questions I need to ask you. Can you help me?” William inquired, politely, but still with an air of mistrust.

“I would be only too happy to aid such magnificence, in whatever way you would wish, my liege,” it answered smarmily, bowing its head.

William was terrified now. So scared that he didn’t know whether to run or stay. But he needed to know.

“In my vision…I saw death,” he explained. “Was it my own? Or was it the death o’ somebody else?”

“Ah, your vision! Death, you say? Indeed it was!” whispered the voice, adding nothing more.

Not at all satisfied by this, William asked, “It was? Was what?”

Only for the chilling sounds of Webble’s breathing, there sounded no explanation. Instead they waited there, in hiding, watching William squirm. Studying him, even.

“Is that it?” he exclaimed, discouraged by their lack of detail. “That’s no answer! Are you telling me that I saw my own death or not?”

“I have answered you as best as I know how,” the creature finally said. “And the best for me is the best for you too, my mighty king.”

Flummoxed by this, William snapped, “But it doesn’t make any sense!”

Bored of this; thinking that this conversation had gone on long enough, the dark scoundrel commenced with their twisted little games.

In a faint blur, the shape bolted for the shadows just feet away from William, and yet it remained as masked as ever. It just sat there, staring up at him; that same shadowy profile as before. William could just about discern a long tail slithering about its head, and the gargling of its breathing remained utterly grotesque to bear; all dry and bestial.

“Let me tell you a tale,” it began.

Upon this counsel, William spied one of its hands in the dim light before him. It was terribly scarred, with grilled flesh, heavy knuckles, and three skinny fingers bearing long black nails, sharpened to jagged points.

The boy, retreating somewhat, held Thérn out in a trembling grip. Danger was not impending, however. Otherwise his weapon would have primed itself for action.

“Why? What’s it got to do with me?” he asked defensively.

“If you hearken, my lord, then you may learn a thing or two about, what it is you think you know about the ways of these lands.”

The beast strayed into the deeper darkness again, where it began circling the boy. This was the tale that they told.

“Not very long ago at all, I myself bore a child. A girl. A human girl. A great believer, was she. A believer in all things. To others, she appeared normal, though she possessed a rare beauty. Raven black was her hair. So dark and flowing that I shan’t forget it. Just the colour to suit her rotten mind. I can even smell her foul stench as we speak. She draws near.

“You see, foulness overcame her at an unusually young age. Dark desires to surpass even his in the east. Who could think that an infant could retain so much hatred? She even detested me, her own mother, in ways which even I could not foresee. Alas, I chose to abandon her. To…discard her. After seeing this through, I never heard from her again. I was at peace. I could sleep with both eyes closed again.

“But word of the nomads later reached my ear. Tidings of a young girl who roamed to the ends of the land, using her gifts to manipulate the weak and utilizing her beauty to make others do her will. She was gravely feared. She longed to get her way. For that reason, and going by the extents she was willing to stretch, she was accused of becoming one who would bring our world to its knees, given half the chance.

“When word of this child got out, the good people of the world chased her out; branding her a liar! A conspirator! An infant charlatan who cared for nobody bar herself! One who would eventually follow in Belenathor’s footsteps! And they weren’t wrong.

“Fleeing into territories where none knew of her, she started over again with her schemes. Yet those territories were not as friendly as the last. And once they discovered her for what she was, they thrashed her, almost to the point of death; inflicting injuries which would never heal…yet she got away again, unkilled.

“Oh, yes, in her time she deceived many people by convincing them she was something she was not. Using her charm, she made them do things they did not wish to do. This didn’t bode well for her when she was found out.

“By then, so many knew what to watch out for. So, in secluding herself for a time, she refurbished a false guise—that of virtue and innocence—and blended back into the populace, where she continues to plot her ultimate uprising…to this very day! One by one…person by person… this young girl would try to take over our world again. Befriending the powerful and deceiving the weak. A powerful weapon, is innocence.”

Again, the creature started to chuckle.

“You know of whom I speak, my lord. For you yourself have fallen for her charms of late, yet you have not the mind to see it. And she has already betrayed you. You will learn how before the end. Although, perhaps she will learn the errors of her ways before the final curtain is drawn. Then again…perhaps she will not. Who can really say for certain? Such a shame that those who we trust most are often the ones to feed us our own tired hearts. Which is to say, whether we like it or not, my king, the devil is in all of us.”

Once more the creature tittered dryly, like it was pleased to convey such awful news.

Having already drawn some painful conclusions of his own, William turned to his denial and asked, “Wh-Wh-Who are you talking about? What girl?”

“Hush, hush, my liege,” Vahna whispered patronizingly, ever sneaking. “That is all I can foresee. Now you must also be aware that, if you tell a single soul of what you have learnt here this night, before quest’s end, it shall mean absolute doom for everyone you care about…and the end of Lythiann as we know it!”

Poor young William was so taken down by this. Enslaved by his inner damnation. His entire world deteriorated within those few seconds, squeezing all of trust and devotion into dust.

How could it be—for him to receive even more austere tidings, more reports he didn’t understand. News to banish the crust from beneath his feet, plunging him into a pit of torment like which he had never known before. He could not fathom the inequity of it all.

“I will leave you now,” hissed Vahna. “Leave you to ponder what I have told you.”

Backing up to the blackest of the shadows, they vanished out of sight.

“Don’t go!” William begged. “You can’t! You have to tell me more! Who’s this girl? Do you hear me? I said, who’s the girl? Please!”

Of a sudden, combined with a sneering smile, one departing whisper bled from the darkness.

“Malevolence too sought my counsel, this very night. I fear your presence to him is no longer hidden. ‘Til we meet again…hero!”

Webble’s flagrant cackle shredded William’s fortitude into a hundred little bits, before bawling to such hellish heights that he could not stand to hear it. It then withered into the night, to where it was no more.

“Wait! Drevol knows I’m here?” he cried out, feeling like everything he’d accomplished was all for nothing.

Lost to his disbelief, he muttered, “…Wren?!”

“Whoa! What just happened?! What did you say, William?” Icrick asked, back to normal and scratching his head.

The rest of them had awoken from their spells, too, and were glancing about, puzzled by the blankness which had befallen them.

“Did you find the answers you were looking for?” Redmun inquired, somewhat suspiciously.

All of a sudden…KABOOM!…an unearthly crash sounded, close by in the east, as a brutal, swirling tornado exploded over the hills, straight towards the ruin.

It devoured everything in its path, and bellowed loud with keening winds. A twister of a different breed, preserving a funnel of swirling reds, charring and incinerating everything in its surroundings. Even more terrible than this phenomenon, was the fact that this was the devilry of Briggun himself.

It ploughed on in their very direction, formidable and unrelenting. Redmun was about to flee, only he paused. He noticed a certain despair in William’s eyes. A torture which reminded him much of himself when he too received poisonous tidings from the villainous mystic. Had it not been for his belief in the importance of one’s own decisions, he would have otherwise discouraged William about going to that place; but that would oppose his most treasured principals. Precious codes whereby one’s ultimate independence would always overrule the need to rely on others. These were the consequences of William’s decisions now. This attack, and Webble’s burdensome counsel. It was up to him to contend with them, as Redmun himself had done when cursed by his own past. The only thing the Erethaoí could do was stay by his side, ever hopeful that his own choices may aid the boy yet.

Wren rushed in from being outside, and clutching onto William’s arm so as to pull him along, she shouted, “I don’t know what just happened in here. What I do know is that this thing is gaining on us! The mountain pass isn’t too far away! Come on!”

William, tarnished by distrust, yanked his arm away and sneered, “Get your hands off me!”

All he could think about was what Vahna had told him. As much as he didn’t want to trust it, he could not refute the truth behind her wisdom. Everything she told him made so much sense. He had fallen for Wren. Dark too was her hair. As black and heartless as Webble had illustrated. As concerns her injured shoulder; could it have been the result of beatings from times before? And why else did she wish to wait outside during this meeting? To avoid been recognised by the prophet and, thus, revealing her true identity to all?

[image: ]

Oh, how well she played the victim with him. Hurt by his outburst, Wren stood blinking at him. So frank was the hurt look in her eyes. So baffled. Was this just another of her masks? Or was it genuine? William didn’t know what to believe.

As the tornado lurched all the nearer, she stole herself from him—sometimes glancing back—and fled for the path.

In a lonely whisper, William watched on and uttered, “I really believed her. I really thought she was—” but more notions of deceit overshadowed him.

Everything they shared felt like a lie. It almost seemed like he didn’t care about the tornado, or what it was about to do. He could have just stood in its path and allowed that fiery beast to consume him. Suddenly, Vahna’s voice reverberated in his thoughts.

“Perhaps she will learn the errors of her ways before the curtain is drawn? Then again…perhaps she will not?” it spoke.

Were it not for this minor prospect, he might have abandoned all faith in Wren. Yet he had to believe that she could change. He cared about her too much. But he felt so betrayed. “Could she still change her ways?” he deliberated. “It’s possible! I mean, why not? Especially after her aunt died. She might’ve regretted all those terrible things she did. Maybe she’s trying to work harder at it now…at being good? She could’ve taken a vow like Redmun, to repent! Wait, what if that’s not the case…or the stuff about her aunt was a lie too?! Is she going to be a liability? And what about Jimzin? Where does he fit into all this? I don’t know!” The ill-fated fellow felt truly trapped beneath a wave of suffocation so astronomically uncertain that he lost all train of thought.

Beyond the church, wild forests plunged into flames beneath a scarlet sky, while the northern winds ravaged the land into a hellish state. William was just standing there, limply, in the heart of chaos.

Redmun ran back, grabbed him by his backpack, and ordered, “What are you standing around for, boy?! Have I taught you nothing? Now is not the time to dawdle, so get moving!”

“You don’t understand…” William answered vacantly, not budging.

Taking sympathy, in the face of threat, Redmun replied, “What you learnt here was not what you sought…I’ve gathered that! But it is just one more trial that you must face now. Remember what I told you in training? ‘Only the most difficult of tasks are the ones truly worth doing?’ Now ask yourself this: Will all this be worth it to see your home again?”

The tornado groaned closer, in a demoniac rage. But Redmun’s words fitted. William could not forsake those who needed him most, even at the cost of his own futile desires. Even at the cost of his own life. He couldn’t give up. He wouldn’t. Vahna’s counsel was, after all, vague enough to preserve some small hope for Wren…or, at least, that’s what he was telling himself.

“You’re right. It will be worth it,” he said, but not without doubt.

“Indeed it will!” the man smiled. “Now, I suggest we get moving. We linger here any longer, then I fear neither of us will see our homes again. Come now, raise those knees.”

Hastily they started upon the winding pass beside the blazing hills. Before long, they were negotiating that tight walkway above the cove, whilst, rumbling behind them, the tornado’s writhing tail moulted a fiery road.

The trees combusted like matchsticks, and were tumbling down from the hillsides above. They stopped and started as those rolling logs galloped by in great fountains of sparks. The road to Andin’s Shield was not far beyond the cliff pass. But that pass had drop more treacherous than the tornado, and vigilance was key.

They sprinted breathlessly for the pass, but the flaming beast had them in its sights.

Bolting by William’s side, Redmun said, “Only one person could cast such a spell. Briggun must know you’re here, boy! How, I know not.”

William wasn’t without relief, just then. The awareness of their enemy was too big a burden for him to deal with single-handedly.

Not too far ahead, Wren shouted back, “Briggun?! Well, what are we going to do? He won’t give up until he kills us all.”

“Look at her, acting like she’s got nothing to hide.” William grunted.

“I’m thinking!” Redmun replied. “For now… keep running!”

They were escaping along that meandering walkway now. The blazing menace was but a hundred meters behind, blockading their return if they were ever so inclined to turn back. The pass was so slim that the only way out of this mess was to, either, jump to certain death amongst those chopping waves and sharp rocks, or to try and outrun it, which wasn’t very likely.

Too flustered to formulate a better plan in so short a time, Redmun came to a worrying stop, and beckoned, “Do you trust me?”

“Not as much as I’d trusht a good aul’ bit o’ Irish rain right now!” Khrum panicked when the heat began licking his flesh. “Oh, blimey! My shkin! Sizzlin’ like a rasher I am! What have ya got up your sleeve, Redmun? Ha?!”

Redmun took that as a yes, whereupon he suppressed the surrounding havoc, closed his eyes, and went into a trance. He kicked the dust back at his heels like a bull set to charge, and was kneading his knuckles; priming them. Allowing him their uttermost trust, but painfully aware of the impending danger, the others waited, shifting uneasily, sweating profusely.

Folds of electricity rippled up Redmun’s legs, right down to his fingertips. From the very core beneath his feet, he was channelling some sort of charge.

His hands fluctuated with a fearsome heat. His eyes flamed redder than the tornado they were about to face.

Reaching to the sky, he then commanded, “Eèsapa nò goro muaì! Eèsapa nò goro muaì kaina! Eèsapa nò goro muaì nghaou! EÈSAPA NÒ GORO MUAÌ BALNA!”

No sooner had he chanted those words than each of his fellow comrades exploded into a heatless flame; singeing no clothes nor scalding no flesh. Seconds later, the tornado came rushing up behind them, not so much as wreaking the faintest warmth upon them. Unbeknown to all, they were each shrouded within a cladding of Shield-fire which Redmun had delivered through his warlock incantation.

At first, it came as quite a fright. To little Icrick especially, who was downright traumatized. On noticing that their enshrouding flames were inflicting no harm, however, their panic subsided. Somehow they knew that it was more of a benefit than a threat.

The tornado had almost trundled up to their very heels, when the man ordered, “All of you! Hit the deck. Now!”

Spitting wildly, they collapsed to the ground. As luck would have it, the tornado rolled right over them and, inflicting no injury, proceeded along the bending pathway.

Watching the foul twister with his searing gaze, Redmun whispered, “Make no sound, nor make one move! Otherwise this plan will go to the birds.”

Lo and behold, the entire blistering mass consumed itself in the distance. In a shuddering wisp of smoke, followed by a ghostly wail, it extinguished into thin air completely.

For a brief spell, they remained stationary, when eventually the man saw it fit to stand.

“H-H-How did that happen?” Icrick stuttered, as his own flames fizzled out.

But it was the Elf who twigged Redmun’s plan, sharply enough.

Dusting himself off, he liberated a nervous breath and said to the man, “Wise thinking, my friend. Very wise thinking indeed! I thought our numbers were up for good, I did!”

“Wise thinking?” Icrick exclaimed, baffled and very much shaken. “What? Why? Will somebody please tell me what on earth is going on?!”

Stell then smiled. “Calm yourself, my hairy friend…” (All that could be heard in the background was Khrum sniggering, ‘Pa-ha!…Hairy friend!’) “It’s fine. No need to panic. What happened is no big mystery. We could only presume that Drevol was watching us during this attack. How else could he be controlling that ghastly phenomenon? Do you follow so far?”

“Yes!” Icrick blushed, feeling a tad obtuse for not catching on.

“And I am sure you witnessed the tornado dying out, just as we did? So as we lay motionless, in ablaze, he must have believed his attack a success, thusly withdrawing and considering us no more. Now, with a little of God’s help, we can continue on this journey in the high hopes of Drevol believing us dead, and therefore, rendering him no more of a hindrance. How delightful!”

“Good grief,” gulped the Grogoch.

Cunning or otherwise, it was far from a delightful concept to him, thinking himself six feet under of all things. Be that as it may, it was encouraging to know that Drevol would no longer be sniffing after them and it was, most certainly, fast thinking on Redmun’s part.

Nevertheless, after everything he’d been through, one of them felt a touch belittled by this.

“So Drevol thinks I’m…dead?!” William asked with surprise. “He thinks that he’s beaten Mysun?”

“We can only hope.” Redmun replied, with the last of the wavering current dwindling from his garbs.

Placing the Poppum on his shoulder, he then asked, “Why? Does that…bother you?”

“Bother me? Not at all. I’m glad. Really.” William blathered. “It’s just, I was kind o’ expecting a little more out o’ him; with him thinking he’d defeated his worst enemy and all.”

“What were you expecting? Fireworks, perhaps?” smiled the man, making the lad blush. “I’m afraid we’re not so lucky, as Drevol celebrates in different ways, lad. When it suits him he’ll probably rejoice by causing more destruction and death. And after learning of your supposed death here in Lythiann, who knows what he’s got planned for when the eclipse comes.”

“I prefer the fireworks idea!” whimpered Wren. “Why couldn’t he just accept this as his victory and sit back with a nice cup of tea or something? Is that not enough? Or is he that bloody ignorant that he has to make an even bigger mess of the world, even though he has supposedly won?”

“Pookas, lass!” Khrum added, patting the last few sparks from his sleeve. “Dummies, the lot o’ them. Wouldn’t undershtand a victory if it came up ‘n’ bit them on the face! If ya ashk me, I’d say Drevol has the brain capacity of some aul’ flea-bitten, mange-ridden mongrel. When he was finished with the tornado there, he probably curled up in his chair ‘n’ tried lickin’ his own—”

“Bawling bat squeaks on it, anyway!” Icrick bellowed, moping over the Symphogram. “One of the straps is after snapping! I knew it felt a little loose, and that tornado didn’t help matters at all.”

“Here, let me have a look. The less I think about Drevol the better!” Wren offered, and examining the strap, she teased, “Dear God, Icrick, you’ve really done a number on it this time.”

She threw an upward glance at William, hoping to coax a smile at Icrick’s expense. It didn’t work like she’d intended. He just turned the other cheek and ignored her. Again she was at a loss; emitting the unspoken impression that she was offended and bemused. William noticed this, but he snubbed it off.

Making a double overhand knot, she went ahead and secured Icrick’s strap for him anyway, then she sighed, “There you go, Icrick. It should work fine for you now.”

“Why, thank you, Wren,” the Grogoch smiled, hoisting the Symphogram onto his back. “What would we ever do without you? You’re the glue that holds us all together, so you are.”

Finding this almost too funny to believe, knowing what he knew, William deployed his staff and snapped, “LOOK! We’re wasting time here. Let’s just go.”

“O-Oh, why y-yes. If that’s what you so wish, W-William…” the Grogoch stuttered, thinking it was he who’d offended him.

The lad slouched in shame. Last thing he wanted was for the Grogoch to blame himself for his troubles. Icrick was one of his most prized allies, if anything. William just wanted some honesty for a change. He wanted to be able to trust without fear, and to not worry about betrayal among friends. Yet some begrudging force was driving against him, refusing him all these things. Most of all, he had a pining to confront the girl, were it not for Vahna’s warning depriving him from doing so.

So, tiredly, he sighed, “Let’s just go,” and began on his lonely stroll towards the Great mountain.


- Chapter Eleven -

Facing the Shield

Hidden suns had risen and gone before they’d finally arrived at one of the most treacherous portions of their expedition. It was a place where they had no other way to go than a slight solitary path that ran up over the great mountain of Andin’s Shield, so branded after the Celtic earth spirit, Andin nà Tuináh, who was believed to have aided King Thide in casting the mountain from the core as means of guarding the west from the darkness of the eastern land.

The Shield rose from the lethal volcanic rock of the surrounding Blade Mountains, and was considered the mightiest, and yet youngest, mountain in Lythiann. A colossal shield, forged from root and stone, it flourished long past the abysmal clouds. Even then, that was but half its climb.

“Look…at…the…size of it, would ya!” Khrum gasped, as the lightning lit up its mighty shoulders.

“This looks far worse than anything I’ve seen yet. Look at it! It looks so… so wicked. So sinister!” Wren replied, swallowing numbly at this dark and domineering thing.

William had a little smirk to himself at that.

“Try not to worry just now, Wren,” said Stell. “This mountain is benign in contrast to some of the other things we’ve come across, believe you me.”

“The Elf knows what he is talking about,” Redmun agreed. “No true enemy lives in this place. Even so, a mountain is a mountain. Take care not to disturb it, and watch your step at all times—”

“—because we didn’t bring any ropes?” Icrick guessed, looking bleakly up.

“…Because we didn’t bring any ropes.” The man nodded.

And he was right about not disturbing it, for its wilds were a haven for feral animals, both fierce and rare; deathly traps; freezing temperatures that could turn the warmth of one’s blood to ice over the course of a nap; and deep, glacial crevasses which went from being a mesmerizing crystal-blue to empty pits of dreaded blackness thereafter.

Khrum and Icrick were begging to go around it. But circumnavigating the great mountain was virtually impossible, what with the engulfing Blade Peaks roving right to the boundaries of Lythiann; both to the north and to the south. Challenging those was completely unheard of, because the sheer jaggedness of their deadly stone was enough to shred through iron as if it were butter, much like the shards of Sètanta, only this was of fouler and slicker stuff. Every square inch of the Blade Mountains stood rigid, like ebony steel, from the tiniest sliver of rock to the very summits themselves. Like the Shield, these peaks were used as a subsidiary defence from Drevol’s demons, whereas never was a second thought given for those who actually wished to infiltrate from the outside.

The trail of Andin’s Shield was therefore the only route to take. Thankfully, Redmun knew of a secret portal somewhere higher up on the mountainside, a shortcut which could potentially save them much needless toil. That is, if they managed to make it that far.

They commenced on their arduous trek up the foot of the mountain, taking a slender path, wild with unusual vegetation. These colourful plants appeared to have bite behind their beauty, like they would sooner deliver a toxic sting than that of a sweet aroma, so nobody neared them should such mishaps hold true. Even Redmun gave them a wide berth, having never trusted them from times before.

They rambled on, and to reach the midpoint of the foothills alone it took them the best part of a day. During that stretch, the sun was blocked from their view. Again impeded by that same monstrous cloud of living shapes, as though uninvited creatures since banished from a celestial paradise were awaiting, in an obscure limbo, to be summoned home to the fetid brimstone of the deep. To make matters worse, the rain was crippling and did not cease for a good long time.

Not all was sullen, however. There was much shelter at the base of the great alp, amongst the pines, where they decided to set up camp before nightfall. Stell tried lighting a fire. A fine blaze always lifted their spirits. But sometimes the weather did not permit it, just as it nearly didn’t that night. But the Elf persevered, and soon the tinder was fizzling away with a toasty heat. Once they got settled that first night, it didn’t take them very long to fall asleep. They were already dog-tired from the first precipitous climb of the foothills, and they would need strength for the coming days.

Day two was much the same as the first; rainy and gloom-ridden. They had approached more trying and cumbersome terrain, that of slack stone and impasses which drove them to scale instead of walk. Such draining work; and even though Redmun had been on the mountain before, a vast deal had changed from all the landslides and corrosion.

Ortógaí — or Mountain Moggies — also prowled in those early days of Andin’s Shield. Creatures cast from the plant life; forged from when the shoots of the Mindu bud would bond to wood or stone, thereby fabricating feral cats, puma-sized, who hid in the brush, waiting for lesser prey. Save for one frightening episode, where they came across three Ortógaí in feeding, they managed to avoid them quite easily. All the same, it didn’t help their nerves any, to know that they were out there, somewhere, creeping under darkness and observing matters from the unknown.

Come day three, everything was getting all the more distressing. Heavier winds gushed in from the south, and there was even louder rainfall than the days prior. Memories of the foothills bygone were like dreams of a gorgeous country stroll in comparison. Wren had since tried confronting William about his little outburst back at the ruin. But he just ignored her by cutting her off and then striking up conversation with the person next to him and the likes. He was spiteful, which is understandable enough.

She hounded him again and again, but he never returned one single syllable. Refusing to give in, while becoming all the more paranoid with herself, she didn’t always let William away with this, and every so often she would converse with him despite his discourtesy, whether he wanted to listen or not. She’d simply yap away without a bother. There were, of course, times where he got so irritated that he thought he was going to lash out at her. Such a reaction, he knew, was dicey, should he let slip any word of Webble’s counsel; something which could lead to the damnation of all. Instead he just bit his tongue, borrowed the Symphogram off Icrick, and then went off by himself to try and associate with it for a while. He knew nobody would disturb this. Wren included.

Things went on and on like this for a time. So much so, that the others took to questioning his bitterness. It didn’t take much to see that something was amiss. But nobody ever spoke of it, straight out. They didn’t want to interfere in business that wasn’t their own. So, concerns aside yet not forgotten, they carried on minding their own business. Wren, on the contrary, soon grew weary of confronting him. She figured that, perhaps, he needed some time to himself. And maybe in his own time he would approach her instead. That was all she could really do.

The fourth day drifted along. The rain had fizzled out and the clouds were clear, to an extent. Twilight had soon withdrawn, greeting the unusual mutterings of nameless things which they never before noticed behind the severe rainfall.

The only person who stayed awake during those midmost eves was Redmun. Like a sentry he sat there, alone. Only William noticed this, having rarely gotten a decent night’s sleep himself, since Percy’s abode. He just lay there, under his blanket, observing the man. Sometimes it lulled him into an hour of uninterrupted rest. Sometimes, a little more, which was nice. He never talked to Redmun during those hours, or bothered him in any way. Sometimes our William just didn’t feel like talking. Other times, he wouldn’t know what to say if he did. Each clear night the Erethaoí sat there, the same way, one leg resting over the other. He always looked strangely content; not thinking of the toil to come. Nightly he whispered to the stars unseen, which William thought odd. Who could say if they uttered back to him or not. But Redmun was content either way. It must have been, I suppose, some mystifying ritual of one who was as naturistic as he.

Four more days dragged on, slower than a year in time. ‘Twas another two nights thereafter before they’d reached the mere midst of the climb. Icrick, privileged or not to be undertaking such an eminent task as he was, wouldn’t stop complaining about the bulkiness of the Symphogram, and how it kept pinching his skin, let alone how hard it was to lug it up a sharp mountain path, whilst its horn kept snagging itself in passing branches and tugging him back with a fright. He took it on the chin, however, and carried on.

The eleventh day had come and gone, and the air was so dangerously thin that William’s chest burnt cold with every raw wheeze. Redmun suffered likewise, and the others, too. So after finding a rare patch of Giddleweed amongst some rocks, he asked that they each fasten some to their collars. That little weed delivered an abundance of clean oxygen to any who wore it, and would see them safely to the top without fainting. And it worked surprisingly well. Khrum had to carry his on his back, but he was used to it from carrying leprechaun-sized bales back in the day.

Up to this point, they had negotiated all sorts of obstacles—unfastened boulders; thick, slanted forests teeming with mischievous animals; horrible weathers of perilous gales and snowy blizzards; and least favourite of all, their food had been completely consumed.

This made the Elf especially anxious, for he always had a healthy appetite, yet he stayed calm and kept it to himself, as one might expect he would. But he wasn’t happy about it. They foraged whenever they could, needless to say, gathering little more than some curled dock and bracken at a time. These plants proved awful on the tongue, and slithery to swallow. After William’s initial taste, he swore to himself that he’d do without until he had no other choice. He even snatched that cricket from his sporran and ate that before touching the other stuff. Soon came the time, however, when he was collecting as much bracken as he could, and was chewing it along the way in great mouthfuls.

Day number thirteen on that miserable trek, and the path had gotten terribly tight, ravelling around the outermost walls of the mountain. Their pace was slow, and everywhere was riddled with black ice. Heavy gales of blinding snow blew in on all sides, there was no escaping it. William and Icrick were glad of their comfort cloaks then, believe me. But even with those magical garments they were still perished, with their teeth chattering every step of the way. And, garbed or not, Icrick’s fur kept getting blown back as he traipsed against those forceful winds. He had the look of a badly trimmed caveman about him. Those winds almost carried him clean off the edge on more than one occasion, too, like a small haystack. But they never succeeded, I’m relieved to say.

Little Pew was also in glum form. He was too small a creature to contend with those cruel conditions. Wren, however, wrapped him up tightly in her jacket when she saw just how little he could bear it. From then on in, he squeaked away rather happily.

Below their scraggy path was a treacherous drop into spiky rocks, way down in the deep. They could but press their backs against the wall and proceed as carefully as ever they could, and in single file. The pathway was also far crumblier, which didn’t help matters in the slightest. Vigilance was paramount, as, beneath certain points of the trail, the ground could easily have given away….and it almost did, twice or thrice. Khrum, for one, got a terrible jolt when he stepped onto an icy patch. The second he bounded backwards to regain some stability, he landed on some slack rock, only to have it shatter under his buckled brogues. Stell snatched ahold of him just in time, and the little leprechaun bestowed many, many thanks, once he’d stopped trembling. He blamed the cold for that one.

Day fifteen, and they acquired little-to-no sleep, for the pathway was too slim to lounge upon. Rather they were forced to sit with their backs propped against the cold wall, all huddled up, with their legs dangling out over the edge. It was already difficult enough for William to sleep as it was, never mind when he was sitting, high up, on a bitter mountain ledge, amidst haunting cloud and driving snow. The poor chap couldn’t muster a wink.

One night in particular, he stood at the brink as the others napped. He was holding the scarf which Wren had given him that day by the lake. Ever unsettled by Vahna’s story, he was about to fling it into the passing white, to be carried from his sight and mind. Only he didn’t. Just as he was recoiling his arm to throw, he sighed, turning his eyes down. He couldn’t do it. He felt like he was throwing away a hope. He reviewed his intentions, and tied it to his waist again before lying back down. Wren was doing some reminiscing of her own, with her silhouette, yet there wasn’t much light up there for it to work properly, so she just let it be.

Day seventeen; the weather had eased off, making their travels that much easier. The wiry path had since broadened and was now leading inwards, away from the ledge. A welcome relief, indeed; until they happened upon some rather strange obscurities in the mountain’s surface.

The precipice was split in places, the effects of time and the extreme conditions, most probably. A gleaming greyish marble shone from beneath its outermost crust; smooth, and somehow untarnished by the elements. This was a rare encounter, at first. Yet after some few hours more, when they were advancing upon more cloud and their walk had elevated into another testing climb, the entire peak seemed to be moulded entirely from this rich marble. And because it was very slippery, they had to take much greater care, or else they’d slide right off the edge.

When I say they had to ‘climb,’ I mean that quite literally. They were faced with a vertical clamber, with no rope, sometimes with overhangs. William found himself dangling at one point, and he couldn’t see his next move. Like you or me, he felt panic coming to get him. Evoking his lessons in composure, however, he simply closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. Ever so steadily, this relaxed him. Then, when he felt collected enough, he went back to inspecting his handholds until he found one. After which, he was swiftly back on track.

Not before long, they’d concluded their skyward scale and were back on fairly even ground once more. At this altitude the cloud was considerably dense, but they were almost at their destination, where still the marble flourished.

“This is pure marble, so it is.” Wren said, feeling its texture. “I’ve never seen a mountain like this before. Then again, I’ve never climbed one before, so perhaps this is normal?”

Most of the others were wondering about it, too; apart from Stell and Redmun whom, as you already know, had both travelled those parts before.

They meandered higher into the clouds, when, steadily, the air grew denser and denser still. The snow cleared thereafter, and a soft aroma of flowers floated before the breeze. As with the marble, this was completely out of the ordinary.

“Does anybody else smell that?” Icrick asked, sniffing about. “It’s kind of sweet.”

“Aw, ya didn’t fart did ya?” Khrum sulked. “Bracken farts of all things!”

“No! Like flowers!” the Grogoch said. “I smell roses; lilacs…um…hyacinth I think; orchids, carnations…um….jasmine.”

“Indeed, Grogoch,” said the Erethaoí, looking around curiously. “I smell them, too. But never have I encountered it up here before. Peculiar! Take no heed, though, for we’re almost at the portal, and flowers are not of our concern right now.”

Stell then asked, “This gateway of yours is safe, I trust?”

Then the man returned, “Safer than scaling any further on the normal route, by any means. Six more days it would take us to reach the summit, and I think it’s safe for me to say that we’ve all had enough of this mountain by now. We shall take the hidden way. Rest. And then tackle our descent come dawn.”

“Yes! Agreed!” Khrum moped, sitting on William’s shoulder, frozen and altogether miserable. “If there’s a short-cut ‘round here someplace, I’m all for it…whether ye want ta or not! Lead on, Redmun, my good man. Let’s hope Drevol has the kettle on.”

Off the habitual path they strayed, before pushing through some untamed slopes. It remained ever a mystery to see such beautiful vegetation up so high, as all they’d encountered for many days was simple rock and at times, marble.

As they fought their way through the denser areas of the terrain, they had to lean to one side so as to avoid slipping into the gloom. Then, as sure as can be, they arrived at a charming gravel path of white chippings, lined with stones of pearly chert. Again, it looked so out of place, and not at all like the rest of the mountain. It had a sense of delicacy and beauty about it; as of a path you might find in some botanical green.

Confused by this, Redmun said, “Just a moment! This isn’t right. I don’t recall there ever being a path here.”

Then, “Greetings,” whispered a friendly voice.

Redmun grabbed his hilt and slid it partially from its sheath as his ruby eyes burnt cold.

“Who goes there?” he ordered.

Two unnaturally tall figures emerged before his dubious glare. They appeared friendly, from what he could tell, so Redmun’s glower returned to the norm.

The beings materialized as if from nothing, revealing themselves from the beauty of the gardens which too had suddenly appeared behind the figures themselves. The once unkempt wilds had altered into that of quiet, green hills, with dancing butterflies and fresh flowers of all varieties. Had they not known any better, they would have said that they’d fallen into slumber and awoken into a heavenly dream. A lone shaft of lovely sunlight shone through the sickly clouds and lit up that pleasant place. It was short-lived, but was nice while it lasted.

One of these beings was visibly female and the other, male, and both were similarly attired in snowy gowns which trailed behind their tender steps. Set by their thighs were two silver scabbards, both housing a pair of twin blades of an intricate fashion. Armour also clothed them. Golden mail, secured about their forearms, chests, and shoulders. Much like silver tinsel, their hair flowed free. Their faces were masked organically with that of glinting pearl; presenting no features except for two friendly, sea-blue eyes which looked upon them with an affable curve. They were beings of a different race, none of whom could be found on the land of Lythiann anymore. And when their great wings of ashen feather fanned out from their backs, the others could only speculate on what they were encountering.

These strangers had an angelic presence about them, so Redmun eased off for the time being. The others copied.

“Who are you?” he interrogated gruffly, lest his instincts had deceived him. “I demand you explain yourselves!”

In response, the strangers uttered each word in turn, stringing them together, one after another, into sentences, beautifully and mystically. Their intonation was so very delicate, that they could only have hailed from the neighbouring isles of the ancient Elderland where, in later years, they ended up taking refuge.

“You - fear - the - arrival - of - the - eclipse?” they asked.

They were correct, so Redmun nodded, nothing more.

“Fear - not,” said they. “For - there - are - some - few - nights - remaining - before - it - falls. You - still - have - time.”

“Is that so? And how can we trust your word?” the man asked, all the while protecting his fellowship.

“You - have - set - out - to - destroy - the - dark - one, - have - you - not?”

“Yes!” Wren answered suddenly. “We are heading to the canyons of Lòr. Can you help us?”

Redmun motioned at her to hush. He didn’t want her to accidentally reveal any more about their mission than necessary. William shuddered at her voice, wishing she’d just keep her notions to herself, or, perhaps, do him a favour, get bored, and get out of his sight altogether. Taking into account how stubborn she actually was, he knew that neither would happen, so he put it to the back of his mind.

“Yes - we - can…” they replied.

“But you have not yet answer my question!” Redmun stated, keeping calm but alert. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because - of - he - we - no - longer - exist - on - your - land. It - was - he - who - destroyed - us, - after - we - had - arrived - from - across - the - waters, - many - centuries - ago. It - was - he - who - murdered - our - loved - ones. So - we - wish - to - assist - you - in - any - way - we - can. To - aid - you - in - your - quest - for - justice. Vengeance, - my - dear - Erethaoí. Does - this - show - enough - reason - to - gain - your - trust?”

His apprehension still lurked, but Redmun assented and allowed them to proceed.

“Thank - you. We - are - glad - of - your - trust,” said they, granting a bow. “But - for - now, - our - keeper - desires - your - company, - Outlander - of - old. Hold - no - fear. For - we - will - not - delay - you - any - longer - than - we - must. Will - you - accompany - us?”

Just then a stairway came into being by the hillside in the north.

Those marvellous, mist-clad steps of clean marble were doused in golden rose petals and, what looked to be, crystal-clear chestnut leaves with edgings of silver and bronze.

“Your keeper?” Redmun asked. “And who exactly is…your keeper?”

He was quite anxious that this may well be some trap set by their enemy, only for Stell approached his ear and advised him otherwise.

“I know what you’re thinking; however, I do not believe this to be a trick,” he whispered, with his bowstring slackened. “Drevol no longer thinks we exist, remember? And what reason would other enemies have to put up such a charade? It makes no sense. I say we hear them out.”

Redman took Stell’s counsel, and with hesitation leaving his stride, he found the nerve to step forward.

“All - of - you, - please, - join - us,” the strangers beseeched. “Take - this - time - to - rest - and - feast. No - doubt - you - shall - require - it - for - the - remaining - days - of - your - journey.”

They followed the stairs into higher cloud, with the two beings guiding them along. The higher they climbed, the more at ease they felt; particularly Redmun, who was most suspicious of all.

The cloud blinded everything they wished to see beyond the stair. All they could do was observe their steps as the mist spread gently below their feet, to reveal the changing sheen of a fine, white marble. Just then, the cloud broke and, there, before the glorious blue of a gorgeous, cloudless sky, was a majestic gateway to a magical kingdom. No earthbound person, dead or living, had ever set eyes on such a wonder, and what a joy it was for them to finally see proper sunshine again.

Fabricated almost entirely from fluffy cloud, this divine land opened out into a world of dales, alps, and meadows. By the tepid moisture in the air, the coming light set a glow to those great, cottony banks. Like illumination through a prism, it lit up the surface in such a way as to give the surreal impression of lovat vales, blue mountains, and turquoise waters. All were faintly off colour, but all were undeniably mesmerising. ‘Twas like an illusory depiction of what heaven must be like.

Rainbows arced across the realm, while fields upon fields of mokara orchids ebbed into the horizon. Around these flowers, whose petals glowed like light, strange entities sailed; orbs of tinted light. And they swished through the air, singing like panpipes and wind chimes, spreading so much more love into the atmosphere it was as if they had no other purpose aside from love alone.

Of no articulate detail—more simply serene—small white fishing vessels sailed calmly through those waters, netting many loads of brightly coloured fish. Then, amongst the dewy streets of a wondrous, gilded city, many more of those angelic folk were rambling. They strode like they had no fear of threat, sorrow, nor damnation. Together with birds of the many—some strange and some common—more of those seraphim coasted through that tranquil yonder in total harmony. Even winged mounts glided amongst them; beautiful creatures, who were equally as unspoilt by anything of an adverse nature.

They could not believe their eyes. Everything was so cheerful for a change. What a pleasant shock it must’ve been; to be negotiating a horrible mountain one second, only to end up here, in such a celestial utopia the next, a countryside thriving with creatures of all races. Rabbits, golden rams, storks, deer, eagles, kindly looking Leviathans, badgers, swans, giant elks…and even the odd dragon. A truly formidable sight. Then, in the heart of all things, sculpted from the very marble of the mountain’s peak, a grand citadel awaited, with copper-green spires of the many.

Its walls glinted in the dazzling sunlight. In its centre was the main keep, whose outer confines were erected from the finest of materials; diamond, gold, and pearl alike. Even those lancet windows and open portals were proficiently contoured with sparkling motifs of platinum and silver. Leading down from the main door of this citadel was a brilliant flight of stairs which broadened out before touching the misty ground below.

A very wise and friendly looking man awaited them at the bottom, in his marvellous, ivory robes. They could tell he was friendly by the way his eyes were smiling behind his bushy eyebrows, and the way his long beard ran right down to his sandals in intricate plaits. He also wore a golden circlet around his silver curls, which’d been pricelessly wrought to the shape of creeping ivy.

Two snowy lambs appeared from the gentle miasma, so as to open the gates for their visitors. Out flooded a rush of lovely warmth. It passed over their skin and filled their lungs with some long-awaited vitality.

Opening his arms with a hearty laugh, the stranger called out, “Come! Enter my home! The sky-realm of Ebyulàn!”

“Ebyulàn? Never heard of it.” Stell whispered, and Redmun was inclined to agree.

“Of course you haven’t heard of it,” the man said with a grin, startling the Elf with his impeccable hearing. “This is just one of many hidden paradises beneath God’s own kingdom of heaven. Now come in, you lot. Come! And, please…leave your troubles at the door!”

When he asked this of them, a silky stream of dandelion clocks swept over William and his friends. With it came a sudden, overwhelming sense of repose. It was so unusual, but wonderful, too. For they truly felt at ease. Whatever burdens plagued them before that, didn’t bother them in the slightest now. Yes, they were still in thought, naturally. But that cooling wave had somehow drained these troubles of all ailments, leaving behind but vacant casings of what they once were. It was like they did not care about them anymore. It was that simple. What’s more, William was baffled by it. For he knew, in heart and soul, that so many things were troubling him, and yet, he just didn’t give a sausage about any of them. Still, given how he was sworn to secrecy about some few particulars, he chose not to let this cheeriness better him, should he mention matters better left hidden.

They waited at the gate; unsure of what to do or say. Such behaviour would be expected of anyone, I’ll wager, what with the sheer majesty of this place. It would be rude to just march in like they belonged.

The same two angels approached the kingly stranger for a quiet word. They were, I suppose, informing him of how matters went upon meeting the newcomers. Whatever it was, the man just laughed out merrily. He then praised them with many thanks for their services, and asked them to show their guests in.

Leaning into Wren’s ear, William whispered, “Don’t you go embarrassing me here. This man looks important, so be kind and speak properly.”

Wren kept her eyes front and, assertively, cocked her chin into the air with a “Humph!”

“Welcome - to - the - house - of - King - Thedius - Thide. Redmun, - if - it - pleases - you, he - will - see - you - first,” the angels uttered.

As at ease as the Erethaoí now felt, he strived to stay alert, soothing spell or not. He requested that the others wait while he exchanged words with this man; to inspect, I suppose, the authenticity of his allegiance. They consented. Over he thus went, and delivered a well-mannered bow in the process.

“Arise! Arise, young Redmun. You need not bow to me.” Thedius laughed, embracing Redmun in a friendly hug.

His clasp all but smothered the Erethaoí, being a big, burly man, with arms as thick as young trees. But Redmun gathered it was out of kind spirit, so he showed little protest. That’s not to say that he didn’t feel uncomfortable, as he wasn’t accustomed to such affection from another grown man. As such, he gave this Thedius stranger a hefty—if not mildly awkward—pat on the back, and stepped away so as they could conduct their business.

They were imparting some silent words and, to the others’ interest, the Erethaoí appeared very intrigued, and actually rather shocked by what Thedius was telling him. Whatever were they discussing? Nobody knew.

After their chat, Redmun signalled at the others to enter. He looked trusting of Thedius now, so they all found their way across that supple cloud, in a neatly fashion, to introduce themselves.

“Well, well! And who have we here?” Thedius again laughed, looking at William.

He was very cheery, to say the least.

“My name is William Muldoon, Your Highness…um…Your Graciousnesses!” the lad answered nervously; he’d never met a king before.

When he was done making a proper blunder of things, he scrunched his eyes and bowed as low as he could, in the hope that it would go by unnoticed.

“Well, now, William, coming from one who is so destined for greatness as yourself, I will take this introduction as a rare honour.” The man grinned, also presenting a bow in respect. “And I should be very grateful to deserve such a flattering title as the one which you have just given me!”

He then guffawed aloud, with his hands jiggling on his round belly.

Thedius was wiping the last hearty tear from his eye, when Wren presented herself to him.

“And who’s this little flower?” asked he.

“Wren Clarína of Klybhaín house, at your service, Your Grace. And I wish you and yours my most sincerest and heartfelt of wishes,” she said, in a very formal and proper manner, which totally outdid William’s drastic attempt.

Closing her eyes, she exhibited a perfectly confident curtsey.

This made William feel the right twit. He even saw Wren smiling away to herself, all smugly, so he gave a quiet tut, and stayed bowing until instructed otherwise.

Kneeling level to the girl, Thedius quoted, “Plant a seed to watch it grow, with a perfect bloom and heavenly glow…”

After which, he granted her a polite bow too, which he did more graciously and earnestly than he did William.

And so, in an orderly fashion, they all announced themselves to the kind man, while cordially bestowing bows of their own.

Wouldn’t you know, Khrum just rolled right up to Thedius, and said, “How’ya there, Flossy, me aul’ horsheen! Which way ta the nearest tavern? Don’t go holdin’ out on us now! I can shmell it! Shmell it in the air, so I can! Like an aul’ crotchless…”

(He took a slap over the back of the head.)

“Ow! Excuse you!” Khrum protested, but Icrick (the one and only culprit) was bowing so tranquilly, it was as if he never moved a muscle.

Luckily, Thedius found it hilarious. So much so, that he contracted a stitch from laughing so hard.

“Ho-ho! That’s one funny little jester you’ve got there!” he howled, slapping his knee. “Come! All of you! You are my guests, and it is not very polite to have guests waiting on the doorstep! Plenty of food and drink to come! Flossy! Ho-ho, indeed! Follow me.”

“Does he think I’m jokin’ or what?” Khrum whispered to Icrick, only to have the Grogoch glower in contempt of his rudeness. “What? What did I do?”

What an amazing palace it was. They stepped inside and did nothing else but gaze up at the magnitude and detail of both the walls and ceiling. Every square inch, right up to the very tip of the golden dome above, was coated in a great mural; seemingly telling the histories of some significant age bygone. It was gorgeously crowded with amazing depths of every colour imaginable. One could have sat there, analysing it, captivated by it, for an entire lifetime, and still not have taken it all in.

The white marbled confines were flowing with silk curtains and magnificent tapestries of all embellishments. Mammoth-sized columns wandered down along either side the hall, until they met with two thrones on a pearl rostrum at the far end. Above these thrones loomed a massive stained-glass window, shaped like four overlaying diamonds, where an image of an elegant angel, cradling a newborn, was painted.

The marble floors, too, were of vast detail; sparsely designed with intricate mosaics of woodland animals and flying beasts. Then, set within some fashion of bewitchment, great chandeliers were floating just shy of the ceiling, tinkling as they hovered. This must be the palace of all palaces! William thought with astonishment.

“Does all this belong to you?” Wren asked Thedius, as they walked the royal hall.

“Oh, heavens no.” He laughed. “It belongs to me and my people! Anyone who wishes to reside in my land claims ownership of it alongside the rest of us. How selfish would it be of me to horde all of this for myself? I built this in honour of all, young Wren.”

“And what exactly is this place?” Icrick inquired, twirling ‘round as he admired the artwork.

“Oh, we build our little community as times goes by,” explained Thedius, “from Lythiann’s people, heroes, and saints…after they pass.”

“So what does that make you then?” Khrum asked. “God?”

“Ho-ho, not at all! I am, by no way or means, any more or less important than a snail on a leaf, dear fellow,” Thedius winked.

Suddenly two angel younglings—a boy and a girl—glided in from outside. They were chasing one another for a game; slaloming in and out of those mighty pillars, giggling and screeching. Soaring up to the distant thrones, they plonked themselves down into the larger of the two, where they proceeded to tease and tickle each another, and not a word was said to them for it.

“Would you look at that. Amazing!” Wren chortled.

Pew was also having the time of his life, dashing across those bright floors and sliding into a spin on his fluffy belly. He was rather enjoying bowling little Khrum over in the process. The leprechaun, however, was not so impressed. Good enough for him.

The Poppum’s playful squeaks resonated quite happily throughout that grand hall. Pining to be included in their games, he then scampered up to the younglings and started springing about, looking for their attention. The boy cherub whisked Pew up into his arms and took him for a quick spin around the grounds. They could even hear the Poppum chuckling, every now and then, as they zoomed past the windows. A short while later, he was delivered back to them, safe and sound…though a little puffy from flight.

As Stell was asking Thedius about the history of the mountain, Redmun took William to one side to have a word. Wren saw this and, dropping behind, she kept one ear open.

Taking care not to disturb the tour, Redmun muttered, “I fear to believe it myself, boy, but Thedius here claims to know of my mid-existence…among other things! And if this man truly is King Thide, the great mystic, then it may very well be true…granted, not much else is known about him.”

“Seriously?” William gasped, lowering his voice again. “So that’s what you two were talking about? Your reincarnations?”

“Yes. However, I did not expect this,” said Redmun, somewhat scattered. “I insisted that he tell me everything, and he is more than willing. We shall converse in a moment. Once he’s provided the rest of you with food, he said. I just hope he can be trusted. That it’s not some confounded trick. God knows I’ve been through that mill before!”

“I know you’ve taught me a lot, Redmun,” said William, “with you being my tutor and all. You know so much. But, if you ask my opinion, I don’t think you’ve any reason to feel threatened here. Not in this place. I mean, there’s no badness in it…from what I can see.”

Tousling William’s hair, the Erethaoí spoke honourably, “Such wise words, lad. Come a long way, so you have. This pleases me. As for this place, you may well be right. After a lifetime of distrust, one tends to doubt these sporadic bouts of decency. Maybe I should give it a chance.”

Pausing for a spell, Redmun’s eyes took to the walls, and to the view of outside, like he’d had an epiphany.

“Redmun?” William asked, suddenly spotting Wren, who quickly turned away.

Lowering his voice further, he went on, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just…I have a feeling about this place,” Redmun whispered. “Like I know of it somehow. Yet I can’t say why? It puzzles me.”

Putting that aside, he then said, “Never mind that for now. I trust you will be okay if I leave you? You won’t let the others wander, will you? The leprechaun especially!”

“You can count on me!” William nodded. “Oh, and Redmun…I hope he has some good news for you.”

“As do I,” the man replied, ever pondering.

Thedius came to a stop near the end of the hall, and turned to address his guests.

“Well, now!” he smiled, slapping his hands together. “I bid you all to feast and drink until your bellies can hold no more. As for you, Khrum, should my house ale not suffice, just ask for whatever brand you fancy. Just tell them ‘Old Flossy’ sent you! Ho-ho! But, there shall be no consumption of whisky here, I fear. Not on this property! Last time we gave a leprechaun whisky on these premises, it took us four days to clean up the mess. Never seen the likes.”

“Aw, come on!” Khrum implored. “Jusht one tot! One is all I ask! I can manage that much! Besides, I’m a leprechaun, look at me. I’m supposed ta drink whishky.”

“No, no. It is ale that we shall provide, and it will be only ale that you shall have, my good chap,” insisted Thedius. “To learn a lesson once, is one lesson which needn’t be learnt again. I shall say no more.”

Incredibly intrigued by this whole ‘whisky’ matter, William muttered into Icrick’s ear, “I always meant to ask. But, if Khrum actually ends up getting his hands on some whisky…what exactly happe—”

“Hold that thought, William.” Icrick shuddered, cutting him off. “The very thoughts are too horrific a thing to even speak of! So let’s not get into it now, if you please!”

“Fair enough so…” said the lad, feeling a little snubbed.

A throng of angels drifted in from an entryway to the east, all carrying countless platters of scrumptious-looking food. They set everything down in a cushion-strewn parlour, just to the rear of William’s gathering, before exiting.

Some of these platters contained fruit, others comprised of vegetables; there was roast beef, too; smoked quail; honey-glazed ham; lobsters; crab claws; shrimp salad; crunchy poppy seed bread, and smoked salmon. Better yet, another assembly of angels soared in from the front end of the hall, carrying even more delicious treats. These salvers contained desserts and sweet delights such as stacks of chocolate buns, rich fudge cakes, caramel mousses, cream-filled éclairs, and jam pastries. Finally, two more seraphim arrived; one bringing a silver drum of ale, and the other, two clear drums of fresh, tangy lemonwater.

Khrum, being a leprechaun through and through, was on this like a shot. He was already panned out, stately-like, in that parlour room; cramming his gob with chocolate buns and helping himself to a delicious goblet of frosty beer. Akin to a child, he was kicking his feet and chuckling with giddiness whilst he indulged in this wonderful feast. Icrick was no better, having also bounded into action without a second’s debate.

“Excellent!” Thedius laughed jovially. “I see that our little friends are wasting no time! Now, I would ask if you would not mind me borrowing Redmun for a spell? Just a short while. There are some matters which need discussing. We shan’t be long.”

“Not at all,” said William, getting himself settled. “We’ll be fine here. Thank you, Thedius.”

“Yes. Take all the time you need,” said the Elf, removing his quiver and getting comfortable. “Many thanks for your hospitality, my lord. It was well needed.”

“My pleasure to both of you!” nodded the man, and nudging Wren playfully with his elbow, he whispered, “And what about you, little one? Will you be all right here for a while?”

“Will I ever?” she smiled, wondering about what she was going to eat first. “Thank you, Thedius. You are very kind.”

“Don’t mention it!” winked he. “Now please, allow me not to hold you up. Eat and slumber! Slumber and eat! Take this time for yourselves. I beg of you. As I said, you’re my guests…so my house is yours. Help yourselves to whatever your heart desires.”

Apprehending a crafty look from Khrum, Thedius guffawed and revoked, “Everything except the keys to my whisky cabinet, that is! Ho-ho! Enjoy! Enjoy! Feast Feast!”

Redmun threw such a slight wink to our William that he was not sure if he even saw it, and yet he corresponded with a supportive smile nonetheless. Thedius and the Erethaoí then withdrew up another staircase to the north, where an inviting veranda opened out thereafter.

Hours wafted by, and they ate and ate until they almost felt sick, which was better than starving to death on some cold, miserable mountain. William, Khrum, Stell, and Icrick had consumed so much that they nodded off straight after their meal. How could they not, when surrounded by such comfort? Then again, they were quite exhausted too, from so many arduous days before. On the contrary, Wren didn’t eat as much as they, so she stayed awake.

Peeling herself off the cushions as not to make a peep, she decided to explore the palace. It turned out that it wasn’t just one big hall after all, no; there were many of these galleries, some more regal than others, branching off from one another and in all kinds of amazing routes. In fact, that first hall was probably the smallest of all, which might give you some clue as to how massive the other rooms actually were.

Proceeding along, happy as you please, she noticed how the murals and mosaics were merging from room to room, continuing with their stories and patterns to make up one tremendous motif. When done admiring their excellence, she ambled on, taking her sweet time, and marvelling at every little thing Thedius’ keep had to offer. Everything from the self-illustrating paintings to amazingly colourful water displays in the house fountains. If this couldn’t bring out the good in somebody, no place could. A good hour she spent watching those fountains, as spurts of water leapt into the air in the shapes of frogs and fish. ‘Twas so exquisitely graceful, and hypnotic to boot.

After another brief time, she moseyed out onto a huge, oval balcony overlooking the entirety of that wondrous and cloudy realm. It was so nice to just stand there watching the world go by. A flawless sight, which only precious few had ever seen. Untouched by any such cruelty that may have lurked below, those cotton clouds rolled navy beneath the gorgeous starlight, and they stretched on for an age. No matter how long she lingered, Wren simply couldn’t adapt to its beauty. Its novelty was just so prodigious; like an everlasting world of glowing colour, plump with life, blitheness, and virtue.

A few minutes later, Redmun entered her company. He’d since concluded his meeting with Thedius and he too was touring the palace alone, basking in its charms.

More at ease than usual, he gazed into the clouds and asked, “Enjoying the scenery?”

Wren found him to be strangely relaxed. But he didn’t exactly look content, therefore it could easily have been the arriving spell, blended with some fixed pressures, which made him so. She decided not to mention it though, should she overstep her boundaries.

“Yes, it’s fantastic, isn’t it?” she said. “So quiet! Like something from a picture.”

“Outstanding, I agree.” Redmun said, leaning next to her. “I’m thankful I have the eyes to see it.”

A minute’s silence drew by; nothing was uttered, and nothing was considered. Nothing other than Wren’s interest towards certain matters.

“Is everything well? You seem quiet,” Redmun eventually asked.

Doubtful of whether she should even mention anything at all, she brought herself to say, “W-Well, William told us a little bit about your other lives. A-A-About your evolutions and the likes…”

“I see. And…”

“I couldn’t help but overhear what you said to him earlier in the hall. About Thedius knowing something about your past,” said she.

“Aaah!” the man grinned, seeing where this was going.

“I was just wondering, was it good news or bad news…about your second life? You don’t have to tell me, of course. It’s up to you. I’m just being nosy.”

Suddenly a call echoed a few galleries away. Icrick, it seemed, had awoken, and was lost for company, for he kept asking where everybody had got to.

“Wren! Wren! Where are you? Hello? Where is everyone?” he called out.

“Uh-oh, Icrick sounds lost.” she said. “Listen, never mind me, Redmun. I’m sorry for prying. It’s none of my business anyhow. I’ll leave you be.”

“It’s fine, lass. However, I am not at liberty to go into detail. Let’s just say…Thedius’ news was not what I had imagined it to be,” he answered, and his voice preserved a sort of distance. “Amongst other things, he told me that, given time, Belenathus’ bane will no longer be mine to bear.”

“WREN, WHERE ARE YOU? I’M STUCK IN SOME BROOM CLOSET AND I CAN’T FIND ANY DOOR!” Icrick screeched, sounding terribly scared. “UGH, SOMETHING’S JUST TOUCHED MY LEG. No…wait. False alarm. That was just my…um…my other hand. Fell asleep on it earlier.”

“Oh, I’d better go before he gets another panic attack.” she fussed, setting into a backward jog. “I’m sorry to run out on you like this. I really wish I could hear more about it. All the same, from what you’ve told me, it sounds like you got some good news. And that’s always a good thing. Bye, Redmun.”

Following that innocent young girl with a rapt stare as she swept down a long hallway to find her friend, Redmun ended sadly, “It will soon be the bane of my kin…”


- Chapter Twelve -

The Cloud Window

Later on, as the moon grew all the brighter among a black sea of diamond stars, it was William who stumbled upon that very balcony. Everyone else had scattered throughout that palace, which makes sense—them wanting time to themselves—after spending so much time together of late. It allowed them to unwind and forget about their worries for a while, and what better place to this than a hospitable kingdom in the clouds.

Upon that balcony he indulged in the night, just as Wren herself had done only hours earlier. Ebyulàn, at the coming of the twelfth stroke, also had a nightly tradition. An orchestra of angels would congregate in the gardens below to sing a tranquil hymn. A Hymn of Middle-Night, it was called. That was precisely what William was doing in this hour; listening to their music.

Their melody was sweet and dreamlike. William was cast back to Ballycongraggon and he imagined the stories of his homeland; harmonizing certain events with the musical movements, until a grand nostalgic vision unfurled before his mind’s eye. Yet he couldn’t concentrate for very long, for reasons best known to himself.

He’d taken the Symphogram with him on his stroll, and found himself glancing at it then, in the hope of discovering something new in his spiritual whereabouts. But nothing did he perceive.

“Well now, young William. At last we have a chance to chat.” said Thedius, in his usual cheerful way, as he came out to meet him.

“Hello, Thedius. Hope you don’t mind me taking a look around. It’s just, it makes a nice change from being stuck down there on Lythiann.”

“Be my guest! No need to ask, lad! No need to ask, a-t’all-a-t’all.” smiled Thedius, giving William a fine pat on the back.

He liked Thedius. He was always in a good mood, and somehow it managed to rub off on anybody who went near him or his homely house.

“It is a beautiful country, is it not? I have never left here, you know. Nor will I ever. It is a home of dreams, in my eyes.” said Thedius, with a fulfilling sigh.

“It’s…well, it’s…perfect! That’s the only way I can describe it, really,” William answered.

“Indeed. Perfect. We’re lucky to live here, my folk and I,” Thedius replied, waving his hand to and fro, to the sound of the melody.

Just then, he said something rather out of the ordinary to William.

“So…still in one piece then? Your guardian angel is doing their job well, I see?”

Assuming him to be merely generalizing, William politely agreed and said no more. The king had a curious little smile on his face, as if waiting on William to pick up on it. But he didn’t, so he left it at that.

“Oh, and what’s this?” he asked, holding the Symphogram at arm’s length, weighing it up and fingering its etchings.

“That’s the Symphogram,” William said.

“I know what it is, lad!” Thedius laughed. “It was just my way of pondering aloud. Old age, you see. Ah yes, the famous Sym-pho-gram! So, do you…um….do you know what it does yet?”

Disinclined to consider such things when he felt so at peace for a change, William looked outside again, and bare of detail, he said, “Yes. It plays Mysun’s music. The Banádh.”

“Indeed it does, young man! Very good!” smiled Thedius, setting the Symphogram down again. “And, by any chance, do you know how to reveal this music?”

It was like Thedius was hinting at something. Like he himself knew how to do just that.

Wondering what he was getting at, William looked at him curiously, and said, “When I find out what I’m here for…that’s when I’ll hear it, apparently.”

“And what are you here for, lad? Better yet, what are you fighting for?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” William sighed.

Wilting to a whisper, Thedius uttered, “Let me include you in on a little secret, shall I? From day one, the solution has been right in front of your face. Believe it or not, it’s true! And, every day since, you’ve seen it in more ways than you could ever possibly fathom! All you have to do now is realise it. Now, what say you of that?”

Terrified yet spellbound that he may yet discover what this secret actually was, William slowly met Thedius eye to eye and asked, “C-Can you tell me what I’m supposed to be fighting for, Thedius?”

“I could,” said the man, in an iffy tone, “but I won’t.”

“There seems to be a lot o’ that going around.” William smirked, in a way not surprised.

“I feel your frustration, lad. Truly, I do! But if I told you the secret, then I fear you would not prevail. I’m sorry, William. I really am. But there are just some things in this life that you need to determine for yourself. How can one expect to grow on answers alone, when it is the understanding that really teaches us; that nurtures us, makes us wiser? As for this case, I’ve told you only what I see fit. Enough to hopefully light your way a little. Now, try not to worry about it. For you truly are on the right trail. And all going well, you should pull through it just fine. All going well.”

“You honestly think so? How can you be so certain?” William asked.

Humbly, Thedius replied, “Oh, I’ve been known to see things, from time to time. However, no certainty is guaranteed. That I am certain of!”

William deliberated for a second, and given his past encounters, he smirked.

“Am I missing something?” Thedius asked.

Returning to the phrase of that splendid hymn, the boy replied, “It’s a pity all prophets can’t be as friendly as you. I didn’t seem to have much luck with the last one.”

“Ah, but William,” the king said, placing his hand on his shoulder, “what you learnt in the ruin could very well be some of the answers that you seek. Albeit, some elements of that fortune proved a bit vague; a bit sketchy. Then again, some parts were, unfortunately, quite true…depending on how you look at them.”

Noticing William’s frustration, Thedius added, “Aggravating, yes. But you’ll see your way past all of this, no doubt. You’ll figure it out. You have a stout heart, young man, and that goes a long way in this day ‘n’ age. Incidentally, you know all that repetitive nonsense you keep saying to yourself all the time? Stop it! I tell you now, it does you no good! Next time you feel like doing this, distract yourself. Think of something pleasant. Otherwise you’ll condition yourself to do the same thing, over and over, in every stressful situation, thereby perpetuating your fear, and that’s not the way you want to end up—afraid and unsure all the time. Break the control of fear, and you’ll break the fear itself.”

“I know,” William muttered. “Redmun told me something similar. But it’s not always that easy.”

“You’ll cope when you need to, lad. Try not to worry so much.”

Copping Thedius’ remark about Webble, William then paused and asked, “The ruin? Wait a second! You know what Vahna actually told me down there?!”

“As I said, lad, I see things sometimes…that’s all,” the king answered. “Sometimes all together, sometimes in shards. Speaking of which, I have new tidings for you now.”

When William heard the word ‘tidings,’ a shiver slithered up his spine. For anything he’d learnt in those former months bequeathed nothing but heartache. However, for some reason, he was compelled to know what these new tidings were. Promising or bleak, it mattered not. Again, it must’ve been the restful bewitchment of Ebyulàn that relaxed him so.

“What sort o’ tidings?” he asked.

Powerless in upholding his jolly ways, Thedius said caringly, “Come. To the tower.”

Bringing the Symphogram along, William accompanied him down that tall hallway and up a spiral staircase, arriving thereafter at a snug bell tower which overlooked the misty lakes of the east.

Thedius rooted around in his cuffs, to produce a pocket-sized bellows. He tested the wind with a lick of his finger, then aimed it into the clouds directly below, where he delivered three sharp blows into the passing breeze. William observed. The clouds went into a tranquil swirl, until, like a frothy whirlpool they opened up to reveal a window to Lythiann’s east.

Thedius then asked of him, “Look down there, my boy. Go on.”

How sympathetically he spoke, in contrast to what William knew of him.

Immersing himself in a calming breath, like he could sense what was coming, he gazed down, down, down into the dale beneath the mountain, and this is what he saw.

‘Twas the dead of night, where, twinkling through the flashing shroud of a lightning storm, like a line of tiny ants, he could distinguish a massive gathering of burning torches. While they appeared miniscule from up there, he knew painfully well what he was looking at.

If not for a ghostly haze obscuring the eyes of the moon, the surrounding sky above Ebyulàn would have looked clear, and dwelling upon it, Thedius said, “The eclipse will not be long coming, my boy. These creatures can smell it in the air. Already, they are being convened by the dark one. Yes…they are on the move!”

On the move, indeed. For William looked on as thousands of lights slowly inched their way eastward. Fading embers on charred parchment.

William felt like he could crush them all with one solid stomp of his boot, but it wasn’t going to be that easy, and he knew this well enough.

“So, this is Drevol’s army? This is what we’ll be facing?” he muttered, composed only by the influence of Ebyulàn. “I imagined what it would look like…but I never would’ve imagined this! I’m surprised Drevol shared Lythiann with so many! Where were they all hiding, I wonder?”

In a sort of pity, Thedius said, as he watched the battalion marching along, “Had there been no such thing as the eclipse, then indeed, the Pooka would not have shared Lythiann with these creatures. He’d simply wipe them all out. For he had always believed them a drawback in his own creation. A sort of burden. However, some have actually proved quite useful to him in the past; granted, it would be unheard of for him to admit it. But when the eclipse does not reign, they still hide from his presence like everyone else…in fear. Sheltering in lonely lands and grey places. Yet now it calls to them again. ‘Tis the return of terrible times, there is no denying. And the return of his dark disciples.”

Winding their way across the landscape, like a vast river of fiery horror, it was a wonder to William as to what manner of beasts would accompany such an army, so he asked, “What exactly will we be up against, Thedius? Do you know? Are they all Gremlins and Ogres…or does Drevol have other soldiers too?”

“Many are Gremlins, and yes, many are Ogres, too. But most are the likes of Ahueé…and Goblins.”

Dredging up old memories of what Stell had once told them about the evil Goblin, Goidoy, William could have kicked himself for being so absent-minded.

“Goblins!” he exclaimed. “I almost forgot about the Goblins. As if things weren’t bad enough. What are they like, Thedius? How dangerous, I mean?”

“I won’t lie, lad,” said Thedius, “for coated-truths can seldom be allies. Unlike some, the Goblins are crabby, black-hearted creatures. As for the Hobgoblins—or Ahueé, as we call them—well, they are far, far worse! Comparable to Drevol, they hold no mercy. Not for themselves…and certainly not for any other!”

“And Goidoy?”

“Aaah…Goidoy,” Thedius uttered, taking an especially keen interest. “Although he cannot compete with the powers of some, Goidoy still possesses a sly wit, and he wields it well. Yes, many a brave soul has fallen to his malice. But should you ever encounter this foe, and your company ends up facing him head on, William…know this: a valuable bond may be at hand soon thereafter.”

“A valuable bond? You mean…”

“I mean just as I say, lad,” Thedius interrupted. “Try not jump to any conclusions, because more often than not, they don’t exactly turn out the way we would expect them to. You’ll know what I mean, if the time comes.”

William accepted this counsel for what it was, and so went back to discussing the moon.

“So…how long do we have till the eclipse?” he asked.

“Well, our enemies are gathering from the west; building their numbers as they move,” Thedius explained. “I’d say you probably have three, maybe four days. With a little of my help I can get you ahead of this army. But evil moves quickly, and I can only get you so far. This means that you will still need to travel with haste yourselves, lest they catch up to you!”

Thedius then sealed the cloud with a breath, and regretfully announced, “Hence, I am afraid to say, dear lad, your time in my house is almost at an end. Tonight…you must return. Ebyulán’s time is over on this great mountain, for the time being. We have done what we needed to do. But always we will pray for you, lad…and we hope that your situation proves prosperous before the end.”

Once again, time had triumphed, even over this great and magical haven of Ebyulàn.

Grateful for everything that he’d learnt and, moreover, for the hospitality, William respected the man’s wishes, and said, “I understand, Thedius. And I can’t thank you enough…for everything. The food. Your advice. Really, it means a lot.”

“I know what I know, and I help when I can.” The man said with a little wink.

With a faint ‘ahem,’ a shy-looking Grogoch pardoned himself.

“Sorry for the intrusion,” he said softly. “But, Redmun said it’s time, William. We must be off.”

“I know…” uttered the lad, somewhat doleful about leaving. “…I’m on my way.”

About to depart Thedius’ company, the king took William’s shoulder once more, and whispered, “Never be afraid to believe, William. For only when the shadow grows deepest is it hope’s time to shine. Let it. Let it! May God be with you, my boy, because everybody else is.”

With those last few endearing words, William showed some final thanks, and went to convene with his friends.

They were dawdling by the gates of that enchanted kingdom when William joined them. A person short, no less. Wren, don’t you know, had since been summoned by Thedius, for reasons unknown. Soon enough, she returned with Thedius after being out in the gardens. Wren was caressing her bad shoulder.

“What was that about?” William asked her.

Delaying so briefly that he couldn’t tell if she was troubled or not, Wren said, “Oh, Thedius just gave me a tonic for my shoulder. Right as rain again. Could rip the scabby wings off a Fudúch, so I could!”

She giggled, but she seemed nervous, so he replied, “Fair enough,” and put it to one side for the time being.

Having all since been made aware of the armies below, they were preparing themselves for off, double-checking their supplies and whatnot. Thedius had also provided them with some further rations. That way they wouldn’t need to fret about going hungry in the days ahead.

So, well rested and bellies full, they were ready to tackle the darklands. However, someone else had other tasks to undertake.

Hunkering before William, Redmun looked upon him through newly enlightened eyes, eyes which spoke of new and mysterious understandings.

He said, “I must leave you now, lad. I’ve spoken with Thedius, and there are other important duties which require my direct attention. But, rest assured, I will return to you as soon as I can…I promise.”

“You’re leaving us…already? Do you have to? Is it really that important?”

“More than you know,” Redmun replied.

“Well,” the lad said sadly, “if you say so. But you promise to come back?”

“Have faith, boy,” said the Erethaoí, with so deep a consideration, that William was beginning to wonder about his tidings. “I shall return very soon. I shan’t let you down.”

William surrendered his trust and accepted Redmun’s word, but he couldn’t refute a kind of strange sorrow within him. Like he was happy about what he’d learnt, and yet threatened at the same time.

As such, he asked, “Your news. Was it good?”

“I never would have imagined it.” Redmun said to him. “Now, I must go. And—” he stalled, “—take care of yourself, lad.”

“I will,” William promised. “And you be careful, too.”

“That I shall.”

“All will be just fine, William,” smiled Stell, slinging on a fresh quiver. “He’ll be back before you know it. Just you see! In the meantime, we shall try make merry as best we can. What do you say?”

“Well, we’ll certainly try!” smirked the boy, wishing it could be that easy.

Suddenly, Pew came scuttling along. He didn’t patter up to Redmun as normal, for he appeared torn between two people. The Erethaoí and William.

“It looks to me like the Poppum would like to assist you on your quest.” Redmun grinned, putting on his gloves.

“No, no,” the lad gestured, with Pew’s bulging brown eyes staring up at him. “He’s your pet. He should go with you.”

“Well, if he chooses to follow you, then we cannot deny him that, now can we? Who knows? He may even have some role to play in this chronicle yet,” said the man, and giving the Poppum a playful caress, he said, “Go with whom you will, little Poppum. No grudges shall be held upon your decision.”

Stalling momentarily, Pew then hugged Redmun’s leg before taking the side of William. This was not done out of any particular preference, mind you. The little mite just wanted to tag along on William’s adventure for a change. And so he did.

Khrum refused to surrender his perch on William’s shoulder, so the Poppum hopped on Wren’s shoulder instead, where he got himself quite comfortable.

“Hello, you,” the girl doted, puckering her lips. “Want to come with me, do you? Well, you’re more than welcome.”

Chirping with glee, Pew lapped her cheek and she laughed.

“There now.” Redmun said and smiled. “He shall certainly be a worthy substitute, until I find you again. Have no doubts about that. I trust you know your way through the canyons, my good Elf? As far as I can recall, save for a few tunnels and bridges, the Bohàr Pass is nought but one path, old and of weathered wood. This should lead you to the tunnels within. There shouldn’t be much confusion. And remember, that place is a graveyard now, so beware the dead.”

Icrick and Khrum knew their way through the labyrinths of Lór better than anyone, provided it hadn’t changed much over the years. Yet they didn’t let on, for the sake of Anun’s request.

“Duly noted,” said Stell. “Go easy, my friend. We shall meet again before the dawning of the eclipse.”

“That we shall,” the Erethaoí agreed. “Good luck to you all! I’ll return as swiftly as I am able. So long.”

Facing the skies, he launched into the night like a rocket. His flight-trail forged a single loop as he blasted back towards the east with a volcanic boom. In seconds, he was gone. Gone about his covert dealings.

“I wonder what he’s up to.” William said suspiciously.

“Yes. And why didn’t he tell us anything about it?” Icrick put in. “But, knowing Redmun, it’s probably something important. Something useful to our quest, maybe! Whatever it is, I hope he doesn’t take too long.”

Thedius then graced their circle, and smiled. “Let him be, my friends. You needn’t worry about his duties. You have your own task to focus on. The Erethaoí can take good care of himself. Now, allow me introduce you to your transport.”

A crew of funny little sprites came plodding along. Ghost sprites, to be more precise.

No more than two feet tall, these creatures were almost completely transparent but for a lime-green tint. Garbed in heavy leather masks with big black goggles, they toddled along merrily, making noises like funny kazoos. Tiny tufts of fine Irish ginger sprouted from their heads, and they had floppy, cow-like ears. These sprites were known as Vòltas, or Spirit-Gliders, and they were very loyal to Thedius indeed.

Heavy-looking packs, stuffed with day-blue silk, were hoisted to their backs. And solid metal fixtures were strapped to their chests, like clamps of some kind. They also carried thick, buckskin safety harnesses; those of which had peculiar fixtures of their own, sticking out from the nape.

“Put those harnesses on good ‘n’ tight now,” advised Thedius, speaking for the Vòltas, who couldn’t speak any other language but their own. “We don’t want any of you slipping out now, do we?” He laughed.

“Slipping out?!” Icrick quivered. “How do you mean, ‘slipping out’?”

“Now, now,” Thedius sniggered. “Don’t you go getting in a panic, young Grogoch! Vòlta flight is really quite safe…granted the winds sail true.”

“Granted? Flight? True?” trembled Icrick. “Y-You mean these tiny, little, see-through, Gremliny things—which, might I add, barely look strong enough to hold up their own ears, let alone a person—are going to fly us into Lòr?”

Highly outraged by that ‘ear’ remark, the Vòltas bickered amongst one another, whistling and tooting, as if to say, “Who do you think you’re talking to, you stinking gas-bag?!”

Furthermore, you can probably tell from Icrick’s mood that the spell of Ebyulàn was slowly wearing off and, again, their ill-feelings were suppurating back into their bellies, like an unyielding infection. None of them were really expecting that joyous mood to last, however, so they did nought but accept it.

“Don’t be fooled by their size, lad. I’ve seen many a Vòlta carrying things as big as cows! So I don’t think you have any need to fear; being the squirt-of-a-critter that you are.” Thedius howled.

The Gliders handed them a harness each, apart from Khrum, who was going with William.

They strapped on the equipment, and were surprised by how comfortable it was. It was really quite cosy, albeit their arms were slightly propped up and out of their natural position.

The Gliders, crawling onto each of their backs, attached these harnesses to their own front fixtures. It took a few minutes to get everything bolted and checked, but they were soon geared up with those ghostly sprites secured to their shoulders.

“What now?” Stell asked, and the rest were inclined to agree.

“Look down along that pathway there,” said Thedius, pointing down a misty way.

All they could see were vague sections of pathway, scattered along. Everything else was covered by the drifting haze.

“I can’t really see anything. Just cloud.” Wren said, squinting.

“Well, there is a path there. Trust me,” Thedius vowed. “And at the end of it you’ll find the eastern face of Andin’s Shield, and then the skies of Lòr. My Vòltas will take good care of you, but they can only take you so far. They can go no further than their boundaries, you understand. Either way, it shall be farther than you would have gotten on your own, and close enough to get ahead of that dratted eclipse and, likewise, that army. I trust that sounds fair to you all, hmmm?”

They nodded, mumbled, and agreed, but none of them were happy about this. More than ever, now that the soothing incantation was nearly gone.

“Jolly good!” said Thedius, and backing up a few paces, he explained, “So, you must start from here, and take a great running jump off the path’s edge. These gliders will take care of the rest. But be careful when landing, because there is a slight possibility you might detach from a small height. So be ready for it.”

They all looked at one another stupidly, to see who’d go first.

“Oh, must I do everything.” sighed Wren, and off she dashed through the mist.

First, it was silent. No noise. They listened hard, but heard nothing. Then, not five beats later, they heard her yelling out with excitement.

“WOOO-HOOO!” she bellowed, and Pew sounded just as thrilled, if not more.

Stell and William blinked at each other, saying nothing. All of a sudden, the Elf beamed such an eager grin that they both took off, like wild horses, to try out their own Vòltas.

“Farewell, my friends!” Thedius waved. “Stay as one, and try not get into too much trouble!”

Quicker and faster the clip-clopping of their boots tore through the dense cloud. Suddenly the ledge appeared and they leapt. Into nothingness they flew; through a puff of coming cloud, which then exposed, beneath their kicking legs, the eastern slopes of Andin’s Shield, and the black, desolate void of eastern Lythiann thereafter.

A few twitters later, the Vòltas ripped the chords from their packs. Two amazing chutes of silky material flared out into the air, grasping firmly onto the coming wind, and Stell, William, and Khrum sailed their way gracefully through the night. Not far ahead, Wren was spiralling her way down, too. Pew seemed to be squeaking boldly still. But then, without warning, Icrick shot between William and the Elf with no chute open whatsoever. Like a hairy bullet, he zoomed; screeching for aid and flapping his arms wildly, as a family of whistly ones came cascading from his backside like it was going out of fashion. He was like a dodo with a rocket shoved up its bassoon. You’d swear his insides were on their way out, with the squawking that was coming out of him. Eventually his chute unfolded, seized the breeze, and carried him down into a much friendlier sway, like the others.

“Pwah!” Khrum retched, yanking his shirt up over his nose. “Smells like some aul’ shkunk granny died o’ the shquirties! Icrick, ya shcummy fiend ya!”

The Grogoch cried back, “Back off, Khrum! It can’t be helped and you know it,” and feeling a bit more relaxed, he finished of his sentence with a joyous, Weee, for himself.

Not taking into account that they were forced to coast through a fog of the foulest-smelling Grogoch gas, it was really an astonishing experience, gliding over the land like that. They may have been soaring over the darker side of Lythiann, where they say no sun could shine, yet it still looked so amazing from way up there.

The fiendish clouds streamed westward, taking on insipid linings below the moon. Sometimes those same monstrous impressions re-emerged and reached out like they were going to claw at them as they sailed by. That didn’t happen, thankfully. But they would’ve preferred them not to be there at all.

Broadening out, the further they plummeted, was a colossal chunk of land which had clearly been ripped from the soil of some different world. ‘Twas as if, unable to destroy this ominous fragment, God himself had plunged his mighty hands into the crust of a foreign land, and ripped that cancerous island of rock from its roots before placing it out of harm’s way, in a dark and idle corner of a deserted realm. This red-rocked mass was fraught with a labyrinth of gorges, stone passes, and dense wilds, and it remained alienated from all civilisation, like it was not meant for the likes of true Lythiann.

Horrified by the sight of it, Stell muttered, “The canyons of Lòr! We are here!”

Whooshing into a downward glide, the Vòltas were aiming to land upon a huge outcrop just on the outskirts of the canyon’s mainland. That’s where they would discover the dreaded Bohàr Pass. But the flight wasn’t over yet, and the last few moments were the most terrifying of all, as that quick change of trajectory made the breeze scream by all the louder, and their stomachs contort with a terrible queasiness.

“Hold on tight, Khrum.” William groaned, with the little leprechaun poking his eyes out of the sporran. “Looks like we are coming in to land!”

William watched as Wren landed into a safe tumble upon the shelf; not that he gave a damn (or so he would like it to seem).

Wren’s Vòlta engaged in a snappy turn, whereby the wind carried him back the way he came. His chute flapped noisily in the gust as he fluttered past William and Stell before dissipating into the clouds overhead. Icrick was next to board the huge shelf, and his Glider employed the very same manoeuvre. It dropped him like a sack of onions, and then flew back up to Thedius. Then came William and Stell’s turn, but something drastic took hold.

Through a swift change in wind, they flew dangerously close to one another. Something was clearly amiss. Their Vòltas kept glimpsing back and forth at each other, making discouraging noises. Arguing. Closer they drifted, zooming downwards all the while and getting ever nearer that scarlet ridge. Both chutes shot towards one particular area of ground. It was like the Vòltas couldn’t make up their minds about which of them was to deploy first.

“What’s going on up there?!” William cried, but the little sprites kept bickering.

Rushing downwards in close proximity towards that rock-solid ledge, the two comrades shrieked in fear. Either their chutes were going to get entangled, or someone was going to drop too early.

William, raising his knees, tried his utmost to ready for their approach. His roaring could’ve woken the entire countryside. He was white with fear. To make matters worse, he had absolutely no control over what was happening. Just then, Stell swung in so close that he literally banged his leg off William’s arm. Thinking their canopies had gotten entwined, William looked up and, much to his relief, both chutes held strong. That chance deflection had shoved them out just enough to avoid any further collisions. William’s Vòlta then yanked sharply on his chord, making a deep, right-handed turn. An air break of sorts. This little manoeuvre proved most effective, and William regained a much safer position some metres above the Elf. Had he not felt so sick to the stomach, he would’ve bellowed with joy. Instead his eyes drooped and rolled, followed by an unsavoury burp. Nevertheless, it was a very impressive move on the Vólta’s part.

At long last, and not a moment too soon, Stell glided down towards the great shelf, where he slipped from the Glider’s harness and rolled to safety. William tumbled along behind him, before sprawling out with gasping breaths. Without so much as a wave goodbye, their Vòltas swooped back toward the mountain and, thereafter, Ebyulàn.

Bowling out of William’s sporran, only to lay flat on his back, Khrum groaned, “Aw, that was horrible! My head…it’s in bits! Sorry about your sporran too, by the way.”

“Why? What did you do?” William grumbled, holding his gut.

“Ara, jusht give it a bit of a wash later…it’ll be grand!” Khrum replied, with a distasteful puss.

“I’m not even going to ask.”

Icrick and Stell were already back on track, and getting to know their environment. Wren sat nearby, blowing bits of dust out of Pew’s fur. Unlike the others, he was as happy as a pig in muck after that little spin. Something of an audacious little thing.

As William was gathering himself, Wren smiled and said, “Oh, what’s wrong with you? No sense of adventure?”

“Whatever you say, Wren,” he muttered gruffly, having since returned to his distrustful ways.

“Oh! What’s this? Talking to me again, are we?” she replied sarcastically.

The boy blanked her and went off to inspect the grounds for himself. Not allowing him the opportunity to persist in another bout of silent treatment, she confronted him. She was adamant on getting some answers.

“Here! What is it with you?” she demanded. “You haven’t said two words to me since we left Gylbalbùn. Was it something I did? Was it something I said? Was it something I didn’t say, perhaps? Maybe it was something Vahna told you? What?”

On that mentioning of the mystic, he leered, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

“No! Seriously!” she stipulated, as the others stood by, watching. “You’ve had a problem with me for ages now. And I’d like to know what it is!”

“LISTEN!” William grimaced, thrown by all the attention. “What I know is none o’ your business! So quit asking, right!”

Omitting his cruel cry, she barked back, “Well, if it’s got something to do with me, then I have a right to know. So TELL ME!”

“LEAVE IT, I SAID!” he yelled, lashing out so fiercely that it pulled her up sharp, and the others, too.

She didn’t know how to take that. His voice was laden with such hurt and broken-heartedness. It was as clear to her as blood on white. Any normal person would’ve just done a ‘Crosco’ on it, and left. She considered it, moreover; abso-bloody-lutely, she thought. She didn’t have to stay there and take this from him. But she didn’t leave. For in some way or form she could see beyond his anger like bars on a cage, deep into the pain he had incubating within. A loss. A need. A cry for help which compelled her to stay.

Alas, she decided that, rather than prolonging this fight, she would stay out of his hair for a spell. Not leave. Just keep out of his sight until he’d calmed down. She desperately wanted to cry, but instead she stepped aside and left him to his own company.

Were it not for the skies churning to an anomalous blackness, the others might’ve tried to mediate this row. They hated to see friends bickering so. And such good friends, at that. The weather, however, was pressing in heavily from the west; escorting a marching army towards Drevol’s impending call.

The Elf uttered but two words, “Storm’s coming…”


- Chapter Thirteen -

Infiltrating the Gates

Protruding from the midmost point of that enormous island of rock was the same shelf they saw from above, and it was frighteningly colossal. It would take, at the very least, several hours before they even reached the entryway of the Bohàr Pass alone, and then uphill into the gorges themselves. Beyond that, it would take yet another significant amount of time before they stumbled upon Drevol’s lair. Not to mention that quantity of, God knows what else was waiting for them along the way. But it is generally believed that one always finds a task easier when they focus on one little step at a time. To otherwise wallow upon the magnitude of any one objective alone does the spirit no good. It impedes one’s drive to carry on. William and his crew understood this principle better than most.

The coming storm tested them further, and how it had not yet struck but was surely on its way. Awash with waves of blacks and greys, they could but watch those devastating clouds roll forth as they swelled into a wild and domineering ocean of the skies. All they could do was consider it, this impending and unstoppable thing.

They peeked over the lip, into the marshes far below; into a ghostly, lingering fog, wherefrom the wail of the Merrows rose into the atmosphere, chilling Stell’s bones.

Investigating the drop, he said, “Shhh! Do you hear that? Merrows!”

“Merrows? As in, sea-imps?” William asked.

“None other!” answered the Elf, so apprehensive about these demons that he could not but follow the trace of their calls with stillness. “I loathe Merrows! I would say that I fear them even more than…well…let’s just say, the other God-awful beasts of this realm.”

Khrum and the Grogoch crept to the brink and glimpsed over to distinguish but vague shadows splashing through the marsh waters below. Their faint bawling rang spookily through the seclusion of that nightly land, similar to a cat’s call at witching hour.

Merrows were a form of water imp; half-human, half-eel, whose russet flesh was peppered with scales of a withered, prune-like texture. Imagine the ugliest-looking witch you would never wish to meet and, even then, you would be nowhere close to the horrifying appearance of these frightening beings. Silvery eyes; swollen and dead. Bloated lips; crinkled and chapped. Hair; greasy and infested with molluscs of every kind. Noses; stumped and high, with a third nostril set upon the bridge for stalking mere inches beneath the waterline.

Legend has it that, should you ever wander the marshes late at night, the Merrows will be watching you. Spying on you from below, they would bide their time, waiting for you to make one false step into the swamp. Quicker than sharks to a seal, a pack of these hellions would then pile on you, scraping and gnashing with such ruthless hostility; all the time wailing. When through mauling their victims, the Merrows are said to drag them to their watery doom below the surface, where they would never be heard from again. Even at this, it was not the end for these poor souls…no. For once the Merrow’s prey are half-drowned and far too weak to fend for their lives, the demons would suck out their very souls before incarcerating them in underwater caverns, so as they could brutalize and haunt them for the remainder of eternity. This they did for pleasure, and pleasure alone. Malicious folk indeed. Creatures after Drevol’s own heart, I’d even say.

So be wary, dear friends, if you ever decide to wander the marshlands alone, late on a winter’s night, use caution, because they will be watching you.

Maybe now you can appreciate why the Elf feared them so. Albeit, he had other reasons as well.

“I don’t know about that now, Stell,” said Icrick. “I’m finding it hard to believe that you fear anything at this stage! Don’t be so modest.”

The Elf went quiet, and did not permit even an upward glance. He appeared shaken. Not himself.

“Was it something I said?” asked the Grogoch, feeling like he’d uttered something he shouldn’t have.

Then, almost hesitant to make eye contact, Stell muttered, “I fear failure.”

Clearly this place had unearthed something inside of him which he’d kept buried for many years, and now, it seemed, was its time to come out. Khrum asked him what he meant by it.

And so, the moment was at hand for him to include them on his secret, a repressed memory that hungered to be extracted, like a putrefying thorn through suppurating flesh.

Sinking into a world of remembrance, he at first delayed before addressing his friends with what looked to be a breaking heart. “I told you once that I only had three brothers. Well, there was a fourth sibling in our family. My twin. Her name was Kaylen. Beautiful Kaylen. I loved her dearly. Unconditionally. However, one night when I was very young, there was a raid in the north. A raid of Goblins. They’d awoken, and sought to obliterate us in our secret Elfish reservations. I think of it now because, these marshes are so very similar to the ones we ran through that night, during our escape. There were dozens of us. Although, out of my family, ‘twas only Kaylen and I. Our brothers were…were…”

He was about to defend those undeserving brethren of his, but he stalled and sighed. He felt a sudden surge of shame, as if he was finally starting to see them for who they were. Alas, he refrained from including them at all.

“Like a pack of wild wolves the Goblins bolted after us, across the swamp. Picking us off, one after the next! Like some sort of sick game. That’s when the Merrows rose their heads. A gathering of them were sneaking about beneath the water. Waiting. We ran and ran, Kaylen and I…”

As if paining to convince himself, he then spoke in a confused way, “…I thought she was beside me…the entire time. No! I knew she was beside me. For I was holding her hand. So tightly! So tightly that my fingers went numb. Yet…m-maybe that’s where it all went wrong? Perhaps I could not feel her slipping from my wearing grasp? Everything was in such chaos. Perhaps I couldn’t feel her letting go. Because, when I looked back, Kaylen was not there anymore…she had gone. Then I glanced behind.”

He stalled again; tortured by these images. Grief crushing his every breath.

Wren took the Elf’s hand, and uttered affectionately, “You need not continue, Stell. I know how hard this must be for you. But we all have our crosses to bear; our pasts to live with. And we are all haunted by them…in one way or another. But we’re your friends. We’re here to listen; to help, if you want us to. So if you want to get it off your chest, then by all means do.”

Was she referring to her secret? William thought. Or her aunt’s murder maybe? Either way, he said nothing of it, as Stell was of greater importance here.

The Elf went on to say, “A Merrow gripped her by the hair…and a Goblin, by both arms. I shall never forget that Goblin, and what he did to her after he’d claimed her. A huge, hideous brute he was; greying in fur. Staring me down with one good eye.”

When he mentioned the eye, they all stood back, and Khrum asked, “One good eye?! But that would mean…”

“Goidoy?” Stell asked.

“Yes!”

“That’s right, my friend. Goidoy was the one who led them that night. Both he and that Merrow were wrestling over Kaylen like dogs over a bone. As I watched on…I…I f-froze. I literally could not move. I wanted to help Kaylen. More than you know! She was my sister, for God’s sake! My blood! But I couldn’t! It felt like I was stuck in mud. Then he took her. I have never seen such carnage…so much blood! I dare not share what they did to her; how they tortured her.

“Then the Goblin charged at me. Before I could share in Kaylen’s hideous fate, a passing Elf took me in her arms and carried me with her. Soon, we outran him. Lost him in the woods. But my Kaylen was gone. Ever since that night I have been terrified about freezing up again. Letting people down. Failing those who might need my help. Much less how I can scarcely stand the sight of Merrows or Goblins anymore. This is one of the few reasons why I live the life that I do, my friends. To hopefully prove that I can be brave when the time comes. Though I never really started battling evil properly until I joined this group of yours. Nor have I ever really spoken of any of it, till now. But you are my friends. My allies. And I believe it is your right to know. Maybe now you will be able to find it in your hearts to forgive me.”

“Forgive you for what, Stell?” William asked.

“In case I don’t pull through again.” the Elf said with brooding look.

So profoundly grateful for everything he’d already done, Khrum stomped into the discussion and stated, “Nonsense, Stell. Complete twaddle! Ya’ve already pulled through for us a dozen times more than ya should’ve, lad. So don’t go puttin’ yourself down ‘n’ burdenin’ yourself with these depressin’ thoughts. Everyone loses their grip on the rope at some time or other! All we can do is keep holdin’ on…without hangin’ ourselves from it in the process. Ya get me? We’ll help ya through this. Won’t we, lads?”

He didn’t even need to ask this. They were always behind him.

“Thank you, Khrum. All of you. This means a lot to me.” Stell smiled.

Feeling guilt-ridden for mentioning anything at all, Icrick sniffled. “I’m so sorry, Stell. I…I didn’t mean to pry. Oh, your poor sister. I feel awful. Just awful. Dredging up those terrible memories like that. I’m so ashamed.”

“Don’t feel bad, my friend.” The Elf implored. “There’s no way you could have known. Besides, it’s high time I spoke about it. Containing my grief has never improved my life in any way. I had to let go. And, for all of you to listen, was my first step in making peace with it. I see that now.”

To a dying screech, like the ones he’d heard in the swamp that night, Stell gazed down into the marshes again, into where those Merrows lay.

“Kaylen is in a better place now,” said he, “where she is unbound from Lythiann’s pain. And one day, I shall see her again. Yes. We shall meet again. Come now, these shrieking devils have not yet heard Drevol’s call, so let us get ahead of them while we can. You still with me?”

“Couldn’t agree with ya more, me aul’ matey.” said Khrum, bouncing onto their road again, and muffling his ears from the jarring screech of the Merrows, he griped, “Whatever about havin’ a lovely, quiet bit o’ kipper ta nibble on; these fishy squeakers take the cake! Let’s get a wriggle on, shall we?”

His hallmark banter made the Elf smile, and William too, for that matter, having succumbed to his own commiserations for poor Stell, along with the return of his own prevailing troubles.

And whilst the leprechaun sprung merrily forth, William heard him mumbling, “Wonder if there’s any puddles around here anyplace? The aul’ de-hya-dration is kickin’ in after Thedius’ ale, ‘n’ lemonwater isn’t really my thing. No, sir-ee! Not yet, anyways. Too bitter. Oooh - too - rah - loo - rah - loo - raaah!”

William admired his ability to sustain some sunniness during so glum a time, and it made him snigger. Not that it lasted, for he caught someone staring at him.

She stood by, endeavouring to smile along with him. He even stared back, if only briefly, in a sort of sympathy, no less. Why, you ask? She looked so upset she after his protest of late, that he felt sorry for her. Even regretful. But he couldn’t allow her allure to get the better of him. At least not until he knew where her loyalties truly lay. He had to maintain his guard, for now. So, downing his glance, he stole away from her so as to catch up with the leprechaun instead.

Understand this—William wasn’t in any way using this approach against her, but, because he was the focus of their entire exploit, Wren was now beginning to feel like something of an outsider amongst everyone else for upsetting their liberator so. This of course was folly. Nobody was blaming her for anything. Even so, this was how she felt, but she wasn’t about to let it affect her mission. If anything, she was compelled to try all the harder.

Catching up with Khrum, William asked, in a bid to forget about the girl, “Hangover kicking in is it, Khrum?”

“Kind o’, yeah!” sulked the leprechaun, tasting his tongue like a chimp who had just licked a booger off a porcupine’s bum. “Feels like I was suckin’ on a wino’s aul’ sock for the lasht week! All dried up ‘n’ that. Ara, ya know yourself. Drink!”

“Not really, no.” William grinned, having never taken to the grog before.

“Silly me! I forgot. Ye youngin’s don’t touch a drop, do ye?” Khrum asked, pointing at Wren as well.

Disinclined to speak on her behalf, considering, William simply replied, “I don’t drink anyways. Maybe when I get older. No rush with that sort o’ stuff, really.”

“Very wise!” Khrum agreed, and adopting a devoted interest, he said, “So…um…can I ashk ya somethin’, lad? If I may be so bold?”

Allowing himself to relax within this convivial conversation, William said, “Course you can. What’s up?”

“What’s the shtory with the lass ‘n’ yourself? Did ye have a fallin’ out or somethin’? Ye seem a bit tiffy these days.”

This was not what William wanted to talk about at all, so in a way that illustrated his aversion to touch upon such issues, he answered, “If it’s all the same to you, Khrum, I’d rather not talk about it. But, can I just say, I don’t want our business upsetting ye, either. Or I don’t want ye feeling like ye have to take sides, or anything like that. N-Not that there are any sides to take, I mean. It’s just, there’s a lot going on with me right now, and there are some things that…um…that I amn’t a hundred percent sure of. Not yet. Hopefully, though, they’ll clear themselves up…sooner or later. Hopefully!”

“Say no more, lad. Say no more! Rowin’ with a caílin can be tricky business. Believe you me! But I’m the lasht person ya’d want relationship advice from. I’d probably send her runnin’ for the hills altogether, so I would. Then where would ya be? No, I’ll shtay outta it, lad. Better off! But I’ll tell ya one thing, if I may. She’s a charmin’ lassie ‘n’ there’s no doubt about that. She likes ya, too. She really does. I just hope ye can mend your bridges at some stage…that’s all. We all do.”

‘Charming’, said he. Vahna’s corrupt offspring was supposed to be charming, too. Pining with the itch to let it all spill and expose Wren for the impostor she was, William quickly reminded himself of the consequences and, also, of the chance that she may yet make amends with her past. She could have been undertaking this quest as penance for everything she had allegedly done. This was what he kept telling himself at least, after comparing it to when Redmun appointed himself a similar vow, although William was struggling to trust it in the same way.

He simply ended up saying, “We’ll see, Khrum. We’ll see,” and, presuming everything would work itself out, the leprechaun asked nothing more.

Time swept deep into the nets of the very night which held them, as they cruised along that open shelf. This lasting darkness was not all that surprising to them either, as the sun did not exist in Lòr anymore, be it day or dawn, and they knew the only way a promise of daylight would ever hail would be alongside Drevol’s downfall.

A low gust fluttered through a sad and disturbing quietness, conveying in its trail a quality of query and trepidation for the possible nightmares which may yet befall them. Their road was stark and ever arduous. Their throats, parched, from the sheets of dust that rolled beneath the storm’s early winds.

The more ground they covered, the more that came into view, and nothing, nothing, was to prepare them for the horrors of coming hours.

Appalled and altogether bereaved by what he saw, Khrum glanced around with his face long and woeful, and blessed himself, saying, “Holy Mary mother o’ God! This isn’t right. This isn’t right at all!”

What started out as the fitful presence of peculiar little fungi and wilted saplings was now merging into an expanding jungle of gargantuan sequoias, grim and tall, and giant toadstools netted in old webbing. But it was those sequoias which caught their eye from the get-go. For they couldn’t be deemed any way normal, being gruesomely arrayed with hundreds of mutilated bodies whose flesh crawled with infestations of bald rats and ruby-eyed deer mice. Crows were amongst them, caw-caw-cawing into the night as they scavenged upon the carrion of the dead. Men, women, even children not long from the cradle, were plastered to that leaching sap like flies upon glue-paper and, by their deadweight, little could their decaying skin adhere to their rigid bones as it slowly flayed away over the stress of years. Some remains were altogether putrefied, whereas others, relatively fresh, and it was upon those cadavers that the animals dined. Like some demented warning, they clung to the sable bark as their frayed garbs fluttered in the peaking draught. Curious to say that, as if resonant from a lifetime of suffering, their spectral moans and weepings could still be heard through the air now and again, faintly and chillingly. The sheer cruelty of it was, beyond any reasonable doubt, more gruesome than any haunting tale or embroidered account they’d ever heard; not in all of their frightening and most troubling of dreams.

The more they considered those poor unfortunates, the more William and his allies felt sick to their stomachs. The ripe emanation of rotting meat was all too foul an odour to tolerate. Covering their mouths as they sloped by, they were forced to distract themselves; considering anything else but those bodies. Eventually the deceased lessened until those gigantic trunks were of but unadorned knots and nothing else.

As for the toadstools, things did lurk amongst them; in crannies too dim and ominous to investigate. Bizarre dronings also murmured from those lush corners on occasion before delving into quietude whenever they turned to see what was there.

One of our friends, however, was…how should we say…’lucky’ enough to have spotted one of these shy beasts at one stage. Can you guess who? I’ll wager you’re right. Glimpsing over his shoulder, just in the nick of time, Icrick witnessed four, huge, snipping pincers, and three stubbly, shell-like legs slipping back into the gloom. It could only have been, I presume, some form of hulking arachnid whose nature it was to skulk in secret until a sure-fire meal appeared right on its very doorstep. Fearing he’d gasped his last breath, the Grogoch sprung a little ‘leak’ for himself in mid-waddle. Terrified wasn’t the word. Khrum wasn’t settled on William’s shoulder then either. Can you see where this is heading?

It wouldn’t take much to imagine just how livid the leprechaun was when he assumed to have a nice handful of fresh rainwater to slake his thirst. Then he saw the steam, after which, an atrocious pong.

“What in the name o—” he scowled, suddenly pausing, and turning pale with rage.

Taking one repulsive whiff of his hands, he choked and spat, and all hell broke loose.

He lashed out, and was bouncing up and down with such ferocity that the prowling visitors were questioning the group’s sanity; knowing not if they were some secret sector of Drevol’s alliance or worse again. So they left them be, remarkably enough. What dumb luck. It turns out that not all creatures in the east were as ruthless as they so believed after all. Yet if anyone else was to creep by unaccompanied, or in lesser numbers, then circumstances might have been much less prosperous.

“In the name of all that is holy, cool yourself. This is the last place you want to throw a fit.” Stell charged, grabbing the last of the Fàla leaves from his supply. “Here! Rub these into your hands. They should kill any germs and freshen you up a bit. But honestly, Khrum, I am never usually one to bicker, especially after your kind words earlier on, but we must remain discreet here. Who knows what could be waiting for us around the next corner. For safety’s sake, we need to hush!”

“Tell him that!” Khrum thundered, prodding Icrick’s knee. “He jusht relieved himself all over my hat like. What am I supposed ta do? Thank him for it? Righto! Here it goes. Cheers, Icrick! Cheers for makin’ my cap smell like a Grogoch’s runny aul’ nappy. Much obliged.”

“Well done, Khrum! That’ll solve it. Now zip it!” William declared.

“No, he has a right to be vexed, William.” The Grogoch pleaded, standing in. “I know I would be, if I were him.”

Then he said to the leprechaun, “Just got a little frightened, Khrum, that’s all. I thought I saw something in the shadows, but it’s gone now. Must’ve run off when you started shouting. I didn’t mean it. Honestly. I’m not like that.”

“Well,” the leprechaun said, gathering that it wasn’t done intentionally, “okay! It’s fine. Just try n’ keep a knot in it next time ya feel the urge, right?”

“You have my word.” Icrick promised, and finding a small flask in William’s pack, he offered it kindly. “Here you go.”

“What’s this…a dousin’ ya prepared earlier?” Khrum asked, sneaking a dig, but it was more of a tease than anything.

“Heaven’s, no! It’s fresh river water.” the Grogoch explained, proud of his generous token. “I got it in Ebyulán. One of the angels gave it to me. They said it may come in useful. Anyway, I was going to save it for later…for when we really needed it. But Thedius has supplied us with a stable amount of lemonwater too, so I suppose there’s no harm in you having this now. Go ahead. Take it! It’s my apology to you.”

Glad of the gesture, Khrum took one big swig from the flask, quenching his thirst beautifully.

“Aaah, now that’s what I call water!” he complimented refreshingly, regarding the flask with a lick of his lips. “Much obliged, Icrick. Anyone else for a sup?”

They passed it around and each had a mouthful, feeling it wise to squeeze the most out of every little ration while it was available to them.

It was funny, though. William’s landing had caused a slight chip in the flask neck, so it trickled somewhat.

So, as Wren was last in line, after him, the boy handed her the flask, and abashed by what he was about to say next, he mumbled sourly, “Here! And…um…mind the lid. It tends to dribble a bit.”

He still gave the impression of being put-out by her, but it was nice to see him being civil towards her all the same. She smiled ever so timidly and took a drink.

“Thank you, William,” said she, as shy as a mouse, dabbing her lips.

Gruffly, he replied, “Thank Icrick,” before proceeding on his hike, aghast by his inner conflict.

It’s truly mysterious, how one will act when split between the bonds of desire and detestation.

The winds lifted and were reeling in from the west now. Dots of rain speckled their skin, but it hadn’t really worsened, to some relief. Not a word was spoken, either. For the fact that they were basically on the Pooka’s doorstep had finally sunk in. Dreading the worst, they remained extra vigilant.

Khrum, too, had stopped his yapping and was riding on William’s shoulder again; whipping his head left to right, like a suspicious owl scouting for enemies. Watchful or not, it would have been impossible to keep tabs on every little corner of that shelf, with the vegetation so dense. All they could see, with some certainty, was the slim path that wound on into the expanding gloom ahead.

Trees which William had never before seen—full of dangling chains, with the odd iron panel nailed onto the trunk—bent low over the crooked path, thereby barricading any view they may have had of the night sky. What had embellished these trees so, and why? They looked to serve no particular purpose, aside from looking sinister. But there were other things about which were of more concern than them.

Odd noises, such as the way a rainforest would sound should every living organism within sing in reverse, crooned amongst the high, jet-black weeds, whose pungent buds portrayed deathlike images of skulls and crossbones. ‘Twas such things that really scared them.

Everything in Lòr seemed menacing; from the tufts of grass whose fibres emitted a delicate, toxic-looking vapour, to the very path side, whose surface sometimes came alive with all kinds of spectral hands that tried clawing their way free; like guiltless spirits condemned to live out an eternity below the dust, much like those poor souls in the trees. Those hands scraped desperately at the terrain, like it was some sort of elasticized, indissoluble resin, and yet, no matter how frantically they flailed, they could not break through. Such regret stayed our heroes’ hearts when they saw them, knowing well that any faint promise of salvation was gone far beyond their power. They were left with no choice but to continue on.

Indeed, if Thedius’ home was considered a type of heaven, then this place would undoubtedly have been deemed a style of hell.

Sometimes they heard murmurings of an even ghostlier order, in that they sometimes giggled like children at play. Yet what manner of infants could they be, cackling and sniggering in this vile place? Choosing to discount this, in light of its paucity, they pressed on guardedly, soon finding themselves completely boxed in by the covering woodland, with only a slight tell of dusty track to carry them further into the dark.

That place was so scary that William even took to watching Thérn, to see if it’d move, only it didn’t, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

Stell was treading in side steps, glimpsing curiously into the shadows when something jumped his senses.

“Can you smell that?” he whispered, with an air of distaste, watching the brush to his right.

Shrugging, Khrum suggested, “Grogoch feet?”

“No,” Wren said, squinting into the scrub. “It’s something else. Like…oil, would it be?”

Stell unsheathed his spear and crept into the bushes, where he found a manmade stream. It travelled on for a time, into where the light could no longer exist.

“Icrick, will you bring your flint over here for a moment, please?” he asked.

“Is it—”

“Yes, it’s safe.” Stell assured him, predicting Icrick’s mind.

In ready alert, Icrick toddled over to the Elf and handed him the flint. Stell set a spark to the stream. Lo and behold, the oil ignited and rushed right up along the narrow channel, sending much-needed light into a newfound chasm up ahead. In and out of the trees it wound, like a formidable, fiery worm.

It fuelled fast through that strange new canyon; zipping in every which way, so as both walls of the gorge lit up brilliantly. And there they lingered, at the bottom of a steep embankment of weathered earth, on top of which an intimidating gateway awaited them.

“That’s it…isn’t it?” Wren asked nervously.

The Elf replied grimly, “Yes. I’m afraid it is.”

No mere gateway was this. It was the gateway to the Bohàr Pass itself. Behind which was the last stretch of tattered pathway that would lead them into the open gorges within…and the nest of Drevol Briggun thereafter.

Those gorge walls therein were flecked with clumps of iron ore and thinly tenanted with more of those strange, industrial-looking trees who branched out from the rocks themselves. Great ashen candles, long flooded with tears of cold wax also stood, in vast untidy clusters, upon every idle outcrop; one by one flaring into kindle as the fire hummed past them. Then, akin to some sort of impertinent makeshift necropolis, masses of bones hung limply from those colossal walls, after being cemented inside in a deranged and disorderly way. This whole island was one monumental graveyard. Facing her back to this, Wren stepped away.

“What’s the matter? Not used to this sort o’ thing?” William implied.

It just slipped out. Nevertheless, he went with it to see what sort of reaction it would coax.

Narrowing her eyes, she leered, “No…are you?”

He did not answer, for she was right. He could never adapt to such grisly portrayals of punishment. Unless you were Drevol Briggun…nobody could. Not even Vahna’s own kin.

In turn, he again felt remorseful for disrespecting both Wren’s probable attempts of atonement, as well as utilizing the deceased as some despicable means of throwing yet another stab at her. After all, she did seem to be trying, and, not yet had she tricked him into the heart of risk, such as she was at one time so very renowned for doing. Nor was there any real evidence to support this supposed betrayal which Vahna had warned him of, and yet, afraid to ignore it entirely, he decided to stay sharp, just to be sure.

Rerouting his ponderings to the pass, he found it difficult to think, by a sudden flash of fear. He feared that, one day, he might very well be joining these martyrs if he wasn’t careful. If that should ever happen, he would never see his mother or the light of day again. And there was the Symphogram, as dead as can be upon Icrick’s back; blank and seemingly useless in its being. William felt a hatred simmering for this contraption, a style of loathing which made him want to unleash Thérn and smite it into a hundred tiny pieces for not already assisting him so. Under any other circumstances, he would have done just that, were it not for the faith which so many others had deposited into this device. In thus curbing his frustration, he felt obliged to stay patient and do the same, no matter how let down he felt. It could easily be said that, so near to their destination, the others were just as uncertain as he, yet they chose not to reveal it, being strict disciples of the prophecy.

He had that numb look on his face again. That same sickly expression which Wren remembered from earlier on.

In spite of his bitterness of late, she approached him, and whether he wanted to hear her out or not, she whispered, “Look, I know what you’re thinking, William.”

“What am I thinking?” he started, presuming she was referring to her secret.

“About the Symphogram,” said she.

“Oh,” he muttered, calming down again.

“Don’t worry,” she smiled. “Your magic will come. I know it will. You trust me, don’t you?”

Again, she got inside his head and somehow managed to ease his irritation. It was the way she said things. Her voice. Her sweet, caring tone. But, in turn, this had him battling even more with his mislaid feelings.

So before he could fall under her spell again, he ignored what she had to say, deployed his staff and said to the Elf, “Straight through so, yeah? One road?”

“That’s right, William. Yes.” Stell answered reluctantly, not wishing to interfere, but already an upset Wren had left to be by herself.

“We shall meet with many other routes along the way,” the Elf continued, trying to break the moment’s tension, “of bridges and of mines, yet we must not stray onto them. This Bohàr Pass—this one road—is our only road, and it is imperative that we stick to it. Also, I fear Goblin exiles may be hiding around these parts. And, considering what I have told you about my past, I do not wish to cross paths with them any time soon! So, what say we stay on track, eh?”

William geared up what little grit he had, and roved through the forest borders so as to make for the steep embankment beneath the gateway. Icrick went to fetch Wren, who’d been sitting, palms to her face, upon a toadstool in a clearing. Her eyes were pink and glazed, so he asked her what the matter was, however she wouldn’t say. She simply smiled at him like he was the last friend she had in the world, took his hand, and followed the others up the hill, then on to the gate.

Bolted and secured with a multitude of rusted cogs and sprockets, this thirty-foot-high iron gate loomed over them with horrid intent. The blemishes and scores on its steel showed how it had been assaulted many times before, by rebels, I suppose, who tried ending this tyrant’s reign once and for all. As it seemed, however, their attempts were ultimately unavailing, which would also explain those masses of bodily remains from before. The remains of past adventurers and heroes, no doubt.

William was about to reach out and touch, when his hand was suddenly stopped by Stell.

“What’s wrong?” the lad asked.

Snatching an ugly, snappy, slug-like critter from a nearby branch, the Elf dangled it before William’s eyes, and uttered, “Observe.”

He then cast it against the gate, only to have it pop upon some invisible charge, thereby branding its charred shape onto the steel. Pew coiled his way down along Wren’s body, wherefrom he peeped out shivering. Icrick was no better, blinking out from behind her other leg.

“What on earth?” the Grogoch trembled, wide-eyed and frozen.

“Do you honestly believe that Drevol would let us enter so freely?” Stell asked. “I think not! Other dark spells may also be at work here, preventing outsiders from opening this gate. So we may be in for a long wait before we find a way through.”

“How are we supposed to get past it, if we can’t even open it?” Wren said. “And if you have any bright ideas, Stell, about us climbing this precipice, you’ve got another thing coming.”

“I second that!” said Icrick, taking her side. “Enough has happened in this realm for me not to trust a cliff that’s covered with arms and legs and bones.”

“Yip! It’s a disaster waitin’ ta happen.” Khrum added. “An’ I know that look in your eyes, Stell, from when we were bein’ chased by those Taoisóg critters that time! An’ look what happened there. The lad nearly split his head like a watermelon.”

Before Stell could even attempt to sell his plan, they apprehended a peculiar rumbling from the ground beneath.

“Quick! Hide!” the Elf ordered, and they scurried behind the fringes of the bank.

Making not a peep, they peeked out from behind a cluster of briars, only to witness something so devastating that it made their hearts plunge into the soles of their boots.

Such as how one would wade up onto a bank, from the deep, a figure ascended from the very earth, and not an unfamiliar figure at that. The figure was Glorgan.

He approached the gates, and spoke to the sky, “‘Tis I, my lord. Will you grant me passage?”

Glorgan? A traitor? That fiend, whom William had always deemed so just, was a low-down, filthy traitor?

The boy stormed out into the open, without a solitary care for consequence, and shouted, “GLORGAN!”

The Glog, taken by surprise, tried appearing gentle and kind, just as William had remembered him. Then, all of a sudden, his tone changed to a slier, more devious pitch.

“Oooh! William!” smirked he, his face shrivelling to a morbid darkness. “What a nice surprise. I trust you heard me just now, so there is really no sense in me trying to deny it?”

“Yes…I heard!” William growled, sensing a dim shudder in his sheath. “‘My lord?’“

William’s companions inched out to meet the Glog with faces of peerless dismay. Yet not before Icrick had a chance to stash the Symphogram a few yards away, upon some high rocks for safekeeping, in the event of things turning stale.

“Glorgan? How could you?” the Grogoch sulked, feeling so very cheated. “You were actually on his side? All this time?”

“Who is this being?” Stell asked, clutching his spear.

“Someone we met on our path.” frowned Icrick. “A traitor, by the looks of it.”

Wren had no idea who he was either. But neither she nor Stell stood by for long, before a noise called for their immediate investigation down the hill. A gravelly clatter. The shifting of stones. Something was on the move. With weapons armed and stares set dead into darkness, they crept in to see what it was. Stell motioned her left, while he flanked right.

Khrum advanced on the Glog, arguing, “What in blazes are ya at, lad? What do ya think Anun would say if she saw ya now?!”

Breaking into a horrendous laugh, Glorgan uttered, “Is that a threat, leprechaun?! Word to the wise—if you ever plan on threatening someone again—you’d better use something a little more intimidating than that! Anun…indeed! I’m quaking in my boots.”

“Ugh! What an awful thing to say!” Icrick butted in. “She loved you, Glorgan. She still loves you! And then you go and do something like this? Dear lord, why?”

“I have been promised great power,” answered the deserter. “Power to govern at will, and nobody will take it from me.”

“I knew it! I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you! But I did! Like a fool!” said William, recalling his dream.

“What were you planning to do, Glorgan? Assist Drevol, then kill Anun and the Dwelvin-Mites? Is that it? You know Briggun won’t share his power. We all know that! It’s common knowledge, for heaven’s sake! When did you ever hear of evil people sharing anything, ever, let alone their own power? Never! That’s when! Not in stories, and certainly not in real life. Don’t throw away your decency so lightly, Glorgan. Come! Help us instead. Help us, and we shall win back our old world again…together. We won’t need to govern! We can just live freely…as we once did! Please!” Icrick begged.

“Darkness now rules these lands, Grogoch.” Glorgan snarled, glaring past his stony brow. “And if you are foolish enough to oppose it, then death is all you deserve. Now, if you would be so kind as to excuse me. I have a meeting with my master.”

With a thunderous clang and a grating of corroded metal, the gates slowly opened outwards. From within, the gatekeeper was revealed.

A wheezing Siamese goliath awaited him. Joined at the neck, this muzzled thing was so disgustingly obese that their sagging jowls rested like fleshy globules upon their chest, whilst their fat, tattooed limbs folded over their wrists and ankles so profusely that it either dangled like sleeves, or dragged behind their dirty feet like blubbery hems. In place of hands, were huge iron keys of a mechanical build so as to change in accordance with whatever lock. Daunting wasn’t the word for this outlandish monster. Neither would it suffice in describing how their beady eyes pierced from under those folds of sweaty flesh, and past the bars of their iron muzzles which, in turn, inhibited their mole-like teeth from snapping out at the nearest thing in a pitiful attempt to lessen their unbending appetites. Formidable. Spine-chilling. Repulsive. But while all that may be so, this creature did not once budge. Not at all. Not even with these strangers in their midst. They simply remained irresponsive to all that was going on beneath their noses, and awaited entry of the Glog, nothing more. It therefore posed no threat, remarkably. Should this beast be tested, however, I’m sure it would have been more than efficient in doing its duty. Bits of old hair, skull, and spattered blood decorated those keys, after all, from those who tried picking their locks in the past.

“But please,” Glorgan smiled, before withdrawing, “allow me to introduce my family first. They have been dying to make your acquaintance, William.”

A gang of Glogs were striding up from the soil below the bank, and how evil they looked. That’s where those bizarre noises were coming from. Wren and Stell had since retreated, and were making a rapid escape back uphill.

Though quite similar to Glorgan, some were of a lighter shade. Others were darker and bulkier. Some were also quite fat, whereas a handful were thin and awkward-looking.

“You almost had me convinced, Glorgan!” William grimaced, ignoring the coming Glogs. “With your sob-story about your family back home. You’ve let us down. Your friends in the Grollo. Anun. Everyone! Friends don’t stab each other in the back, Glorgan. I hope you’re proud.”

“Bah, what do I care about those idiotic Dwelvin-Mites!” Glorgan opposed with disgust. “Weaklings. Goody-goodies. Buffoons! And you think I’ve lied to you, do you? Is that it? Aw…bless! Poor you. How will I ever cope? Well, you’ll be pleased to know, boy, that I was being truthful about our works of time, for all the good that’s worth to you now. Furthermore, I was being truthful about my being the Glogish leader. And you know what that means, don’t you? Yesss…they only heed my command.”

Facing his legion, Glorgan then ordered, “Block all routes of escape. And capture these Fay-Rats for the master. Take your time. Let them…sweat.”

Bearing a chilling copy to that same ominous sound they’d heard below the mountain that day, all but a dozen Glogs melted back into the crust, to invoke a formation far deadlier than that of any ordinary peak.

A molten crater ascended from the roots of the ground, and, streaming from its edges, was a molten flow of hissing lava. Uprooting trees and crumbling meddlesome boulders into dust, this stunted volcano rested shy of those grand sequoias, rumbling ceaselessly as gloppy, sputtering magma actually oozed its way up and around the bank, and inevitably towards William and his friends, blocking them off. For this trap to work, the Glogs responsible had to remain below the earth. But this vaporous crater of ash and flame proved worthy enough alone of granting our heroes absolutely no escape.

As for the remaining twelve, it was their duty to stop our crew from getting any wise ideas.

“I’m sure Master Briggun will be most pleased to meet you face-to-face, lad.” Glorgan chuckled. “Likewise, I wouldn’t say he’d have any discrepancies about us walking you the rest of the way, now that we’re all here…hmmm? To see you get there safely and all. That is, until he gets his hands on you. Oh, I’d say he shall first tear your flesh from muscle, then peel your cartilage from bone, before skewering your head onto a spike so you can watch his disciples seek out and annihilate the remaining do-gooders of the land. Maybe you’ll even see Drevol working a little magic of his own. You’ll be able to appreciate his magnificence first-hand. It will be a gorgeous sight. Yes, yes! Indeed it will!”

“Call them off, Glorgan!” William barked heatedly. “Or I swear I’ll…”

“You’ll what exactly?” the Glog protested, and obtaining no answer other than a look of stanch loathing, he grinned nastily and proclaimed, “Just as I thought! Nothing! So weak, you are. So pathetic. Toodle-oo now, William. Must go tell the master the good news.”

To his Glog minions he then said, “You lot. Keep an eye on them till I get back! And no funny business. I know what you lot are like.”

“Glorgan! Call them off, I said,” the boy warned again.

Giving him a cheeky wave, the Glog slipped inside the gate, before diving into the ground and tunnelling off.

With a creaking bang, the doors shut closed on the gatekeeper, providing our heroes with no route of escape.

“What are we supposed to do now? We’re trapped?” Icrick panicked, just then recalling his duty. “Oh, blimey! I forgot all about the Symphogram!”

“Well grab it, for heaven’s sake! We need that.” Wren exclaimed, not expecting William to pay much attention.

“Taking an interest in the Symphogram now, are we?” he said.

“Yes! I am, as a matter of fact.” she snapped. “You know what? With all your mood swings of late, I’ve been half-thinking about leaving! Half-thinking of getting out of your hair. But, guess what. I’ve changed my mind. Too much is riding on this mission, William, and I’m going to do my part whether you accept it or not. If it means worrying over the Symphogram, then so be it! Somebody has to…coz you certainly couldn’t care less, judging by the way you’ve been acting around it lately. So you can keep your unspoken opinions of me. Whatever they are! Bloody fool. And if you can’t appreciate the fact that I’m trying to help you, then you can go to hell! Coz…I’m…not…leaving! This world is far more important to me than the stupid opinions of some childish baby. That’s right! I’m…staying…put, boy, and I couldn’t give a monkey’s what you think about it.”

“Bah, do whatever you want!” he retorted. “Just do me a favour and keep out o’ my way!”

“Suits me down to the ground!” she gnashed through clenched teeth, wielding just as much tenacity as he.

Icrick then lost control completely. It was not like him at all, but he’d just had enough of all this fighting.

“AAAGH! WE DON’T HAVE TIME FOR THIS!” he roared, bullying his way in between the two. “Stop flipping squabbling, you two. This very instant! It’s so damned annoying, and you’re upsetting everyone else in the process.”

Stell, Pew, and Khrum stayed out of it and allowed Icrick to speak. He was only saying what they were all thinking, after all. Meanwhile, the Glogs were getting restless. They never were much good at following orders. They wanted to have some fun for themselves.

“You’re giving us all headaches, with your dirty looks and all your humming ‘n’ hawing!” Icrick continued. “Look down there! LOOK! These…These great clumps of stiff slurry are getting all impatient. It’s only a matter of time before they get sick of waiting around, and beat us to bloody pulps. And here you are…quarrelling of all things! For God’s sake, grow up and behave. Both of ye! There are people out there who need our help, and they aren’t going to get it if we keep fighting amongst ourselves like children! Children! Whatever it is you’ve got against each other all of a sudden, you’d better get over it and work it out, and start concentrating on our mission. That’s an order, right? We need both of you in your right minds. We need all the help we can get, for crying out loud. Understand?!”

“That’s right, aye!” Khrum added, backing nervously away, bit by bit, as the beasts inevitably started upward. “I know, I know, ‘tis bound to happen—us gettin’ under one another’s shkin like this. Look at myself ‘n’ the Phynnodderee here! Always shnappin’ one another’s heads off, we are. But we always get pasht it. As for ye! Ye just have ta ignore these tiffs, lads. Honestly! No matter how severe or how minor they may seem. Because if ye throw in the towel ta these stupid rows now, what’s next? Givin’ in ta our enemies? Givin’ up on hope? Well, we can’t let that happen! All ye have ta do is look inside yourselves ‘n’ find the determination ya need ta do whatever’s necessary. Find that focus ‘n’ keep it there! Deep within. Never let it go! Manage that, then all the rest o’ life’s little problems will iron themselves out. Believe me!”

“Oh…my…God, are you quite finished?” Stell argued, but Wren and William looked to be heeding him, in a sort of distant understanding.

It even made Khrum feel a little awkward because he wasn’t used to making sense.

“Wha’?” he said awkwardly to the Grogoch. “I can say shtuff too, ya know!”

Everything he said was, to be fair, very true. Neither Wren nor William wanted their friends to suffer on account of their bickering. So regardless of their qualms, they apologised to their companions…then to each other, remarkably enough. After which, William made a silent promise to keep his opinions of her to himself from there on in, for the sake of accomplishing his ultimate goal. Easier said than done, yet he had to try.

Once disputes were mended, Stell said tensely, “Fantastic! Superb. Beautiful. All friends again. How nice. Now let’s pull together, shall we, if it’s not too much trouble, and devise some sort of plan for getting out of this blasted mess. Icrick! First go and retrieve the Symphogram. Go on! Skedaddle!”

Icrick scurried back down the embankment, only to run back up again, Symphogram in hand, but also with a small blaze kindling on his rear end…little did he know.

“Holy Jaysus!” Khrum cried out, waving his arms in the air. “Don’t fart, anyways!”

“What? What’s that supposed to mean?” squeaked the Grogoch, skidding to a standstill.

The leprechaun vaulted onto William’s pack, snatched up the flask of water and, as fast as he could, scuttled over to the Grogoch, to smother his flames.

“Phew! That was a close one!” he puffed, wiping his sweaty brow. “Had ya only known that your hole was alight, Icrick lad, I’d say we’d all be done for. Sound for nought but a shtokin’!”

The Grogoch gulped at the idea of burning himself and his friends into cinders in the most embarrassing of ways.

As the magma spread itself across the ground, collapsing trees and firing out geysers of swirling fire in the process, the Glogs were pressing through it like it was nothing but bog water; ready to seize the nearest captive.

The group didn’t know what to do, so they just backed up to the gate, all the while fearful of touching its deadly steel. They were almost completely surrounded by enemies, lava, and a profuse wall of poisonous ash that was now bellowing high into the nightly heavens.

“Glorgan is the only one who can call them off now! They fear him. “ William explained, through the mayhem. “And we can’t beat them with normal weapons…they’re made o’ solid stone.”

“Their chins are weak, at the base…or so I’ve heard!” Icrick squeaked. “But I’m not going to be the first. We’d be burnt to hams before we could so much as flick their jowls!”

“Well, what exactly do you propose we do?” the Elf smirked fretfully.

William considered taking them on himself, for Thérn’s steel was strong, but there was no way he could contend with so many.

So steadily receding, he replied, “We need Glorgan back.”

Evoking his Glogish memories from all that time ago, a sudden idea struck him, something he’d completely forgotten about until now, and he said, “And I know just how to get him!”

“Well, whatever you’ve got goin’ on in that ugly mug o’ yours, ya’d better do it fast, boyo!” Khrum trembled, with his dukes up and ready.

“Just hold tight!” William said, rummaging around in his sporran. “Try not get caught. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“You’d better not be planning something daft.” Wren said, worriedly.

“Do what I say!” he snapped, cutting her short. “And draw their attention if you can! Last thing I need is to be chased.”

Stell had just the thing. He quickly grabbed Icrick in a bear-hug and gave him an almighty yank. Such a smelly fireball ensued that the Glogs did not know what was going on. Not to mention Icrick. He was furious, and frightened, and a bit violated, all at the same time.

William was hell-bent on finding that conniving Glog.

Thus, driven by his fury, he acquired an egg-shaped stone from his slimy sporran and sprinted for the outer wall of the pass, while quoting, “Rock, stone, flesh and bone, the Glogish way, I wish to roam.”

By the second peck of that granite sparrow, William had nearly achieved full transformation, only the sturdy leather of Thérn’s belt was hindering him at the waist. The boy-glog wrenched the strap off, tearing it in two, then shoved it into his pack for safekeeping.

Having manifested into full Glogish form and without so much as pausing in his dash, he dropped to all fours, stormed like an ox, and burrowed his way deep into the wall in pursuit of Glorgan. The chase was afoot.

“Sure I didn’t know he could do that at all!” Khrum shrieked, blinking like he couldn’t believe his own eyes. “Did ye? De ye know he could do that?”

“You’ve got me there, Khrum!” Icrick replied, just as astounded. “Had you not mentioned it, I might’ve said thought I’d lost my last few marbles.”

“Eyes front, comrades!” Stell ordered, sheathing his spear and preparing his bow for action. “Our prayers are with William. But for now, we must stand as one! We must hold them off until he returns.”

Trudging through the glowing lake of burbling rock, the Glogs guffawed in the delight of knowing that they were on the brink of delivering to their master a most valuable prize. They might have moved lazily, but they were closing in fast.

“Stand down, demons!” demanded the Elf.

Loosing an arrow at the closest foe, it then bounded off his solid exterior and nearly put Wren’s eye out.

“Watch it!” she bickered, ducking down.

“Dear God!” he gasped. “Wasn’t expecting that. Apologies, my petal.”

“Did you not hear what William said?” she exclaimed. “These everyday weapons of ours are useless against them. We’re just going to have to avoid them as long as we can, till he returns with the other Glog creature. There’s nothing else we can do.”

All of a sudden, she heard Icrick crying out, “NO! PEW! WHERE ARE YOU OFF TO?!”

Glued in a veneer of incomparable terror, Wren observed as the little Poppum flapped his way in amongst the towers of steam towards the Glogs. What little this harmless creature could accomplish against such brutes was beyond any of them.

“PEW! GET BACK HERE THIS INSTANT!” she demanded, fearing for his life.

Astonishment then shackled them all the further, when they spotted this little creature pouncing onto one of the bigger Glog’s faces where he started muzzling, with such unexpected belligerence, into his eyes; such as what a wild mink might do if cornered. Just the diversion William needed.

After purging his enemy of his sight, Pew spat out two pale eyeballs with livid repulsion. The Glog fought blindly, swinging and swiping, when the Poppum kicked into a take-off and coasted back into Wren’s open arms.

“Pew!” she barked.

The Poppum was dreading the scolding, and quickly turned to shame, when she rubbed her nose against his, whilst doting, “Well done! You’re a brave little thing, aren’t you? Yes you are! Yes…you…are.”

“Sweet Cheeses!” Khrum said, stunned as can be. “I’d better not get in your bad books, Pew! Shkin ‘n’ hair flyin’ all over the place. Or sand ‘n’…um…sticks, I suppose, in this case. Who’d o’ thunk it, with the sizheen o’ ya. Hats off to ya, my ferrity fellow.”

“Are you right in the head?” Icrick opposed, with a twisted expression. “Did you not just see that? Pew almost killed himself, much less how utterly revolting it was to see him carrying on like that. He looked possessed. Possessed by aul’ Nick himself. I’ll never be able to look at him the same way again. Put the willies up me, good ‘n’ proper, it did.”

“Oh, hush, Icrick.” Wren smiled, wiping Pew’s mouth after his gorging. “Aul’ Nick nothing! Pew’s our friend. He wouldn’t harm us. Besides, look at the stir he’s after causing! My little hero.”

The sightless Glog was stumbling mindlessly, striking out at anything in his path, including the other Glogs, which was just fantastic.

With everything in an upheaval, those monsters were getting clobbered and flung as they toiled to find their way up the bank. What a spectacle it was. This valiant contribution of Pew’s was indeed paying off well. And yet it was only a matter of time before one of them managed to scale high enough to capture every last one of them in his wide, giant-like grip. All they could do was pray for William to overthrow Glorgan and have him back in time to halt this attack. And that was well under way.

* * *

Much like before, the boy’s Glogish speed was incredible, so amazingly swift that his rock-like exterior was reddening through the heat of his haste. Oh, yes, William had had enough. Enough of lies. Enough of treachery. He may not have been able to confront Wren but, by God, could he show this Glog ‘what for.’ How dare he put my friends in danger, was all he could think. To detain some manner of hatred against William was one thing; yet to have them suffer for it just made him all the more furious.

Just then, a most peculiar thing happened. Thrusting its way through those vengeful ideas of his, faster than the very speed by which he was now flying, William felt a curious sensation inside, flowing through him. Not a harmful sensation, but a strange one. It then subsided into nothing again. Had the feeling endured, he might have wondered about Mysun’s magic. Only it didn’t endure. It went away. His Glogish form notwithstanding, William didn’t feel any different upon its withdrawal, leading him to believe that it may well have been something as simple as his fuming adrenaline or blind anger which caused it. Choosing to ignore it, he redeemed his concentration and bored on quicker than ever.

Whilst burrowing forth with all his muscle, he was probing those dim whereabouts for Glorgan. Yet his flight was perilous, in that he was forced to dodge all sorts of iron deposits and uncountable appendages along the way, both of which could easily send him out of control should they collide, because other than magma and stone, all other forms of matter were impenetrable for the Glogs.

“Show your face, Glorgan!” he demanded, tunnelling this way and the other. “Or are you a coward as well as a damn liar?”

Through the blurs of passing earth, he got no response, yet he persisted.

“Get back here and call off your men! Do you hear me?” he challenged again, but everything stayed silent, bar the rumbling of fleeting stone.

William feared that he may have been outrun, and was even considering returning to his friends. That way he could still contend with the other Glogs whilst still in Glog-form himself; granted he wasn’t exactly certain how that’d fare out. Probably not well.

Suddenly, from out of nowhere, he was rammed brutally into his right side. Glorgan, who was in hiding, had ploughed into him, propelling both Glogs out into the sweeping chasm of the Bohàr Pass.

Toppling against the far precipice with a throbbing crash, William coughed and puffed as he tried to hobble to his feet. Had he only foreseen this attack, he would’ve prepared himself, but Glorgan’s cowardly little scheme worked out just right for him.

Standing over his fallen enemy, he sneered, “So…you kept the stone, boy! I thought I’d lost it in the Watergate that time. Oh, well. We all make mistakes. Looks like I’ll just have to pluck it out of your nasty little gullet now instead.”

Exercising all of his Glogish strength, Glorgan seized William by the throat and hoisted him to his toes. William, on the contrary, hadn’t been bested just yet. Glorgan apprehended a glint in the lad’s eye, making his jaw drop for fear of what may be lurking behind it. William drove his fists down upon the Glog’s grip, liberating himself, and with a wealth of staggering wallops, he pummelled Glorgan back against the opposing wall of the pass. He didn’t know what hit him, but still he refused to cower.

Back and forth they battled; grappling one another any chance they got, in rotation, smashing their adversary back against that wrought-iron rock. Teeth gnashed and cries shook as they clashed blow-for-blow. Punching. Butting. Ramming. Kicking. Oblivious to William’s studies in combat, Glorgan was at a grave disadvantage. For, gouging his opponent’s fragile eyes, the intrepid boy then hammered his heavy elbow straight into the Glog’s teeth, smite after smite, discombobulating him. He wrapped his brawny fingers around Glorgan’s neck, then flung him back against the heel of the cliff one last time, causing the impermeable stone to fracture behind him like a web.

“You’ve picked the wrong day to test me, Glorgan!” William leered, showing such wildness that it would have been impossible to distinguish William from one of the other Glogs. “You’re going to come back with me now and order your people to stand down! Is that clear? Then you’re going to burrow yourselves as far away from here as possible.”

So badly clobbered that he could barely open his eyes, Glorgan spat out a tooth and slurred, “You fight well, boy. I’m surprised. Well done! But…tell me…how efficiently, exactly, have you been trained in the arts of Glogish magic?”

William’s since-remedied sense of resolve hurtled backwards into terrible alarm. Glorgan planted his hands tightly against the boy’s ribs and, with an explosive burst, such as the way a cannon would discharge its missile, William got flung to a terrible height before crashing down into a grey smoulder. Glorgan staggered over to his enemy, who was now laying dazed upon the dirt, and took him by the scruff to retrieve his stone.

Unlike back in the Grollo—where he gave William a gentle slap on the head—Glorgan indulged in one final cowardly blow, and so cracked William’s skull hard against the wall. Out fell the stone and, shrinking back to his boyish frame, the boy gradually came to, but was groggy and unsure of himself.

Glorgan crushed the stone in his hands, and smiled, “No more Glogish travel for you! Now, what say I take you to the dark one myself? Eh?! On your feet.”

He delivered a dirty kick into William’s gut and, although it buckled him badly, the youngster struggled to mutter something.

Displaying such fake pity, Glorgan stuck his ear into William’s nose, and derisively said, “Oh, I’m so sorry about that. My foot slipped. But, what’s this? Is there something you wish to say? Oh, do tell!”

William could not but murmur and pant when, eventually, he gasped, “S-S-So…you won’t…h-help me?”

“Oh, heavens, no!” answered Glorgan, maintaining his ridiculing tone. “What ever would I have to gain from doing that? No, I’m afraid I shan’t be helping anyone today, William. My Glogs will go ahead and do what they are supposed to.”

So smug with himself, the foul wretch started sniggering.

But by the distinct sound of whistling steel, William’s face ruptured to such an overpowering sense of fury that his wounds were now trivial in comparison, and he sneered, “So be it!”

Skewering Thérn through the soft base of Glorgan’s chin, William then thrust up through the crest of his skull. The Glog’s fiendish grin perished to the sight of this young boy, whom he’d once deemed so feeble, as he stole from him his dying breath. By the might of Thérn’s craft, he was dead.

This might have been William’s first kill; however, he didn’t feel any better or any worse for it. Truth be told, he didn’t feel anything. Not a pinch of remorse, nor an ounce of regret.

All he could mutter was, “Why did you do it, Glorgan? Why?” with a certain emptiness.

How could he have been so vacant, you ask? Well, William had already been so entangled within a spectrum of such emotion that this one act of butchery had nowhere to rest inside of him, other than sink deep into the cesspool of horrible feelings which were already whisking around inside of him like a vat of waste and putrescence. Once there, the feeling simply diminished into its slimy depths.

More to the point, young Muldoon had bigger problems to face now. His friends were still stuck behind the gate, overrun by Glogs. And now that their master was dead, he had no means of getting them to retreat. Barely able to move, and at a loss about what to do next, he lay against the wall to recover some strength, when a revelation suddenly dawned on him, like blue through skies of rain. Hope, it seems, was not lost after all.

* * *

Back at the gateway, the others eagerly awaited William’s return. By that devastating point, they could feel the scorching heat penetrating their clothing, with every last scrap of metal on their persons slowly stamping its red shape onto their sticky flesh. The heat was so dominating that even their teeth ached, such that they were compelled to clasp their lips together to reduce the unbearable sensitivity. Their eyes stung as bad, and such were their hands and how the scalding sensation crept under their fingernails.

An awful experience it was. That terrible expectance; waiting for death to arrive bearing an icy fear. An instinctive fear—as would be felt among any breathing organism should they be trapped in similar circumstances—of being burnt alive. It was, without doubt, beyond any physical pain they’d felt yet. So overpowering to their senses that, though shielding their faces, they could only see a frosted, undulating glow before them. Taking one tiny step at a time, they backed away from that deathly flow as it oozed in. Moreover, the Glogs had since overthrown their blind comrade, having flung him back down the hill so they could proceed upwards without any more interference.

But it wasn’t all bad news, as during William’s intrepid escapade with Glorgan, something rather interesting had happened with the Symphogram. Very well, it might not’ve been quite so beneficial for them, because none of them saw it happening—with the death-trap of a gateway mere feet from their backs, and the hairs on their arms standing on end from its current—but it was still quite uncanny. Not only did it judder again, but the markings on its wood also secreted a brief, pale ruddiness; almost as if it had awoken from death. And yet it didn’t do so for long before it faded. Even so, it was better than nothing.

“Blast! Where is he? He should be back by now.” Stell griped, just about keeping his nerve. “I hope nothing’s happened to him.”

“He’ll be back, Elf.” Khrum contended, afraid to abandon hope. “Don’t ya worry your pointy little ears over it! Williameen won’t let us down. He’s got too much heart in him. I’ll bet he’s on his way back right now…as we speak! I’ll wager my wee life on it.”

“Maybe so,” Wren whimpered, as the lava spat before her, radiating in little Pew’s eyes, “but, until that happens, we’re still going to have to do something here, quickly! It’s flowing too fast, and we’re running out of room.”

She couldn’t have been more right. They were swiftly running low on options. The molten mere had completely engulfed them, leaving them with scarcely more than six feet between its fiery brink and the nefarious gateway.

To cap it all, the Glogs were almost upon them. They were slow. Very slow. But they were moving nonetheless; reaching out with their fat, twiddling fingers, stomping nearer and nearer, while goggling at their victims with those same sly grins and devilish eyes. All the while, the fires proceeded to consume the west as the dreadful wall of black smoke layered the sky with a lasting blackness of hellish proportions.

Then, from out of nowhere, they could have sworn that they heard something beyond the entrance. Those all too familiar echoes of conflict. It then silenced, suddenly, and William’s voice called out from the other side.

“Hello! Can you hear me? Say something if you can hear me. Are ye still there?”

“Oh! Oh! We can hear you, William!” Icrick replied, bouncing up and down with excitement. “We hear you loud and clear, old friend. We’re safe enough, for now. What’s happening on your side? Can you help us? Can you get us inside?”

“Well,” the lad replied, “I’ve figured out how to stop the current running through the gate, if that’s what you’re asking. So that’s one problem solved.”

“How did you manage that?” Icrick asked. “I mean, I don’t want to sound like a doubting Thomas or anything, but are you sure it’s definitely gone? I don’t want to be the first one to touch it, only to keel over like an overcooked goose. No offence or anything!”

“We don’t have time to argue.” the boy answered impatiently. “Just try it! It’s safe on this side, so it has to be safe on your side, too.”

Khrum then tried the boy’s patience a little further by replying, in a rather genteel sort of way, “Ahem! Jusht amuse us if ya please, ‘n’ explain ta me what ya’ve done ta disarm the gate. We don’t want ta be takin’ any rishks like. Ya know yourself! Anyhow, we’re no use ta ya dead.”

Sighing, William yelled back, “I know it’s safe coz there are two streams running through the walls on either side here. And both o’ them are full o’ eels, you see! Electric eels…by the looks of it. Seen them many’s a time, back home, near the coast. They seem to be the ones powering the gate. Anyways, I’ve managed to block the water from flowing through now, so there’s no more current. Fair enough? Do I pass?”

“Fair enough, boss!” the leprechaun replied. “Jusht makin’ sure is all.”

Wouldn’t you know, the charge was gone after all and it was, indeed, safe to touch the gate again.

“Bravo, boyo!” Khrum applauded. “Bravo, indeed! Now! Let’s climb it.”

“No! Don’t do that!” William’s voice stated. “That’s the other problem, you see. I’ve resolved the power issue…but that’s only the half o’ it. I told you that.”

Keeping a careful eye on the Glogs, Stell frowned. “The half of it? What, pray tell, does that mean exactly?”

“It means that it’s far too dangerous on this side o’ the gate to climb down…because there are more gearwheels and sprockets spinning about all over the place. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Can’t we try at least?” Wren whined, to get the vague response, “It’s been tried before, Wren.”

Bodies. More bodies. Dozens of carcases, some ground to mince entirely, were clinging to those rotary bowels, all over. Remains of those who must’ve tried escaping the Bohàr Pass from times before.

“You’re just going to have to hang on and bear with me a second.” said our William. “I have another idea.”

“Oh, please hurry up, William.” Icrick squeaked. “I implore you! This lava is getting closer, and the heat is just too much. These Glogs are almost upon us too. Oh, bother!”

Not long did the Grogoch have to wait when they heard a grinding snap. Whatever William had done, he succeeded in unlocking the gate. It was ready for opening.

Placing his hands on both doors he push-push-pushed with all his might. At the same time, Stell, Khrum, Wren and Icrick were pull-pull-pulling on their side too. Even Pew was giving it his all, digging deep and tugging hard with those tiny arms of his. But, their efforts aside, those powerful gates were far too great and heavy for them. With each and every try, they bested our crew with ease.

Putting more back into it, William grunted, “It w-w-won’t open. You’re going to have to t-t-try and…pull harder…on y-y-your side.”

“We’re…trying!” they cried back, when Stell said, “That gatekeeper…must’ve had the strength of…fifty…men!”

Veins now bulging from their necks, they hauled and shouldered at those doors with more vigour than ever they could, yet still they could not be moved.

Time stayed battling against them as the fires, now peaking, altered the wandering clouds to a horrifying scarlet. Then the point inevitably came where nobody was pulling anymore. William stopped and listened. What started out as a dead quietness beyond the gate—apart from the rumbling of the fiery mount and the growing storm—suddenly cascaded into insufferable wails of torment. Had the flames finally engorged them? Had the Glogs captured them at last? William, panicking, hearkened all the closer. Like you or I, he couldn’t help fearing the worst. Then a voice cried out, conveying no comfort.

“THE FIRE! IT’S TOO MUCH, WILLIAM! IT’S GETTING TOO CLOSE! IT’S BURNING! HELP US!” one voice bellowed, with such fearful agony that he couldn’t tell who was saying it.

Someone else was weeping the words “Ow! Ooow!” in a disturbing way; like a simple soul was being unjustly punished by unforgivable methods.

William’s breathing palpitated more frantically. The pity of hearing those cries was a sensation which could never, in a thousand lifetimes, be surpassed by any other. The utter trepidation behind them. The agony they preserved. Believing his efforts useless against those odds, his heart weakened to the screams.

Thrusting his shoulder against the gate again, he yelled out, “YOU HAVE TO PULL! YOU HAVE TO PULL HARDER! YOU HAVE TO TRY!”

While he fought to motivate both himself and his friends, William’s voice quivered. It was as though, by sheer disinclination, he had already yielded to the fact that their time was over. But he wasn’t about to give up on them. He refused any such notion entry to his mind. He couldn’t allow it to end like this. Not now. Not this close to journey’s end. But their wails persisted, making his struggle all the more wearing.

Try as he may, our devastated young William was tiring. Swiftly he grew weak. That’s not to say that he was about to surrender. Most certainly not. Not while there was air in his lungs.

Revealing such compassion, he tried to overcome the strain, and forcing his wilted body against the gateway, he whined, “PULL! JUST…HEAVE! PLEASE! YOU HAVE TO HELP ME WITH THIS. WE NEED TO WORK TOGETHER. I CAN’T OPEN THIS GATE BY MYSELF.”

Just then, the heat prevailed; scorching the steel so fiercely that William was forced to pull his hands away. Regarding his reddened flesh with sorrow welling in his eyes, he so staggered backwards before collapsing to his knees.

He couldn’t believe it… He couldn’t even talk… Or truly cry… It had all happened so unexpectedly.

Within this sad and desperate moment, where he felt he’d lost his friends forever, he heard one voice calling out to him, a final time. It simply spoke to him. Just words. And it was so odd a thing, how it affected him.

“If you can hear me, William, know this. You’re the only one who matters now.” said they, preaching not in fear, but with purpose. “You’re the only one who ever mattered. Whatever happens to us now is meant to be. It’s God’s will. However, this is not your fate. Do you hear me? Your journey does not end here. Now go! Save your mother. Find Drevol and fulfil your destiny. And never forget…we believe in you, William. And although we can’t be by your side anymore, our trust in you will always be in our hearts…from now till the end of time. Past the very reaches of heaven and thereafter.”

Those words that so movingly shaped our hero’s heart, hailed from a source that he never would have expected likely.

From where he knelt with his head slumped in despair, William, of a sudden, lifted a bold stare to the fervency of Wren’s voice. Honouring the oath which he’d since made with himself, he set aside his grudges and, for this one glorious moment, he felt strong inside. For that one fleeting instant, he felt like he could chew up stone. He felt courageous. Like mirrors reflecting the blazing horizon, his eyes faded back to blue from a mysterious gleaming crimson. Then he stood tall and true; out-staring those now pitiful gates before him.

He felt just as he did that eve when he was battling Redmun. One…more…try! he thought. His blood raced through his veins. His chest gasped heavily. The adrenaline gushed through his entire body like an avalanche. Stepping up to the gates, a power flew along his arms and, in crying out, he forced his hands against that roasting steel in one last attempt to aid his friends. From his blistering palms smoke may have risen, but William’s focus was leagues from the petty influences of pain. His cry, which was now of beastlike volumes, amplified louder and more stridently, so that a high-pitched undertone was sifting through it and resonating throughout those barren canyons around, and the thunder spoke back with equal rage. Such a deafening crack that even the Glogs trembled at the skies. Then happened the most remarkable thing. Like some small miracle, some divine act, the enormous plate of unyielding steel on William’s side—wheels, chains and all—buckled like mere tin under his touch. Warping out of shape, with one powerful dent after another, this knock-on effect caused a rattle so damaging that it exposed a gap in between the doors, about three feet up, on the other side. It was a gap just big enough for someone of a regular build to squeeze themselves through at a push.

When it was over, William stumbled to the deck, breathlessly and exhausted. Again, he was himself, emptied of this strange, alien force that so assisted him. Amazing as this was, William, who was astonished by the defeated gateway before him, remained utterly clueless as to how it all happened. Then he became very conscious as to whether the Glogs had heard it happening. They must have. Then again, what with all of the thunder, volcanoes, and the dying screams of his friends, and the fact that most of the damage was on his side, his worries settled. Besides, the others were still in peril, so he had no real time to worry about it.

William put his eye to the gap, and glimpsed his allies on the other side, laying awkwardly on the ground, unconscious from of the oily smoke that enshrouded them. The Glogs were congregating round them, looking upon their soon-to-be captives with those ungodly smiles, as if already savouring in some premature triumph. Afraid of being seen, William ducked down. Whatever was he to do?

He knew that his comrades needed rescuing, but he felt helpless. Outmatched. Not just by one Glog this time, but by a gang…and a mass of smelted magma to boot. But that fiery lake was not flowing anymore, which was something at least. Instead it had hemmed his companions in tightly together, waiting; assuming a likeness to that of a searing barricade which was ready to run again should any one of them attempt to flee. Our William kept spying in, in the hope of a decent opportunity presenting itself to him. Then, before long, his opening came.

Entering into a discussion about what way they should go about bringing their prisoners back to Drevol—whether they should kill them first, or just knock them out, or just toast them there and then and not take them back at all—the Glogs grew somewhat distracted from all else. William took this as his chance, poked his head through the gap, and tried waking his friends.

“Pssst!” he whispered, stretching out to shake Stell’s boot, who was the closest, sprawled alongside Pew. “Pssst! Wake up, Stell! Wake up!”

Having no luck with him, he tried the Poppum.

“Pew!” he muttered, keeping a close eye on the Glogs. “Can you hear me? Wake up! Wake up!”

Outside of groaning and muttering, neither Pew nor the Elf roused. The only thing William did was make those unsightly brutes hush-up and jerk their heads in his direction. But, as spry as a hare, he slid into cover before they could spot him.

“What was tha’?” leered one of the stockier creatures, snorting upwind. “Tha’ noise just now. Anyone else here it? ‘Twas was like someone movin’ ‘round! Whisp’rin’.”

“Probably just the gatekeeper potterin’ about on the other side.” answered another of the fatter ones. “Take no notice! Anyways, we best get on with our duties. We’re wastin’ time here, dawdlin’, and I want to get back home for some dinner. I’m famished!”

They all returned to discussing their homeward route. All bar one.

On the fat Glog’s remark about the gatekeeper, one of the skinnier, slier and more menacing of the creatures noticed how the gates were ever so slightly askew. Need I say, the fact that the whole entrance had pretty much been mangled on the other side had completely eluded him, along with his brothers, at that point in time. They never really felt it necessary to analyse it, you see. Why would they? I mean, how often do you take the time to stand outside your own front door and study every little scratch and blemish? Not very often, I’d say. Still, that delicate opening was enough to heighten this one Glog’s suspicions. With his interests taking root, he inched closer for a look, leaving his brothers to their debate.

William apprehended his approach, and stooped as low as he could. He was sure if he’d been seen or not. He wanted to bolt, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t leave his friends. So by a sort of bizarre negligence, he arched his neck and peeked out again, just barely, to make sure. It turns out he hadn’t been seen. Not yet anyway. But the Glog kept coming.

Alongside the uncontrollable, unbearable seizures of horror which crawled up along his now-pimply flesh, William watched the creature who was creeping all the closer. He was sidestepping. Advancing warily with an unblinking fix. Too afraid to look away, young William kept a wide eye on him, and every last vein in his body seemed to solidify into an excruciating coldness by each movement of this awful beast. The terror had numbed him so deeply that he had to keep looking, even in spite of the fact that he was unable to tell if the beast was now analysing the gap itself or, in truth, him, and was thereby refusing to alarm the others until he could confirm it.

“Where you off to, Mogh?” the tallest Glog then asked, to William’s respite. “I’ve had just about enough o’ you ‘n’ your dilly-dallyin’. Now get your scrawny behind back here ‘n’ help us with these pris’ners. Oi! Nodymogh!”

But the one whom they called Nodymogh ignored him and kept on the scent.

William was so petrified that he sank into hiding again, covering his mouth to dampen any shaking breaths. But before he could think twice about devising any style of plan, either valiant or rash, Nodymogh had his bright-green eyeball, full and gleaming, pressed against the beaten gap, and it flared out when he saw what he saw.

William curled himself up into a foetal ball, and couldn’t help but whimper. He had definitely been seen now. He just had to have been. Why else would the Glog’s fix glare the way it did? His bony, rock-like arm then reached in at William…bypassing his anxious stare…only to withdraw again, with one of those great keys which William himself had severed from the gatekeeper’s fallen corpse. He hadn’t seen him after all.

“What?” gasped Nodymogh, displaying the plump limb to that same Glog from before. “Feast your eyes on this, our Muxzer! Someone’s gone ‘n’ done in our key-man, then unlocked the gate.”

“WHAT?!” barked Muxzer, barging through the crowd and, addressing his men, he ordered, “Who did this? This…this act o’ negligence. Did anyone see? Speak up! Who dares show such impudence to our lord that they blunder their duties? Who?!”

Clearly Muxzer was second in command, next to Glorgan. Thus, advocating his position, he confronted each and every Glog in his unit—all of whom stood to like true soldiers—and demanded some answers. But Nodymogh didn’t react the same as the others, and it was he whom Muxzer was most suspicious of, for he was the least trustworthy of all; incessantly slacking off and shirking his duties. Nodymogh felt he could get away with this manner of conduct though, and here’s why.

His real name was plainly ‘Mogh,’ and the ‘Nody’—or sometimes spelt ‘Noddy’—was incorporated in secret by his peers, to suggest that he was of a foolhardy sort. But he was a fierce Glog, too. Very feared by his own, and few would ever get away with branding him such handles before Mogh would snap and let fly. That’s why, most of the time, they were very careful about how and when they said it (mostly behind his back).

Whereas, in consequence of his lofty rank, Muxzer felt he had the right to address him so, whenever it suited him.

“Who did this?” he demanded, gripping Nodymogh’s throat and ramming him back against a rock. “Answer me! Who got past our defence, murdered our key-man, then left this mess for us to clean up? Whose turn was it on post, Nodymogh? Yours again? An’ why weren’t you at your post…Nodymogh? These stations have to be manned at all times. It’s Glorgan’s orders. We’re not to take any chances, he said…’member? These canyons are our holy land, ‘n’ hallowed ground always needs protection. As much protection as possible, lest these would-be heroes go ‘n’ get ahead o’ themselves. Now, own up to your mistake ‘n’ take your scoldin’!”

Mogh, angered past all reasonable doubt, grimaced so forebodingly at his accuser that it uttered infinitely more than any spoken threat.

“Watch what you say to me…sire!” He grinned in a dark and demeaning manner. “Other than Glorgan… ‘n’ those rats…nobody else was here! An’ Glorgan will see to the boy, I’m sure. He’s likely toying with him right now. Other than that…my Quartermaster…nobody has slipped past my watch. Now, kindly remove your hand before I do something you’ll regret.”

No elaboration was needed, for, his status excluded, Muxzer was just as apprehensive as any other of Mogh’s temper, though he always tried to hide it for rank’s sake. And scarcely can a title protect against the untamed forces of unpredictability. Through a fusion of surprise, resentment, and the will to maintain his grandeur, he even leered back at Mogh with equal disdain. But his underlying discomfort in this ‘insubordinate’s’ presence restrained him from barking anything back. His wits were overthrown. He knew it, and Mogh knew it. Suddenly, the tension between them was broken.

“Ahem…s-s-sire,” a voice quivered.

There, trembling from speaking out of turn, stood the smallest Glog of all, Bimbul. He was gesturing at the top of gateway and how it had been scuffed.

“Investigate!” roared Muxzer; in one way to find out what was going on, and in another, to display to Mogh just how obedient his underlings were. However, Mogh knew the real truth, and so just smiled back at him with an amused stare.

All Glogs took to the walls to further inspect the damage, only to discern just how beaten those gates actually were. Speechlessness befell them at how they’d managed to miss this. Then, when Bimbul burrowed through for a proper look to discover how the mechanics on the other side had been popped from their casings like a cheap watch, he demanded that they all come and see. Even Muxzer went.

Whilst they carried on investigating, our young William was, unbeknownst to them, hiding in behind some rocks, and was preparing himself to act.

When done inspecting the mess in the other side, Muxzer returned to his prisoners and commented, in terrible doubt, “What did this? Who did this?”

Mogh shoved by his complainant, and preaching like he knew only too well the reasons behind all this, he orated, “Not only were these gates wrought from the indestructible steel of the Crescént mines, the very steel of our enemy’s eternal blade, but it was also protected under the six spells of Cardhár, which you all know the power of. Never, in all its years, has its shielding been breached. Not by human nor beast; legion nor weapon.”

To the broken mass of twisted metal, he then muttered, “No. Apart from our master, only one other has the power to cause somethin’ like this.”

Just then, out sprung our little William. But to suggest that he had any kind of worthy plan in mind would be quite untrue, unfortunately. He just knew he had to do something to help his friends. Anything.

Virtually throttling the grip of his weapon with beading and unsteady hands, he warned, “Back away from my friends! Back away right now, unless you want to get a bloody good thrashing. You hear me?!”

What a brave and thoughtless act; granted, William was harrowingly aware of how out of his depth he was. And it was written all over his face.

First, such as anyone would do when caught off guard, the Glogs jumped. Yet they weren’t alarmed for long before they were sniggering away to themselves at the lad’s out-and-out idiocy. For who was he to oppose so many of them.

“Well, well,” Muxzer jeered, “if it isn’t their little saviour. An’ I emphasize the word ‘little’. What a scrawny child you are. Here to accede to Mysun’s magic, are you? My, my. How…ahem…terrifying. Here to inherit the magic of the one who…’ran away’? The strength of a coward, no less! Of a deserter. Does that sound terribly threatenin’ to you, boy? Coz, to me, it sounds kind o’…hmmm…comical, really.”

Muxzer’s comrades agreed, and were chuckling and pointing at this frail child who stood before them.

Then the Glog continued, “That supposed sorcerer’s tricks were little more than smoke ‘n’ mirrors, in comparison to our Master Briggun, boy! An’ the sooner you realise that, the better.”

William, who was disinclined to prove them right, sneered, “I was strong enough to beat your leader, Glorgan, wasn’t I! Stabbed him straight through the jaw, I did. Dead! Gone! What do you make o’ that, ha?”

The Glogs did not respond to this. They were, I suppose, fairly bewildered to get such tidings, whilst equally unsure of whether they could trust the boy’s word or not.

And so, Muxzer called his bluff, by saying, “If what you say is true, then I believe that puts me in command. So I suppose I should be grateful to you for my promotion. Much obliged.”

Mogh delivered a dirty, hateful glance at his new self-proclaimed leader. He felt that he had more of a right to resume command than him. Armies only follow strength, of which Muxzer had none in comparison to him. But he offered no protest. Not yet.

“I shall bring you to Drevol myself then,” Muxzer continued. “Come with us now…coward’s heir—beneficiary to the one who fled.”

“Mysun could destroy your damn master with both hands tied behind his back.” William argued, and the Glogs snarled mordantly at his bite. “It was Briggun who was the real coward, and you know it. Too afraid to face Mysun himself, he had his minions do his bidding for him, until he was at enough of an advantage to attack by himself. So don’t try and brainwash me with your lies. Now, shut your gob, coz I don’t want to hear it. And back away…this second.”

Muxzer then replied, with such cruel pity, “Naivety is never a healthy quality in oneself, lad. You know that, don’t you? It simply makes the fool appear all the more foolish. Why don’t you just give up? Make it easy on yourself. You can’t win. Give in to the truth. Give in ‘n’ face your inevitable destiny—the long ‘n’ lonesome road to eternal rest.”

Indeed, those words fazed young William, as they would anyone, but he fought to discount them.

“Move away from my friends, I said.” he threatened, feeling the dim prickle of doubt as it tried provoking him, just as it used to before. “Move away or…I-I-I…”

“Yesss?” Mogh hissed, taking things into his own hands and advancing out from the rest.

“…Or I won’t be responsible for my a-a-actions! That’s what!” the boy shouted.

With that, Thérn suddenly hacked itself straight into the Glog’s forearm like a log of wood.

This may not have been quite so humorous for Mogh, but the other Glogs seemed to get a good laugh out of it. They weren’t long quieting down, however, when he caught them at it. Fearful of making eye contact, they inched away. Mogh then returned to the boy, who was now in terrible distress, with his precious weapon lodged in the arm of his foe.

“Well now…” Mogh grinned, admiring the sword in his arm. “…would you look at what I’ve got!”

“Give it back!” William demanded, knowing well the Glog would do no such thing.

“This shiny blade?” Mogh so caustically asked, shoving William away. “Not a chance!”

Like the nightmare couldn’t get any worse, he then howled out and, as sure as can be, the thick carpet of flame began bubbling towards William again. Restlessly, he shifted.

Then, “Fetch some sacks, you lot!” he ordered, going over Muxzer’s head again, but they did as they were told, whereas Muxzer tried to make out like it was all his idea by adding in a, “And be quick about it! There should be some left back at camp! Bring as many as you can. I’ll see to this Noddy here.”

“The one time you’ve actually come in useful!” scowled Mogh, holding his arm in place. “Now yank it out. No messin’.”

“Wake up, Stell.” the lad begged, nudging the Elf with his foot. “Wake up! I’ve lost my bloody sword and I need help.”

He didn’t move. William then spotted the flask by Stell’s arm, so he snatched it up, removed the cap with his teeth, and doused a good lot of it over both the Elf and Pew.

At last, Stell regained consciousness. The water worked. Using his bow as a crutch, the Elf hobbled upright and looked wearily about to see what was going on. Pew awoke after, and adopted the duty of waking the others up whilst the Glogs remained distracted.

Not feeling so alone anymore, the lad looked at Stell and smirked, “Am I glad you’re alive!”

“Maybe so,” the Elf whispered, barely able to stand, “but…for how long?! In fact, I’m not sure if I’m all that glad you woke me up now, considering. And where’s your sword?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” the lad stressed. “It’s after getting stuck in that Glog’s arm there. See!”

“Oh!” gasped the Elf, just then spotting Thérn, and in tilting his head awkwardly, he deliberated, “That’s…um….that’s…”

“…a pickle?” William proposed.

“I’ll say.” said the Elf. “Suggestions?”

“One.” whispered William. “I need ye to get out o’ here. Climb through that hole there and make for the other side. Do it quietly, while they’re not looking.”

With complete disapproval, Stell whispered back, “That’s not a suggestion. That’s you planning suicide! Need I remind you of what happened the last time you tried something like this?”

“Don’t worry. I may be the last out by the time I snatch Thérn back, but at least we won’t have to worry about anyone else. I’ll be fine. Now hurry up. Please! I need you all out o’ here.”

Meanwhile, Khrum was so delirious that he kept trying to climb up William’s leg, but he just slid down every time, like a dozy little squirrel on a greasy post. Grumbling incoherently in the process, he was so disorientated that he could but question as to why he wasn’t getting anywhere. William assisted him before he could do himself any serious injury, or kick up a fuss.

The others were just as doubtful of themselves as he. Yet a simple state of delirium was a much better prospect than the alternative of being burnt alive, or being marched into the clutches of their dark adversary, for that matter. Thus grateful of their fair fortune, they soon regained their wits.

As Muxzer and Mogh kept working on the stubborn sword, William pointed out the gap, and said, “Come on, all o’ you! Squeeze through here. It can only fit one at a time, so hurry.”

“What about you?” asked Icrick, having missed out on the boy’s plan.

“I’ll be grand.” said William. “I’ll follow ye in. But first I need to get my sword back.”

“Well, let us help you.”

Afraid of putting their lives in any more danger, when he thought he’d lost all of them but minutes ago, William exclaimed, “No! This was my doing! So I’m going to get it back. There’s no time to argue. Follow Stell.”

Ever jaded and befuddled, Icrick crammed through first. William passed Khrum through next, and Pew followed with Stell thereafter. They had almost all found sanctuary. Almost.

Wren was about to go in next.

But in remembering what she’d said to him earlier at death’s door, William stopped her, and said, “Wren! I just want to say…”

Distracted by the stress of the moment, he faltered. But he had to tell her before it was too late. In case he didn’t make it out of there alive. It was now or never. He had to explain, if only in a nutshell, how bad he felt for the way he’d be treating her of late. How he understood that she may have had her skeletons, but those were her own business, and that he knew she was trying to make up for it.

Just as he was about to reveal all, the unthinkable stopped him.

Finally relinquishing to the intensity of those crying flames, the hissing steel jerked so loudly that it vented a terrible boom.

“WREN!” William yelled out. “NO!”

The gates were giving in. Not much at first, but enough to clamp down on her poor leg.

In fright, she cried out, “WILLIAM! MY LEG! IT’S STUCK!”

Muxzer turned and snarled, “Our sleepin’ beauties have fled, I see. What is it with you people ‘n’ runnin’ off all the time? What harm. We’ll catch them quick enough through the pass. We have who we need for now. An’ even if we don’t find the others, somethin’ else in Lór will! Don’t forget your whereabouts, boy.”

Angry and scared, William screamed back, “I DON’T WANT TO HEAR IT!”

Muxzer laughed it right back into his face, and returned his attention to Thérn. It was wedged in so tightly that the Glogs were growing more and more impatient. Anything their size would. It was embarrassing. But their two prize captives were going nowhere, so they could afford to take their time.

Those metallic panels proceeded to bend and screech, swell and soften. Even through the powers which safeguarded them, those gates could not withstand the amount of destruction which had befallen them that night. But how devastating it was for them to collapse now, in this crucial moment.

Behind the gates Icrick, Khrum, Stell and Pew (none of whom had fled) strained to help with Wren’s escape. By utter chance, the Poppum detected something of a prosperous find. He had been sniffing about and knocking on things, when he spotted it.

A result of that ever pulsating metal, a flap of steel by their feet was raising slowly upwards the hotter it got. This presented Wren and William with a secondary route of escape, should he reclaim his weapon and Wren squirm free.

“Wren, we’re goin’ ta try ‘n’ ease your leg back through.” Khrum explained, wishing to appear calm, when really he was terribly anxious. “There’s another way through at the bottom, so ye can still make it through safely! We’ll try ‘n’ make it as painless as possible, right! But, at the same time, we’re gonna have ta be quick about it. Time’s against us. Ready, ye guys?”

“Just do what you have to!” William said, who was already having a hard enough time as it was, worrying about Glogs, too.

Without hurting her, but without squandering any more valuable time, they continued to manipulate her leg. But it wasn’t going to be as easy as they first presumed.

What started out as ginger movements swiftly elevated into a frantic shoving as they wrestled to get her free, but nothing was working. The iron was clamped so tightly that it wasn’t showing any signs of letting up.

Outnumbered by Glogs and enfeebled by the oncoming lava, the two younglings didn’t stand a chance, and only one of them was willing to face up to that truth. Alas, she stopped fighting and, giving over to defeat, she sailed out into a mind afar.

“You shouldn’t have come back for us, William,” she whispered in a carefree way, like she was no longer afraid. “You should have kept moving. But, it’s not too late. You can still make it, William. Leave me. You go.”

“Don’t be so stupid!” the lad disputed. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Losing her patience, she shook his arm, and said, “Stop being so stubborn and listen to me, for once in your bloody life! I’ve gone as far as I’m going to go with you, William. But it wasn’t time wasted, because you have shown me things that I never thought I would see. You’ve given me hope. You’ve given us hope. And for me to live long enough to know that this world still stands a chance of freedom, is all I ever wanted. Now do as I say for once. Go with the others. They need you. Please, William!”

Despite his conflictions, it aggrieved him so very much to hear her speaking like this; vulnerable and accepting an early end. He knew, deep down, that he didn’t have the heart to desert her. There was no way he would have been able to simply pick up and ‘walk away’ like she’d asked him to. It then became clear to him.

Misgivings and all, he desired, more than anything, to have her by his side till the bitter end. He didn’t care about anything else. He just wanted her there, because it wouldn’t have been the same otherwise. Such behaviour is not uncommon when newfound feelings of perpetual joy, devotion, angst and, occasionally fear, are involved. But these feelings, these strange and novel sensations—whilst they may seem clear to you—had yet to be truly deciphered by William, irrespective of whether or not he had any clues, at that point in time, as to what they may have truly meant.

“I’m not going anywhere without you.” he contended, but he appeared so upset, and Wren could see it.

She regarded him with sympathy, as his once untiring self now addressed her with a swell in his throat.

“J-Just hold tight!” he whimpered. “We’ll have you freed in no time. Now, on the count of three, we’ll both pull and get you free. Understand? One…two…three!”

She played along with his effort, but she knew, without question, that it wasn’t going to work. Again they tried; then again, and one more time after that. The desolation upon William’s face was absolutely heart-breaking for her. So upsetting that she could not allow him to keep up hope.

With that, she whispered, “William…”

Ignoring her, he kept trying to free her leg.

Delicately, she repeated, “William.”

Conscious, somehow, of the reason in her tone, he halted, but he wasn’t able to look her in the eye.

“My time is over now, William,” she explained. “I’m sorry, but we need to accept it.”

“NO!” he vented angrily. “IT’S NOT OVER! NOT YET!”

In the wish to invoke his power from within, he tried to manipulate the gates like before. This, he did, without triumph. His grief had disrupted him, and he simply could not focus. He tried it a second time, then a third, and a fourth, but he wasn’t able to summon that power again.

“Why isn’t it working?” he sobbed angrily. “What the hell is going on? Why won’t Mysun help me? What’s he playing at? He gives me his strength one second, then he takes it away the next. What’s that about?”

As one’s love would do when comforting, Wren emitted a tender ‘hush.’ She then rested herself in his arms, and placed her forehead against William’s cheek, as he quailed in anguish for whatever tragedy was about to strike.

Amongst the anarchy of ruin, a closing whisper then drifted, like a rose through fire, over William’s being, replenishing his longings like a warm cloak.

Accepting her fate still, the girl uttered, “How we behave in the company of those whom we care so deeply about is a curious thing, is it not? The moods. The happiness. The bitterness. But they all amount to one thing, really. Don’t they? One feeling. A sensation that’s so real; so powerful. Like love.”

Stifling his sorrow, William snivelled and kidded, “Oh, what are you blathering on about now? Girly stuff again?”

“Can’t you tell?” she asked, regarding him, like his face would be the last she would ever see. “I think I’ve fallen in love with you, William.”

More dazzling than a summer’s sun, his eyes lit up. Had he only understood the real import behind his own feelings, to truly classify them, without any question whatsoever, he would have said, ‘I love you,’ in return. But that would have felt like too much of a goodbye, and he wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her yet, heedless of how much he wanted to say it back.

“I only wish I’d told you sooner,” she continued, “when we had more time. For I had so much to tell you, William. So many secrets that I needed to share with you and you alone.”

William was astonished by this apparent wish to confess. Her beautiful eyes captivated him all the more as they twinkled with a tear for everything she was about to lose, yet also for all those glorious things her precious homeland stood to gain.

He then asked, “You mean that? About your feelings? About wanting to share things with me?”

“My feelings were always there, William.” She smiled, and in an attempt to toy, she twinkled, “I’ve merely explained them to you now. Boys! Need to have everything written down for ye, don’t ye.”

“I guess,” he said and chortled, but anguish seeped through. “Don’t think I’ll ever understand girls. Especially weird ones, like you.”

The other Glogs came clomping in with ready sacks, and Wren went on to explain, “William, I needed the right moment for me to share other, more specific, particulars of my life with you. When it was just the two of us. No other time would do. Often I tried, but in light of our recent arguments, it never came.”

“Tell me now then!” he insisted, on the verge of his inevitable capture. “I’m here. I’m listening.”

“I can’t,” she answered regretfully, “not like this. But I will say one thing: Understand, William, that all I wanted was for you to remember me as the girl you’ve always known…and not somebody else. And rest assured when I say that, given more time, the hour to divulge all would’ve arrived sooner or later. But it is not this hour. And whilst this is the way things must be right now, I pledge to you, from the very bottom of my heart, that you will discover everything in good time. With me, or without me. I’ll make sure of it. If not in this life, then in the life hereafter.”

She sounded so exceedingly penitent for not saying anything sooner.

By a thrusting lift in the gales, and as the rains pelted down with brute force, William’s eyebrows converged with the will to drive against those dark and unfeeling forces of injustice.

Showing fortitude, he replied, “And you understand this! I’m just as bloody stubborn as you can be. And that’s why I’m not leaving you behind.”

Then, “COME ON!” he demanded, clutching her leg again. “I’M GETTING MY SWORD BACK, THEN GETTING THE HELL OUT O’ HERE! AND YOU’RE COMING WITH ME! NO ARGUMENTS!”

As he spoke, the ash-filled skies of the west reeled into a frightful pyroclastic flow. The Glogs were about to fling the sacks over William’s head and leave the girl to whatever fate.

“Bah, let me do it!” Mogh barked, grabbing Thérn’s hilt and shoving Muxzer away.

Turns out it was stuck worse than he thought, and Muxzer smirked, “Have it your own way. I care not! An’ what of these young turtle doves?” he asked William and Wren. “Both willin’ to suffer the consequences over somethin’ as vain as love? Come now, I expected more from you, boy. Nevertheless, whatever makes my job easier…” he said, taking a sack in hand, “…now C’MERE!”

With a shuddering screech he lunged. William shut his eyes as he tried guarding Wren from his attack. But Muxzer’s intentions had already crumbled to the sound of an almighty cry. A thousand times greater and more monstrous than his own, it detonated from beyond those walls of scaling ash. Pursuing its formidable echo, the surrounding temperatures dropped dramatically, and the rain’s mist thickened.

Muxzer and the other Glogs swung around in dread to see what was happening. First, they could see nothing. But before they could return to their mischief, three black figures, immense and strong, broke through those murky clouds of rippling smoke and coasted towards them. William was at a loss for words when he saw it for himself. As there, sailing over those racing winds, were three powerful dragons, armoured and battle-ready, and they were coming to their rescue.

“JIMZIN!” he hollered, displaying such elation. “YOU’VE COME BACK!”

Thinking she’d misheard him, Wren peeked through one eye and said, “W-What? Did you just say J-Jimzin? Where? Where?”

“UP THERE!” William celebrated, pointing overhead. “LOOK! LOOK!”

Wren actually had to blink thrice before saying, “IT…IT IS HIM! IT IS HIM! AND TUROGOTH! AND VARMANNA, TOO! HURRAY, JIMZIN. YOU DID KEEP YOUR WORD AFTER ALL.”

Whatever she meant by him ‘keeping his word’ was something of a wonder, but it didn’t matter much, as they were on the brink of being rescued.

Those marvellous creatures delved in with such grace, with such heroic grace, and such an unbending lust to overthrow their common foes, that every single Glog perceived and scattered like frightened mice. They were like mere insects trying to scurry from the hobnailed sole of fate as it came to crush them.

Leading the dragons, and the first to strike, was Turogoth. Gigantic was he. Donning black, iron-hard scales, lined with a brilliant ice-blue sheen, and carrying wings so great that even Jimzin’s could not compare, he swooped in low. Nigh on skimming the dust with his white belly, this majestic rescuer froze the entire spread of lava to a swathe of frost and sludge. How that cool air was of instant relief to William and Wren. Making way, Turogoth glided back into the skies, and Varmanna came in.

Being the female, Varmanna was a much sleeker beast. Slim and smooth, sporting wings like flying scythes, she was clad in an awesome coat of flaxen and green. More bird-like than dragon, she sang in place of a roar. Her whistle nurtured just as much menace and passion as that of her spouse, if not more. In one swift move, she shot high into the winds, where she slowed into a beautiful, balletic twist before darting straight back down at the Glogs and, by Jove, did she carry that storm with her.

Chinks of pronged lightning divided the sky about her as she hurtled in at her enemies. They attempted to flee, but it was worthless. Regurgitating a smog of murky vapour upon Muxzer and his brethren, Varmanna proceeded to skim across them with all her deadly force, dusting fumes afar, sparing none.

“William, cover your mouth.” Wren ordered, taking her own advice.

The Glogs choked and rasped and were thrashing about in the now-bracing conditions. But, even at this, it was not the end for those foul scum. They needed to be finished.

Finally, young Jimzin soared in. Over the frozen volcano he flew, and with his feet pulling behind him, he crashed through its summit, transforming it into a mound of dusty scree. More vengeful than they had ever known it to be, the rainstorm collected within the darkness until its rains, now pounding forcefully into the soils of Lythiann’s east, were gnawing into that unholy precipice so as to deposit rushing, muddy streams into every gaping crevice. Some Glogs strove to escape through those deluges of mud, but none succeeded. They were, instead, cocooned by its sludge, which only constricted the more they struggled. Wren and William hid from the falling debris as it crashed to the ground on every side. And still it was all so thrilling to behold; this last, pitiful stand of those filthy villains.

Opening his lean jaws to bare a faint light intensifying within, Jimzin discharged, with a fervent blast, a torrent of raw flames over the Glogs. Had they only had their full potential to hand then, perhaps they might have been able to withstand the intensity; but now that they were partly frozen and half-poisoned, this dragon’s fire was too much to withstand. Having said that, one of the Glogs endured.

Able to preserve just enough power to function, Mogh bounded at the crimson beast as he bulleted past him, and in one formidable move, he grappled Jimzin around the throat who then took to the clouds above.

“Thérn!” William shouted, but his sword was gone; sailing into the unknown.

It was quite the daring action on the Glog’s part, considering how hard Jimzin was flying. It’s a wonder Mogh didn’t have his arms torn from their sockets altogether. Then again, he was an adamant thug, and he was ready to combat the odds, no matter the consequences.

Jimzin carried him up into the rainclouds and was forced to fly wildly, in the hope of shaking off his hijacker. Thank the stars, he was equipped with the armour of the acclaimed Dragon’s Union, as Mogh was pummelling down on his skull with the only section of bare blade that was spearing from his forearm. Jimzin would have stopped him, if ever he could; however, the Glog was on top of him and well out of both his sight and reach. And being the mighty sword of Mysun, it was making short work of his armour. This did not bode well for Jimzin.

Thrashing his head from side to side, the dragon continued into the pinnacle of the storm, into where he could no longer be seen from below. Into the very belly of gloom they thundered, to where the streaks of lightning pulsated against that intimidating wall of whirling cloud which ingested them. Amid the cyclone of blustering rain, those haunting shadows had returned and were winging around them, in all directions; watching the clash whilst intermittently goading the filthy Glog to carry the day. And within this perilous realm of howling gusts, Jimzin fought to stay in control, but it was bettering him by the second, giving Mogh the advantage.

He had almost penetrated the armour. In screaming out into the throat of that merciless storm, the Glog was recoiling his arm to dispense his killing blow. But in one stray streak of lightning, Thérn’s tip flashed in Jimzin’s eye, thereby baring the Glog’s position. The dragon pleated his enormous wings and, in a force so devastating, he boomed, head-on, towards that fissure of lightning. And, just as he’d hoped it would, the bolt shot through Thérn’s steel and blew the Glog to Kingdom come, volleying him into the air, until he was but a dwindling dot plummeting into the scrub of the far north. At last the Glogs, by blessings of the most timely, had all been conquered.

When the chaos ended, all three dragons cantered across the sweeping snow to greet William and Wren. How happy they both were to see Jimzin again, not to mention his famous guardians, Turogoth and Varmanna. Wren found it fitting to impart a sundry of “thank yous” in return. Pleased and obliged by her civility towards their regal race, Turogoth moved in and, using his kingly tusks, stripped away the frayed wreckage that clasped her leg. The second she was free, Wren ran to her Bondite and leapt in with a huge hug. She hugged him so lovingly, it was like she never wanted to let him go.

With tears of rapture, she cried over the rain as it blew in around them, “Oh, welcome back, Jimzin! How I’ve missed you. Your red scales and even your pig-headed moods. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you after all this time.”

Jimzin caressed her cheek with his own, for he was happy to see her, too, even after what she said about his stubborn ways. A touching reunion for both. As you can tell, like Redmun, Jimzin had grown somewhat more easy-going and open since his discovery of fire.

William had also given all three dragons many thanks for their help. Jimzin, however, assumed him to be a mite distraught. It then dawned on him that he must’ve felt lost without his weapon. With this in mind, the beast approached him, but with a curious smirk.

William didn’t know what to expect from this. It was only when the dragon opened his claw did he realise. Shining with a pale-green shimmer, while the raindrops trickled along its fine edgings, was Thérn, and it was laying in the dragon’s palm just staring up at him. Jimzin, the magnificent creature that he was, must’ve snatched it from Mogh before he’d gotten cast into the storm.

“My sword! You saved my sword, Jimzin. Thank you so, so much. I owe you for this. I really do!” said William, taking his blade back.

Jimzin was more than happy to help, and wouldn’t hear of payment.

Having just then been made aware of the shouts and hollers on the other side of the gate, Varmanna went to inspect.

She sank her teeth into the crooked, iron gate, and wrenched it from its hinges. Icrick, ready for the worst, came waddling out with his eyes shut tight, swinging his fists in windmills, half-expecting to run into the middle of some battle. ‘Twas only when he slipped on a film of ice and hurt his bottom did he open his eyes to discover what truly happened, and he was so relieved. But the smell of dead Glog left much to be desired.

“Jimzin?” gasped he, drenched to the skin, and holding out two handfuls of snow in his paws, then he asked, “Where did you come from? And this snow. Where did this come from? And the Glogs. What happened to them?”

“The dragons are what happened.” Wren answered, ever hugging her Bondite. “They came and they froze, and they poisoned, and they incinerated all those foul gurriers straight back to hell where they belong.”

“But, how ever did they find us?” asked Stell, who was also very puzzled, but happy at the same time.

Wren went on to further explain, “When Jimzin left us, all that time ago. I asked him if he wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on us from time to time. Whenever he got ‘round to it, and such. Lo and behold, he did. This very day. Can you even believe it?”

Altogether amazed, Stell spoke to her dragon, “Well! I must admit, Jimzin! Your timing is impeccable, old boy. If ever there was a time we needed help it was now, and you answered our prayers tenfold. If we ever get out of this quest alive, I must prepare for you, and your kin, my famous roast mutton and plum sauce as my way of saying thanks. You deserve it. That, and a hundred times more.”

William, who wished for a clearer understanding, was compelled to ask Wren another question.

“So that’s what you two were discussing…at the lake…before he took off? You were asking him to watch out for us? But…you told me you’d never see him again.”

“I know I did, William…” she regretfully said. “…I lied. I am so sorry. I felt bad about that. But it was for your own good. You seemed so worried about everything else that I decided to keep it from you. What kind of person would I be to add to your troubles by giving you false hope should he never return? You know what dragons can be like. Are you mad at me? For not being honest?”

“NO!” William said with a fine grin. “Definitely not!”

He was so ecstatic to discover that this white lie—this tiny secret—could very well have been the manner in which Wren had allegedly betrayed him. I’ll grant you, at first he wasn’t so sure, because it seemed like such long odds, and yet the more he pondered it, the more plausible it actually seemed. Especially after taking into account Redmun’s warnings about the mystic, Vahna Webble.

It was all falling into place for him now.

Vahna, that double-crossing wench. Her venomous counsel had corrupted him into believing that Wren’s betrayal would be worse. All the rumours surrounding her were true after all. About how she augmented the truth, and how she preyed upon the weak-minded for her own warped enjoyment. Very well, she might have been truthful, to a degree; but it was all so terribly embellished. Furthermore, this made William fairly sceptical about everything else she’d told him also. Perchance, had she over-exaggerated those particulars too? If so, was his own life actually in danger? Or was Wren truly as corrupt as she’d made her out to be? Deep in his heart and soul, he didn’t believe the latter to be so; yet the foremost remained a mystery, even now. As such, he decided to give Wren his unconditional trust from then on in. He’d gone through so much with her for him to simply forgo her companionship. And whilst she might well be Vahna’s daughter, he was only too happy to grant her his trust again. Particularly now that she was willing to confer with him, at some point along the way, her true past; to be frank and open with everything that had happened in her life.

As for his nightmares and Vahna’s frightening, yet debatable, fortunes of his ruin—the only thing he could do now was wait, see, and with all the aspirations of his heart, hold on.

When they’d allowed themselves their usual reprieve under the shelter of the roadside trees, and Wren had bandaged William’s hands for him, they readied once more for off. Strangely, no one mentioned the incident with the gates. Perhaps it was that they took it for something else; like the storm had done it. As for William, he just didn’t want to add more weight to their hopes by offering his own theories. What if he was wrong?

By then, the weather had only worsened, so they couldn’t wait around for it to tail off.

Wren had also asked Jimzin if he had any desires to remain with their party, but he couldn’t. But he did comfort her with the knowledge that he would always be around, someplace, looking out for her. He also said—in his own dragon fashion of nods and snorts, which only Wren could understand—that he would try to swoop by as often as he could to say hello. Anything more than that, he could not do, for Jimzin was a dragon, and dragons live much different lifestyles to the rest of us, and it would have been undue of Wren to ask him to deny his natural existence.

So, upon a more affable farewell this time ‘round, Jimzin and his kin took to the air, where they petered out into the mounting squalls, leaving the group to face the long and lonely path of the Bohàr Pass—whereupon, by the way, Icrick just happened to spy the ‘tool’ which William had utilized for blocking up the stream of eels that time, and it made him feel awfully queasy.

Along either side of the gate-keeper’s great, fat body lay two revolting-looking heads, sliced clean at the neck. Both were plugged into the waterways on either side of the path, leaving the eels with no place else to go, other than flood out across the road before them, squirming and wriggling in a messy puddle. They bypassed this, and made their way along that tight chasm way.

On either side, the walls were all the more dense with those chains and corroded iron panes. Inane and hazardous though they appeared, they managed to endow decent shelter from the rain as it flurried down in gusts from the north. Soon, it came to the point where, similar to a spider’s nest, both crags were utterly swathed in those bizarre embellishments. More chains. Further panels. And now, even old wooden scaffolding, decayed and unkempt.

Wren then asked, “What are all of these chains and things about? What’s the point in them, I mean? Do they serve any purpose at all? Or do they just hang there, forgotten? Old and useless?”

Having dwelt within those very gorges many years ago, Icrick answered, “A lot of mining went on here, Wren, back in the Free Age. Before the wars. The meshes of chain and steel were used for protection so that no loose stones came tumbling down, walloping some poor chap on the noggin. Trenchin bestriding Dwarves lived high within these gorges, too. Labouring night and day in the hunt for iron ore; that of which they used for fabricating better tools and, similarly, sturdier contraptions. Alas, this was countless lifetimes ago and, now in this epoch of darkness, it is nothing more than a memory. It’s all so very, very old now. Derelict. I’d say these walls haven’t felt a pickaxe in a few hundred years!”

Melancholy deflated him as he spoke, and Khrum appeared saddened, too. It was with a sort of fondness they were absorbing their surroundings, when that same fondness was stolen by a cold feeling. A sense of dread and despair.

Seconds roved on to minutes, then minutes into hours. The bleak of that place lured them further into its innermost bowels. Even the scenery did not seem to alter from that same old spindly road of gnarled planks, old crags, in that same old fire-wrought shadow. Then, at long last, their path unfurled to a wide scene of tunnels and bridges, leading to and from the cliffs all around. Dozens of them. Hundreds, even. High up and down low, too. But their route was the Bohàr Pass, not any other, so they stuck to it.

This rundown way of theirs would soon come to a dead end, thereby forcing them into another predicament; that of a lofty flat wall, bearing two magical-looking tunnels, with one set on top of the other within a large door-like frame of cobbles and shale. Other than backtracking, there was no other place to go. Neither Icrick nor Khrum knew what to do either, as this was new to them.

Now was the ideal hour for their Artisan to offer up his skills, because, wouldn’t you know, they had one in their midst, only none of them actually knew it.

Care to venture a guess who?


- Chapter Fourteen -

Gifts from his Servants

For a long, old spell they did nothing apart from stare, while some went about studying the duo of hollows facing them. Relatively tight and impeccably rounded, the caves were just about wide enough to fit Stell, now that he was the tallest of their throng with the Dullahan gone. It still wasn’t going to be so easy even then, ‘specially with the rain still blowing in.

Were it not for them sharing in a weird and odious awareness, the likes of which goaded them to beware these dingy shafts, they probably would have meandered forth without a fuss. And yet, this was not how the situation went for them, as these passageways were tremendously odd indeed, in the sense that, not only was one burrowed directly over the other with an ancient flight of stepping stones walking up to it on the left-hand side, but other forbidding qualities leached from them as well.

Take the lower tunnel, for instance.

It glittered long into its darkness, as though its very walls were inundated with scores of tiny, grain-sized crystals. The rim of this cave sparkled in the same manner; all frostbitten and blue. This might’ve appeared comely to some, yes; but beauty hardly ever rested in the Shadowlands anymore, so they could only question it. Neither could they see as far in as they would have liked, for the flaming furrow they’d previously ignited, together with those monstrous black candlesticks, had since scattered off to the more distant ends of the gorge, thereby providing them with improper light. They could spot one thing, however. Well, lots of things in fact. Every second or two, a tiny sapphire-toned pixie—with tall ears, beady, black eyes, leaf-like wings, and sharp features—would pop its head out, wave them inside, chuckle, and then hide again. There must have been a few dozen, easily. It was almost like they were up to something. Probably harmless antics, going by their size and nature. Then again, it could also have been something sinister, considering their haunt. It was difficult to tell, but not big enough a deal for them to stress about then and there.

Far more frightful than the first tunnel was the one above. Not for any discernible reason, mind you, save for the fact that it was pitch-black and, on this basis, was impossible to say exactly how deep it went. Let alone the volume of buggy-eyed, slithery things which may very well be taking refuge within its damp corners, skulking in the blackness, waiting for some so-called plaything to steal past. And William would have made a select prize indeed. Whereas the likes of Khrum? Well…let’s just say he was terrorized by the thoughts of being turned into an amusing hand-puppet, or some other such invasive feature along those lines. Size mattered not to the malicious critters of the east, and if there was a victim nearby, big or little, darkly beasties would be there jump out and throttle them faster than they could cry ‘Yelp!’

Haunting them further were the faint moanings which seldom slid from the mouth of this upper cave as the breeze sliced through its gaps. It injected further life to those devilish notions of theirs, as if those same dreamt-up creatures were now calling them in under the cover of darkness so that they could steer our heroes into some blind end. Yet be they reticent or not, they had no other option but to explore these mines.

Much braver than they had ever given him credit to be, Icrick was the first to shuffle in and check the bottom one. To be expected, he was very scared, and trembling beyond his control, but undertaking this duty, voluntarily no less, remained a far sight more than anything he would have done six months prior. More interesting than that was how he managed to keep his cool, and was breathing quite steadily as a result. Remember the times when he could scarcely even mention a Gremlin without keeling over in a fit? I’m confident you agree that he has come a long way since then, our audacious little Icrick.

In any event, just as he was leaning in, all the time being extra careful, one of his flies was suddenly lured into the gloom by one of those conniving little pixies. Having been very fond of his insect escorts to begin with, Icrick was about to let out a screech and snatch the fly back, but he had not even that tiny window of chance.

It hadn’t buzzed two feet in, when the innocent little insect suddenly seized up in mid-flight, faded to a chilling shade of ice-blue, then spiralled to the deck where it chipped on the stone ground like glass. At this the pixie chortled, before swishing off into hiding again. The Grogoch couldn’t fathom it. And yet, it happened, and saddened him gravely. But that moment’s wonder outweighed all pity, including Icrick’s, so his mourning wasn’t about to deny him further analysis of this cave. He even did so with a countenance which uttered, “Let’s just see one of those nasty little faeries try that craíc with me!”

Icrick assessed the cavern’s air with a breath, and saw it condensing before his eyes. Suddenly, without even the chance to evaporate (as warm breath normally does in brisk conditions), the microscopic beads of moisture actually coagulated in the coldness, forming a gelatinous mass, which dropped out of the air and splattered on the ground by his toes. It was, without any denying, deathly bitter in there. Colder than even the deepest caverns of Lythiann’s eldest ice mass, The Glacier Colthus in the northeast. This proved it.

Grabbing a fair-sized rock, Icrick next attempted to roll it into the shadows, believing that, perchance, its size and weight might well save it, meaning that they themselves may stand a chance against the frost. But the results were just as disheartening. For all the stone did was trundle in a couple of feet, clatter against a wall, and splinter into glass-clear shards.

Admitting their defeat, they finally concluded that negotiating this passage would be a foolish plan. Instead, they tried the top tunnel. Actually, Khrum chose to. They were certainly going to be in for a show now.

“Gis’ an aul’ blasht o’ this top one here.” he grunted, scrabbling up the steps. “I’ll soon get ta the bottom o’ this.”

Slapping his paw against his brow with a wearying groan, Icrick wanted to tell him not to even bother. The likelihood of him generating his usual amalgam of unwanted chaos would surely result. This, however, would’ve merely encouraged the leprechaun to try harder, so he just sighed and observed, hoping that it wouldn’t turn out so. Nor did it, to his surprise. Not straight away, at least.

Khrum, being a leprechaun, really wanted to seem confident and unafraid. But when he finally reached the mouth of the cavern, it was plain to see that he was actually frightfully nervous of it. For a solid minute, maybe two, or five, he simply stood there, lingering awkwardly, with his neck stretched out as if making sure nothing was inside waiting for him. Past incidents, it seemed, had finally heightened his vigilance. ‘About time too,’ says you.

Aware of his dawdling, he glimpsed back at the others with a rather feigned chuckle, hoping it would pall his trepidation somewhat. Nobody was fooled. But they couldn’t really blame him for being so afraid. It was a very unforgiving place, after all. But it was diverting to see Khrum swallowing his pride and being truly nervous for a change.

Amusing and, in a way, cruel. But it was the only way he’d learn.

Even more amusing was when, with his expression ever drawn and shook, he slowly peeked into the tunnel again, for fear of having alerted something with his giggle that time. He was convinced that some big, hairy brute would come springing out of the shadows, scoop him up, then boot back again, and that’d be the last of him. To his relief, the mine was as silent as ever.

With a nervous squeak of the throat, he stuttered, “Hel…ahem…H-Hellooo?” like an uninvited guest entering another’s abode without them knowing; very polite and melodious, with a pinch of servility.

“Hellooo?” he hollered again. “Anybody in? I say?”

Not a stir within. Not a single flutter in response, save for the whistling of the coming draught. Still unconvinced, Khrum had a quick forage for a stone, or something he could lob in like Icrick had done with the tunnel below. With slim pickings about he tried the next best thing, by Khrum’s standards, that is.

Hunkering down, with his hands planted firmly on both knees, the leprechaun’s cheeks gave a fierce rattle. There was a disgusting gurgle from his gullet as he hocked up, while exhibiting the most constipated of faces, a most dreadful phlegm. Once fully loaded, so to speak, he leaned back like a little bearded trebuchet and, in butting the air, he launched forth and cast it straight into the tunnel, only to have that exact same greener shoot back out and splatter him right in the eye. Had you heard the splat, you would have retched. I daresay none of them took much time comprehending it, as they were trying so hard not to laugh.

Outright disgusted, and scooping the gunge from his eye, Khrum cried, “Agh! Ha? What ‘n’ the hell?! Was that me own shpit flyin’ back at me or what?”

“I’m not really sure, Khrum,” Wren answered, palming her smile. “And I don’t fancy inspecting the evidence to find out, either. It was the draught, I’d expect, blowing it back out at you. Those old caves are funny like that. Wind and what have you. Look, what say you climb back down? There has to be a way in here someplace. We shall take five minutes, have a quick think, and then find it together. Yes?”

Hearing nothing of it, the leprechaun insisted, “Not-a-t’all! Sure we don’t have those minutes ta shpare. Anyway, what’s there ta think about, Wren? We’ve two tunnels here, right! One o’ them’s clearly a death-trap, so this other one has ta be our way in, ya? Simple matter-matics is all.”

His theory did bear logic, and who’s to say it was even Khrum’s spit to begin with. It could have been somebody else’s. Some trickster, sitting inside the hollow which, to be fair, wasn’t exactly a comforting prospect, either. But Khrum was prepared to find out.

“Right so!” said he, folding up his cuffs. “If there’s anyone in there, ye’d better watch out. Because nooo-body shpits in my eye ‘n’ gets away with it. Ye hear me in there? I’m a leprechaun, me! An’ leprechauns don’t shtand for cheek. D’ya hear me talkin’ ta ya?!”

“So close!” whined Icrick to himself, sorely aware of the turmoil to follow.

Casting aside his fear, his vigilance, and essentially his horse-sense, Khrum discharged a fist into the abyss in the hope of getting a blind knockout. Last thing he expected was to have his very own knuckles fly back out at him, then thwacking him good ‘n’ proper in his one good eye.

All at once, the others shuddered with an ‘Oooh!’ It was, after all, a full-on box he’d given himself. Right on target, too. On a more optimistic note, this punch had exposed to them precisely what was happening with these tunnels.

Omitting the fact that his friend was hurt and hobbling all-sides, covering his new shiner, Stell deduced, “It appears to be a magical portal of sorts. An enchanted portal which goes no other way except straight back out again. I have heard of similar doorways before.”

“Yes, yes, me too, now that you mention it.” Wren nodded. “My aunt used to tell me tales. Tales which came to pass after the rise of sin, and how sometimes people would travel these portals as a means of avoiding peril. Many of these doorways, however, fell victim to time, for they’d been forged using nature’s spells; the likes of which are too puissant and volatile for such everyday tasks. And we all know that natural magic chooses its wielder, and it’s seldom the other way around. Funny there should be two of these portals here though, in the core of Briggun’s habitat. Clearly, one is broken. Whereas the other, I can only speculate still works, albeit it leads to a frozen territory where no warm-blooded being could tread.”

Grimly she concluded, “My friends, with no other direction to go, this isn’t looking promising for us at all!”

In the meantime, infuriated, disorientated, and ever more determined to raze his unseen nemesis to bones, Khrum took a running bound headfirst into the mine. Before they knew it he came shooting back out, only to bowl Icrick to the ground, and forcing him to do a tiny parp. Nothing deadly, mind you, but a whiffy one all the same.

“Curse you anyways, Khrum!” Icrick bellowed, rocking side-to-side on his back with the weight of the Symphogram, not unlike an overturned tortoise. “Did you not hear Wren? It’s an enchanted portal. And a faulty one at that! We can’t go this way, you bloody imbecile!”

More and more he complained, disparaging Khrum for how he never pays heed to anything.

“You see those ginormous flappy things on either side of your hollow little head?!” huffed Icrick, flipping himself onto his belly. “Do you? You know what they’re called? Well, Khrum, those are what we normal folk call ears! One uses them as a means of listening to what’s going on about them! I would strongly suggest you use them. Get me? Listen and learn…for once! Just once. Is that too much to ask? Am I being unreasonable? Or has your greasy old beard already clogged them both up?”

Too preoccupied and befuddled by what had just transpired with the tunnel, Khrum dusted his jacket, and answered, “Wha’?”

“Ara, forget about it,” Icrick grouched, then under his breath he put in, “deaf little bugger!”

“Oi!” Khrum returned, snapping his fingers. “I heard that!”

“Did you now? Imagine that. Do me a favour and pinch me fast, because I just can’t believe me own ears now.” the Grogoch retorted in a cutting tone, when it all kicked off into another of their famous hullabaloos.

Baying aloud till blue in the cheeks, Icrick and Khrum delved into an all-out frenzy again. It arose to a bickering of such proportions that even the others had to interject lest it got out of hand. But they just ended up toppling over and banging into each other, making matters worse. Soon everyone was involved, be it peacemaker or quarreller, and they were shouting, and cursing, and tugging at one another trying to get it to stop. Wren was stuck smack-bang in the middle, and, bless her, she was doing her best to calm everybody down. But for some strange reason, she went still. The fighting otherwise continued, yet she stood there, looking at something which clearly had her baffled.

It was Pew.

Rubbing his furry chin in deliberation, oblivious to the goings on about him, he sat, rump on the ground, studying the two passageways. He was deep in thought, with a mystified impression on his face, like he knew he could do something here to help, only he hadn’t quite figured out what yet. Wren left the others to their petty arguing and joined the Poppum, though she took care not to disturb him. Suddenly, Pew stiffened. He’d just been clued in on something. After which he took to rapping upon the shale segments around the arch.

“Hey!” Wren said, beckoning the others. “You lot! Quit your biddy-tiffing and have a gander at this.”

Red-faced, sulky, and a bit dishevelled after their little upsurge, they brought the conflict to an end. They were glad they did when they saw the Poppum go.

Pew, thick with dynamism, had sped into action. He was scaling, lizard-like, all about the arch, investigating the facings of those dark and, once presumed negligible, stones. The main tunnels were of no interest to him here, which was fairly odd, given that they were the main focus to begin with. They, however, played only the role of a dangerous decoy, and it was more so the outer rim which the tiny Poppum was intrigued with.

There was no stopping him. When Pew wasn’t tapping away ever so surgically on those slabs, he was pacing hither and yon, permitting infrequent glances to the mysterious masonry which encircled both mines. He looked so serious and intense. What in heaven’s name was he doing, you may ask? One could but wonder.

Upon feeling a sudden draught, featherlike and bracing, gliding in from the west, Pew spotted a lonely star bolting straight across the black of night. A brilliant, blue star. An astronomical light which looked to have no business in the dreaded skies of the east. Suddenly, with a far-off pop which sounded shortly thereafter, the star exploded into a bright cluster of blue and green dust. Before it vanished from all sight, Pew seized a glint in the corner of his eye. There, mirroring the waning sparks, was the decanter which Thedius had presented to our Icrick. Eureka! That was it. The Poppum somehow knew what to do now. His underlying Artisan instincts had, at last, kicked in. That’s right. Pew, the innocent Poppum, was an Artisan. Yet one could ask if the magnificence of Ebyulán was, in some way, at work here also; lending him a helping hand in this desperate hour.

Pew, now teeming with excitement, grabbed the canteen from William’s pack and, to Icrick’s alarm, started pouring it onto the wet ground. The Grogoch didn’t know what he was up to. Not like the others, who just assumed the Poppum was doing something of use but, also, something they didn’t fully understand.

“I knew it!” wailed the Grogoch, throwing his arms about. “The vole is possessed! Didn’t I say? Didn’t I? I should have known better after I saw him chowing down on the Glog’s eyeballs that time! Look! That’s perfectly good water he’s spilling all over the place. We need that!”

Just as Icrick was about to rescue the flask from the Poppum, both his arms were restrained by Stell and William.

“Not so fast!” the Elf said. “Let’s just see what he does first. We have plenty to drink, so we won’t be dying of dehydration anytime soon. Besides, haven’t you ever wanted to see an Artisan at work?”

In awe, Icrick gasped, “An Ar…” when Stell shushed him with a wink, and smiled. “Who’d have thought, eh? Now, let’s be quiet and watch.”

Instead of soaking into the already drenched earth, the puddle of Ebyulithic water violated every natural law by actually dribbling, in a serpentine motion, toward the tunnels. It then trickled up those shale slabs, thus revealing peculiar-looking watermarks, which more or less resembled musical notes.

This music was an ancient sort which few could interpret, unless, of course, one was of discoverer’s blood. With such blood pumping through his tiny veins, Pew knew how to read this music quite ably. So, in his endearing little voice—that of squeaks and tender whistles—he hummed the opening notes.

It sounded beautiful and relaxing, at first. Yet being in an age-old scale of gypsy minor, it swiftly declined into a heartless tune of a more sombre nature. An ill-disposed wariness followed, such that they crowded in together, like something was about to explode. And they weren’t far wrong.

On completing the melody’s final note, the Poppum found himself backing away too. None of them knew what to expect of this precipice as its whole face, tunnels and all, behaved like something of an image on a canvass. It looked true-to-life and solid, and yet, was supple enough to swell and bend all at once, like it was struggling to contain some catastrophic deluge. Soon the entire wall, forever engorging, looked to be more of liquid than of tough rock.

“What is this?” Wren trembled, and not just from fear, but also from the ground shaking under her. “Is this supposed to be happening? More to the point, what are we supposed to do about it? Hide? Hold? What?!”

“I say we jusht fire the Grogoch at it ‘n’ shcarper.” Khrum suggested, stumbling upon the tilting terrain.

But before the tremor could worsen, the rock face eased to but ripples in a pond. Everything was calm again. Too calm; and just when they thought it was safe to breathe again, that liquescent wall lunged out in a secondary upsurge, forming a formidable and vile bubble of explosive and domineering proportions. Bigger and bigger it distended, when, with a gurgling blast, the precipice swallowed in on itself into an abrupt, spine-chilling silence once more. Nobody wished to brave a look, but they did, and were astounded by what awaited them.

A marbleized stairway, alit with magical, floating candles, meandered down a low crescent gallery, into absolute darkness. There was no denying that these were the steps of a tomb. It was like this place had been cloaked behind the very caves all this time, and had now decided to reveal itself to the world through the Poppum’s ballad. Way through or not, it still felt uninviting, but what other choice did they have?

Clapping his palms with a keen rub, Khrum broke the silence by saying, “Right so! ‘Twas nice knowin’ ye, folks! Some good times we had there. Now, if ye won’t be needin’ me anymore, I think I left some shtew on the boil back home! Besht o’ luck now.”

Off he marched, but William blocked his way and said, “Oh no you don’t!”

“I can do what I bloody-well wish, excuse me!” stated the leprechaun. “An’ what I wish ta do now, is head off. So, if ya please, remove your big shpógs from my path ‘n’ let me be on my way!”

“Fair enough,” the boy said, standing aside, to everyone’s surprise. “Go ahead! I won’t stop you.”

In a mutter which only Khrum could hear, he then added, “But I’m sure the G.L.A. will be very interested to hear about this little act o’ bravery. Should earn you a rank o’ the highest order, I’d imagine. Wouldn’t you say, Khrum?”

The leprechaun could see where he was going with this, and it vexed him so much that he growled with an awful puss, “I’d be a laughin’ shtock, lad! Ya know that. They’d have me out there with those rosy-cheeked, foul-tempered fat wans, shcrapin’ the shkids off the bosses’ undies for them! Not for me, that lark. No, sir! Damn your hide, boy, ya drive a hard bargain!”

William smiled and the grumbling Khrum re-entered their group, with a puss that only got redder and longer.

“C’mon, you!” William said supportively, plonking Khrum onto his shoulder. “You’ll be grand. You’re the bravest one here. Now chin up!”

“Ara, I know I am.” Khrum huffed, doing his utmost to defend his honour. “It was you lot I was worried about. Tryin’ ta lead ye all out o’ here, I was. That’s all! If it were up ta me, I’d already be back in the Grollo, feet up, with Briggun dead; if ye weren’t all here, holdin’ me up.”

“You probably would and all!” the boy replied, granting an honest and consolable smile.

But Khrum knew he couldn’t pull the wool over William’s eyes. For he was scared. He had had enough. He just didn’t want to admit it. Fear just wasn’t in a leprechaun’s nature. Then came the shame. This whole time he’d been acting so cocky and so full sure of himself. Yet now that they’d finally reached the east, with Briggun’s lair mere hours away, he was a thousand times more scared than he ever would’ve thought he could be. This made him sad and, not to much notice, he went quiet.

With thundering hearts—a blood-rushing throb which constrained them from treading another inch—they started down the grim stairway. Pew then gestured at them. They stopped and he let out one last whistle, to which the candles orbited him, turning him into a style of torch.

“That’s very clever, isn’t it?” said Icrick, again stumped by the Poppum’s talents, which then brought him to say, “I’m so sorry for questioning your intent before, Pew. You know I think the world of you. Do you forgive me?”

Pew never took much notice of the Grogoch’s rant to begin with, so there was nothing to forgive. This pleased Icrick. And just as he was about to go off into another of his soppy blatherings, something pricked the top of his ear.

“Ow! What in heavens!” he yelped, when Stell got jab on his shoulder, and then Wren, on her backside.

Soon those darts were hitting them from all angles. It was only when they glanced up could they see, in full congregation, a mass of those ice-pixies, all brandishing tiny little ice-spears which they boundlessly replenished using foul sorcery. They weren’t smiling anymore. Their faces were more evil and ireful.

Spear upon spear they cast. Had those projectiles been any bigger than toothpicks, they might have delivered a dreadful puncture; yet they were but thin and brittle, shattering virtually upon contact. This still didn’t change the fact that they were under attack.

Taking no chances, they ducked and lurched away. Icrick, however, took a direct spear to his nose-wart, and with startling fury he snatched a frying pan from William’s satchel and batted that little pixie so hard that it made a big blue splat on the bottom of it.

“Have that, you little blue-faced git you! That’s for my fly,” he lividly shouted, and before they knew it, he was out playing pixie-tennis with all of them.

“Hay-hay!” he laughed boldly, like a sea-going swashbuckler, clubbing faeries this way and that like there was no tomorrow. “Take that! And that! And have a little piece of that too while you’re at it.”

This cheered Khrum up some, such that he wanted to get involved in the action himself, even if it did just mean spurring Icrick on. He was still a trifle blue, you see, but was slowly coming around.

So with a renewing lease on life, he cried from William’s shoulder, “Good man, Icrick! That’ll show ‘em. Knock their blocks off, ya hairy legend ya!”

He’d finally unearthed some mettle within himself, and they were all egging him on for it.

“That’s it, Icrick!” they hailed. “Give ‘em a piece of your mind.”

Icrick’s frying pan clattered through their masses with brutal force. Suddenly its base, after wearing thin from punishment, fell out of the bottom, leaving the daring Grogoch with an even fiercer looking tool. A tool which he, in fact, kept with him long after this day, for he saw it as a token of good luck; and was the deliverer of a fine sting, too.

It had the look of a sickle to it, in an abstract sort of way, and was about as sharp as one to boot, if not gruesomely saw-toothed. Thrilled with his new blade—his very own trademark weapon—Icrick fought harder and with more style, dyeing the brown earth blue with their blood.

But then, there droned a barely audible hum which hastily loudened. Wreaking a chilling panic down upon them, a thunderhead inked black by its numbers drove down over them from above. More pixies. A thousand times more. They had, I suppose, akin to a wasp, smelled their dead, and so came rushing in for vengeance.

Gathering up into a swirling mist, they then dove in for attack. Icrick’s allies attacked back. A roaring skirmish kicked off and, within the snap of a finger, everyone was hacking, slashing, and even punching whomever or whatever dared get in their face.

Brawl as they might, they were still ridiculously outmanned. They had no choice but to retreat back inside the tomb, when a most curious thing transpired.

Wren’s heel had only just inched over the tomb’s threshold, when every last pixie halted. They hovered in mid-air, regarding it with breathless anxiety, undecided of whether to pursue or wait. Something in that place, a presence, maybe, scared the living wits out of them.

They waited a short while longer, before finally giving up. Our friends were free to carry on again, but this sudden retreat on the pixie’s part didn’t grant much hope for their road forthcoming.

* * *

Down there they found themselves at the mouth of a wet and fusty corridor, known as a cryptoporticus. Even in their heights of dread, the collected the courage to slink down it, all the while their eyes played tricks on them. Or so they believed. Their very shadows, from what they could tell, were behaving very differently than normal; than themselves. A trick of the candlelight? Possible. Though they really didn’t believe so. For those grim silhouettes followed their steps in a crippled state; dragging their heels, humped, hobbling, nothing at all like their counterparts. Furthermore, they could’ve sworn they heard them conversing, time and again, in dark, hissing tongues; whispering, scheming. And whenever they tried to catch them out, the shadows would quickly return to normal with blinking haste. Nevertheless, they weren’t convinced. These shadows, they knew, were in some manner bewitched, and whilst they might not have witnessed it, straight out, they were very aware that something was up when their backs were turned, so they stayed on the ready.

An hour or so later, they stopped seeing those things, and had finally reached the end of the corridor. One big double-door awaited them, with a pentagram etched onto it. An upended pentagram. An insignia which, in various cultures, is said to symbolize the underworld’s fetid ruler. It looked not to have been opened in many a year. A film of grime draped across it. A soft mould had burgeoned into layers, welding the large wooden bolt to the main panel. Above this doorway, chiselled into a worn stone frame, was the head of a guillotined goat. Again, a mockery of everything they stood for. Their stomachs tightened in abhorrence.

The Pooka’s sheer malevolence was in a class all of its own, and this was no faerie-tale anymore. In William’s stories, the unlawful were cruel and bloodthirsty, naturally, and yet none of them could compete with the wickedness of Briggun. Drevol was, beyond dispute, the most evil, sick, and frightening foe he had ever come to know.

They weren’t the only living things who loitered there, either. For, what they first believed to be Pew, turned out to be more of an unsettling squeal. A sickly noise, but incessant. When they searched by their feet they saw, scampering along the edges of the walls, some gangling rats, whose balding flesh was peeling with red lesions. Their piercing eyes lit up like pinpricks of sharp chartreuse through the gloom. Even those fetid vermin of filth, who were known for thriving upon death and disease, could not be spared the sin that overshadowed that place. Their appearance said it all. But they kept pretty much to themselves, so it wasn’t too bad.

Stell split that mildewed seal with a soft crunch, then snapped the large bolt back. With a sustained, chilling squeak, the door halved and opened in harmony to an elusive snarl, not too far off. It forced them to their blades, but had already dissipated. A moment they waited, to make sure, but it was gone. Stifled by chilling nothingness. And probably never to be heard from again.

They were at the threshold of a cold vault now, and what they saw within was not very nice. For one of them, in particular.

Strewn around this low, groin vault were mounds and masses of blessed artefacts. The whole scene bore likeness to a profane quarantine. Varieties of crucifixes, large and little, had been tossed about recklessly. Sacred paintings, hanging crookedly, had been shredded and marred. Pendants and rosary beads were mounded waist-high in every nook, alongside stacks of Bibles and sacred parchments. And chalices, dented from ill-treatment, were laying in a scattered mess upon the floor. Then they noticed the statues.

Several sculptures, some daubed in darkness, were propped up against the walls with not much care. Owing to their broken bases, it was clear that they’d been pried from their original standing places, then brought here to this terrible tomb. But ‘twas their faces which froze our heroes where they stood. Their eyes, more so; those enflamed eyes, with pupils no bigger than peppercorns for the dread which was behind them. No one, irrespective of whatever dreadfulness they were made brave, throughout whatever hardships or whatever nightmares, could envisage mockeries so ghastly. Even young William, sceptic that he was, did not know what to say. It was almost as if, after witnessing the outright contempt that was shown for their God and His precious ornaments, these effigies of good saints, druids, and priestesses had been mortified into paralysis by the very sight. The shocked stares had somehow stayed on their faces, and would never come undone. And with so many of them around, it was difficult to ignore the distinct and eerie sensation of being watched.

William wasn’t completely offended by this, but he did find it quite unnecessary, and he could therefore understand why one would feel slighted by it. Whereas Wren was finding it the most trying. Her breathing was fast, and after grabbing William’s hand for comfort, she started squeezing unknowingly. It was only when he asked if she was all right did she loosen her grip, but she looked as wound up as ever.

Centring the vault, to their left, was a sarcophagus encircled by more of those floating candles. Pew’s light was of little use anymore, so his candles re-joined their kith beside the sarcophagus. Pew decided to follow, unruffled by his whereabouts. The others went after him. They didn’t want him running off by himself, should he happen by trouble. He didn’t know any better, really, being a simple thing at heart.

A small slope of even more holy trinkets poured from the open side of that coffin. By that stage, they were racking their brains, trying to understand the meaning behind all of this, when Stell spoke out, with his awareness far, far away.

“He intends to bury all that is good,” he realised. “That’s the explanation behind all of this. I see no bodies. No bones. Just our blessed objects dumped in a crypt. A crypt that is guarded behind symbols of evil, no less. I have heard talk of this place once. But I never thought I would actually see it first-hand. The great wide world that Lythiann is, and I end up stumbling upon this unholy lair.”

Intrigued but horrified, the others listened on.

“The Pooka’s perpetual servants, the ones who remain loyal beyond the power of the eclipse—Ahueé, Demons, Gremlins, Wraiths…lackeys—donate to this professed shrine anytime they pass through on their way to his lair. As a token of his cause, as it were. The cause of divesting this land of all good. Be it plundering hallowed ruins, or even fabricating holy relics of their own for the sole reason of defacing them again, they have always made it customary to leave a little something behind for him. And over the years, it has built up to this.”

“Just sacred objects,” Wren asked, and although she behaved a mite less flustered than before, her emptiness was actually beset with animosity, “or would any token do? I mean, is it absolutely necessary for them to do this? To gloat? To add insult to injury? The whole of Lythiann has already fled in fear. Hiding, if not already dead. What could Briggun possibly have to gain by doing this, too?!”

“You already know the answer to that, Wren,” Icrick replied, who had a very sad way about him. “No doubt they bring him other things as well. Staple and wine, perhaps, when they can get it. But this? This…well…this is just to prove to their lord that they can be just as dark as he needs them to be.”

Wren was so nauseated, that she averted her eyes and wept.

First those bodies on the trees, and now this. None of them were expecting her to snap the way she did, and when it happened, they weren’t really sure how to handle it. She was like a different person, in a seething rage, shouting, crying, and gripping her hair as if to tear it from its roots. That’s when Icrick approached her.

He was about to advise her, when, with the trails of her tears augmenting behind that feverish fury in her cheeks, she pushed him away and screamed, “No! Not this. He can’t. He has no right!”

Startled by her upsurge, they recoiled even more. Whatever could they do or say to calm her, considering how beyond pity she looked to be? She hurtled around the tomb, gathering armfuls of beads and crucifixes in an effort to liberate them from this cruel place.

“What are you just standing there for?” she snapped and sobbed. “Help me!”

They watched her, hesitantly, pitifully. They didn’t know if they should take part, or try to ease her pain. Hoping his participation would wheedle her into seeing this for the irrational conduct it was, Icrick got to work on the plunder in the coffin. As for the others, they knew that they couldn’t carry all of these ill-gotten gains to safety. I mean, what were they going to do? Stuff their pockets and sacks, slow themselves down, and end up failing their mission? That idea certainly had a sense of romance to it, but it would only bring about more harm than help.

Alas, they stood where they were, in sympathy, in the hope that she’d just get it out of her system and then stop of her own accord. She did no such thing.

Enough was enough. Stell decided it was his turn to approach. She’d taken a break to catch her breath, and was weeping into a small dune of prayer books and cleric’s linens.

“There-there. It will be all right, my sweet Rose,” he whispered, caressing her hair. “Everything will be fine. It may be so—that what we see in this tomb is very disturbing—but there is nothing we can really do about it now. Fulfilling our quest is what we need to do. And that alone will prove more to our God than rescuing an entire sea of His treasures. It is our duty to bring down the one who did all of this in the first place, not to clean up after the things he’s already done; when it’s too late. That can be done after we do our part. For now, alas, we need to let it go. You understand? We need to forget this place.”

Wren already knew this. She knew that she couldn’t save every little artefact in that tomb. She was just so outraged by everything that she reacted without thought.

“I suppose you’re right. I don’t know what came over me,” she sniffled.

“You were just angry is all, my flower. You needed to let it out. Not to worry,” the Elf smiled, in his own kindly way.

Meanwhile, Icrick’s bristly legs were sticking up out of the sarcophagus, kicking madly. He was trapped. This was enough to make Wren smile, but that’s about all. She apologized for her behaviour, nonetheless, then to Icrick later on, who held no grudge whatsoever. Lord knows, he’d thrown a few tantrums of his own in his time.

In any event, Icrick struggled away and was doddering on the verge of hysteria again, so William grabbed his feet and, in pressing down on them like two grimy levers, hoisted him free.

“Holy Jehovah!” the Grogoch panted, with a bunch of necklaces dangling from his schnozzle. “Thought I was never going to get free of that thing. Not pretty, I say. Not pretty at all; being stuck in a coffin with your backside hanging out, when it’s not your time. Most embarrassing! Aha, William. Just the lad.”

“What…?” William replied, shadily.

The Grogoch took a quick look around.

Everyone else preoccupied with Wren, so he handed the boy a small piece of parchment, and whispered, “You’ll never guess what I found. Here! Have a look. Go on!”

William, taking the parchment, unfolded one corner… then another.

He was just about to unfold the last, when a vicious scream emptied the quietude. Cramming the parchment into his sporran without thinking, William liberated Thérn, and in one deft motion, it flurried into a dead halt, aiming itself at a nearby pillar, as a pointer would do when tracking.

Behind the shade of this pillar (which was situated in a corner that they had not yet noticed) was a void in the floor. It wasn’t terribly wide, and yet it dropped so far into emptiness that one would pass away from old age long before hitting its end. An unsettling scratching could be heard down there; at times loudening, before going quiet again. It put a shiver through their bones, and they hoped that they wouldn’t come across whatever was responsible. On the far side of this crevice was a small, square drawbridge, half-opened, with its golden gate designed with convoluted details of vast quantities. Very pretty, but its location suggested it was a far cry from friendly.

“Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” exclaimed Icrick, surprised to see such splendour on the outskirts of Briggun’s haunt.

“He-he! Ya bloody-well could be ya know, the cut o’ ya!” Khrum tittered, salvaging a little of his humour.

He couldn’t refuse such an obvious ribbing. The Grogoch might, normally, have challenged his remark, but Khrum needed some perking, so he gave him that one.

With this being the only way to go, they unwound a heavy crank (which Wren found at the rear of the pillar) and withdrew from that dreaded tomb, to find themselves in a hall much more foreboding.


- Chapter Fifteen -

Courage from Blood

They crossed the drawbridge. And after passing through a pitch-black tunnel into light, they soon realised that they were deeper underground, mere feet beneath the roof of a great, domed cavern, which was again riddled with chain meshes, iron sheets, murky shafts, and crumbling stones. A portion of that fiery stream was dissecting, too, from one corner of this cavern, right up to the far end. It then disappeared into another slight channel in the opposite wall.

They secretly surveyed their whereabouts from an outcropping, behind a large boulder. A steep stair twisted its way down to the very bottom from there. This could not be used. Not by them, at any rate. For they’d entered what became known as ‘The Goblin’s Keep.’ A Goblin-infested place where, from here on in, they’d need to sneak as often as possible. Doorways and stairs were of no use there. Not with those ferocious animals watching all corners.

While they were high enough to survey without being seen, they remained low enough so as to be heard had they uttered loudly. Ahead of them, running from one side of the dome’s edge to the next, were some stone girders, which met with a sort of exposed fissure on the opposing side. This crack had the potential to guide them out of that horrible place and away from those Goblins below. Hundreds of the blighters. The sandstorms had obviously come early that year.

Goblins. Surly, revolting creatures, all clad in hairy knots and scum. They were of human, in feature, except for their overly-defined brows, flat snouts, and sharkish teeth. Stretching past their humped shoulders, their elongated heads were always poised low, as if set to spring; which they often did when a nice snack came lumbering by. They hunted in packs, too. Hence no animal, no matter how formidable, would stand a chance when facing full numbers.

Goblins generally scoured on foot, as any of us would do. And yet, if they ever needed to move at speed, they’d simply plunge to all fours and dash along as fast as wild wolves. Another useful trick was their ability to scale like flies. That way the Goblins could keep an eye on things from above, without being discovered; slithering about in the heights of darkness.

.

They had no use for weaponry. It was mostly their brute strength and strangling tails that came into action. But they did have a defence mechanism, should they require it. The Goblin males came equipped with deadly barbs. When needed, they’d shake their backs like dogs in the rain, spraying out thousands of urticating hairs. These stiff strands would fly like toxic darts, on all sides, thereby killing any nearby target. Vile vermin, the Goblins of the east; who uttered in just growls and slavers, an ill-omened form of animal tongue.

Hordes of these disgusting villains were there within, all snaking ‘round and up to no good. Some slept. Others lazily wandered, mooching in nooks and shadows. Some sat in hollows, gnawing on old bones, and others fought amongst themselves for no particular reason. This lair was named so by the runaways of Lythiann during the dark ages. The term ‘Keep’ even made the creatures sound somewhat civilized; summoning to mind a castle or perhaps even a palace. But I can assure you, they were not civilized. Not by a mighty mile. The only reason it was branded The Goblin’s Keep was because that was where they came to slumber and feed during the sandstorms, nothing more. The original miners, and forgers, of those caves would have turned in their graves had they only seen what had become of them. Sadly, ever since their lives had been shortened by the powers that be, it was kept as home by the more dangerous creatures of the realm, and there was nothing they could do to stop it.

Stell’s worst nightmare had come true when he spied their presence. In a dither, he flung his back to the wall, panting fast, with his forehead glittering with freezing sweat.

“I-I-I-I…” he babbled, not knowing what to do with himself, or what to say.

“Stell…” William muttered, but the Elf was too wound up to say anything.

“Stell!” the boy said again, this time louder, but not loud enough to disclose their position.

Cutting the lines from his mind-numbing terrors, Stell glared at him and asked, as if after being lured from a frightful reality, “W-William? How may I be of service, dear chap?”

The boy continued, “Not to worry you any more than you already are…but…this beam…it looks fairly weak. I’d doubt it was built to support the likes of us. They’re more of a wall support, I’d say. Either way, we’re going to have to cross it one at a time, and take our time doing it, too. What we’ll do is this: I’ll go first, to test it. Then, if it’s safe, I’ll signal, and you follow, and so on. Don’t worry, we’ll be on the other side in no time! Where there won’t be sight nor sound of another stinking Goblin.”

“Not for a while, anyways.” Icrick blurted out, not thinking.

There was no point in beating around the bush, so William shrugged, “Well, yeah…for a while…probably. So what? What do you care? You’re Ewval’s son, remember. Besides, by the time we see another Goblin—if we see another Goblin—we’ll already have Redmun back, and they won’t stand a chance. So, what do you say? Give it a try?”

“No, William.” Stell refused, bringing them all down.

William asked what he meant; asking in a confused, albeit timid air, when Stell replied, “I shall go first! I insist! I-I have to get past this. I have to try.”

A courageous bid indeed, but Stell was still petrified. That much was obvious. William, mindful of this, urged him to reconsider, but it only made Stell insist further, so he left him to it.

The Elf took a deep breath, and slid one foot out to test the dusty girder. Everyone went so still, such that all that filled the silence were Stell’s trembling gasps and the gruntings from beneath.

“STELL!” Khrum shrieked, almost giving the Elf a coronary seizure. Luckily, the Goblins did not hear, as it was covered by an unholy grunt from two fighting fiends below.

Outright flustered, he bounded back behind cover again.

“What?” he sneered, and good gracious, was he livid.

“Heeey, take it easy!” Khrum sulked defensively, attempting to ease the Elf down with his hands. “If you’re goin’ ta carry on shnappin’ like that, ya can forget I said anythin’! Shtill…ya might want ta keep a close eye on those other lads over there. But I’m sure ye’ve already spotted them; considerin’ how on-top o’ things ya already are.”

It turns out that there was a long window beneath a ridge across the way, to their right. Its lamp-lit insides gave life to a very deep room. An armoury; wherein four Ahueé guards were labouring hard.

Aside from the fact that the Hobgoblins (or Ahueé, as they are known) appeared less of beast and more of human, they remained closely related to the regular Goblins. Cousins, incidentally. Unless of a higher status, whereby they were able to speak and command, their utterance was otherwise uneducated, and more grisly than sensible. Yet, dissimilar to the Goblins, they remained far more intellectual; possessing extensive knowledge of both blacksmithing and trap-making. They had an especial fondness for making snared out of rusty parts. If you’ve ever cut yourself on something rusty, you’ll understand why. All contaminated and downright sore.

Not known for galloping like their kin, these mutilated fiends, instead, staggered from place to place, looking very crooked as they did so, being the inbred filth that they were. Their bumpy skin was powdery and thin, but not often beheld beneath their long, slack robes, as black as starless night; and pelts with thick slates of leather armour.

A devastating weapon, so complex and huge that it made them cower and tremble, was fixed upon the window’s ledge, in the precise centre. A giant crossbow, loaded with a cylinder of two dozen arrows or more. On either side of it, two cranks were affixed. One to pivot and aim the weapon itself—a slow process, yet treacherous in the end. Then the other to trigger multiple shots with fleeting succession. Two more preloaded cylinders were standing upright next to the contraption, ready and waiting. A merciless piece of equipment, indeed. Likely constructed in that very ironworks, it was now guarding this keep from any intruders. Orders from a higher source, I’d expect. A High Lord Ahueé, I would imagine. Orders to protect those foul vermin, so in return, they could protect their Overlord during the eclipse. Not that Briggun needed it, being the all-powerful Pooka. They were just overly protective. It made them appear more loyal, and often foes fought for his notice. But Briggun cared for no one but himself.

Stell backed nervously away from the opening to request a huddle.

“There are four Ahueé in that armoury,” he said, shaking. “I can thank Khrum for his eyes on that one. Be advised, we need to stay sharp. No foolish decisions here! So…William…when you lead us out there, be sure to move fast yet quietly, as I will be right behind you, and I wish to get out of here as quickly as possible!”

Slightly confused, the lad asked, “So…now I’m going first?”

Stell smiled a silent plea, which said enough. William, who was glad to take the burden off his hands, crept out onto the girder.

The first step felt stable enough. He edged out a little further. Stell was close behind him; then Wren; Icrick; Khrum; and last of all, the Poppum, who was at the rear. Being a rather long haul to the other side, they treaded cautiously, making not a peep. But how often have things gone smoothly for our heroes, really?

William approached a section in the girder where the base was at its weakest. And as he shifted his weight along, it cracked, just barely, but enough to send a light sprinkling of dust down upon the nose of an elderly Goblin who was sleeping far beneath. Exhibiting reflexes impeccable for his age, he shot up, looking all about him and gnashing his teeth at Goblins close by, who yelped, then bolted, leaving this grumpy old Goblin to his rest.

He perused the cave one last time, suspiciously, then went back to resting on his warm stone.

Relief surmounted them; until the fault shifted another notch, thus dusting that very same Goblin a second time. In a convulsion of rage, he peered up and spotted them. Their eyes locked and the Goblin displayed his intent with a most stabbing fix. He howled ferociously, alerting the Ahueé guards who then homed in on their position in a flash. Whereas every other Goblin was so rabid with hunger that they were snarling, barking, and taking to the walls to hunt.

One of the Ahueé sprung into the seat of the siege-bow to turn the crank in their direction. Meanwhile, the remaining three had primed their bows and began firing. They weren’t very accurate, being Hobgoblins. However, with the amount of arrows being flown, it wouldn’t have been very long before one of them had managed to squeeze out one lucky shot.

Ducking, weaving, and skidding, our courageous friends upped and tore across the beam like their lives depended on it…which in this case, did. I wish I could say that their troubles did not worsen, only I cannot. For the hub of that girder near its wilted point, crumbled, and before they could fathom the goings on, it was already collapsing under their heels. Enormous clumps of stone smashed onto the ground below (fortunately crushing some Goblins in the process) whilst our heroes ran with terror staying their faces.

The crevice on other side wasn’t all that far away, yet it wasn’t nearly close enough. Khrum, bearing the littlest legs of all, was struggling to follow last. While he kept his focus on that nearing fissure, he nonetheless felt the girder melting away under his little black shoes like parched sand. Soon enough, he felt as if he wasn’t running on anything at all, and for a second or two, he wasn’t. It was his momentum and sheer panic that kept him up. But Icrick was there to help, and he swept the leprechaun up in just enough time to dive for the sanctum of that fissure. William yelled at them to jump, and all at once, they made one fervid bound for the shelf.

What happened next, you ask? Well, they almost made it.

In what could only be deemed an exercise in resilience, William was there, dangling from the ledge by the very tips of his sweaty fingers. ‘That doesn’t sound too bad,’ you may well say. It will, however, when I tell you that, wrapped tightly around his waist…was the Elf. After that, Wren was hugging onto Stell’s left leg. Then Icrick was hanging off Wren’s waist. Last, but not least, Khrum was dangling from Icrick’s toe, with the Symphogram clinging to the buckle of his right shoe. It must’ve slipped right off Icrick’s back during the escape. Those straps were a tad flimsy. On top of that, I’ll ask you to add a few dozen pounds of extra luggage into the equation. Now what do you think? ‘Poor William,’ you say? I couldn’t agree more.

“Careful!” the leprechaun panicked, afraid to blink, lest William’s dear fate should crash into a hundred pieces on the ground below. “The blashted Symphogram is hangin’ off me brogue! No sudden movements.”

If they could’ve bided their time, they would have. But not only did William’s arms feel like they were going to pop from their sockets like a couple of well-roasted drumsticks, but an endless storm of arrows were clattering against the walls around them. Startling more so, was that confounded siege-bow, and how it had almost locked onto them.

“Khrum!” Icrick sobbed. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but we’re kind of under attack here! Just lift up your foot and take the Symphogram in your hands. It’s not all that heavy.”

Khrum answered caustically, “Hmmm, take it in my hands, ya say? Good plan, Icrick. Good plan indeed! But…pray tell…what the hell am I supposed ta hold onta when I’m busy holdin’ onta the friggin’ Symphogram? Tell me that! Ha?”

“Oh.” gulped Icrick.

“Yeah…Oh!”

“Um, maybe you could use one hand then, Khrum? Hmmm?” William suggested politely, clearly in terrible pain.

The leprechaun then remarked in a way which none could believe.

“But it’s massive. It’ll hurt my wee arms!” moped he.

Of all the things to say, when William was hanging on for all of them.

“Khrum!” the lad barked, clenching his teeth, yet relaxing his manner enough to coolly say, “I sympathize with your arms. Honestly! I can’t even begin to imagine how painful it must sound to you. But…please…just grip on tightly with one hand. Then take the Symphogram in the other, and throw it up to Icrick. After that…climb up. It’s that simple! You follow behind him, Icrick. Then the rest o’ you climb up when he reaches the top. Because, I’ll tell ye now….there’s no way in a month o’ Sundays I can pull everyone up all on my own, much less hold on here for another five minutes while we go on bloody chatting about it!”

“Graaand!” Khrum sighed, almost put out by it.

It turns out the Symphogram wasn’t as heavy as he’d imagined it to be, so he handed it up to Icrick and clambered up. The others weren’t far behind. About time, too, as, with ruthless velocity, that siege-bow commenced in catapulting spear-sized arrows straight at them. Those releases were so prevailing that some of them even drove into the precipice around them, as of darts near a bull’s-eye.

Not out of danger yet, William was the last to ascend. Utilizing some of those lodged arrows as opportune footholds, and with some help from his friends, he found the top. Many arrows came close to hitting him then. So close, in fact, that he felt their draught whizzing by his ears. Yet no hit was prosperous, for which William was thankful.

They claimed the protection of that long-awaited crevice inside the sunken rim of a concave. Any such arrow which flew at them in the meantime simply bounded off its exterior and plummeted down to terra firma. They were finally out of danger’s wake.

“Jolly good work, my friends.” said Stell, who was now able to breathe again. “It shan’t take those Goblins long to figure out our path, though, so let’s get a good head start while we can!”

The Elf was about to bolt, when, making a search by his feet, William suddenly stated, “Hang on! Where’s Pew?”

He was nowhere to be seen. They feared the worst. Fearing that he must’ve fallen to his doom along with that old beam.

“Look! Back the way!” Khrum then yelled, putting their hearts across them.

He was pointing to the far side of the cave, and at the top of the stairway, trembling behind a boulder, was the shivering crown of Pew’s little head. But the walkway had been demolished, leaving them with no way back; unless they fancied a leisurely stroll through a festering pit of ravenous Goblins.

“He must have gotten frightened when the bridge fell away, so he scuttled back to safety.” Wren said, biting her nails with dread. “Oh, the poor little thing! What are we to do now? We can’t just leave him.”

A traumatic pickle it was, and they didn’t need to be told so. Then in place of evoking anything productive, a needless argument erupted, with them quarrelling over one another…demanding that something be done…who was to do it….and whose fault it was in the first place.

I need hardly note that the Goblins were quick on the move, scaling skywards on both sides with great power, as well as creeping up the stairway to Pew.

“Stell!” the Grogoch pleaded. “You’re always good for a plan. You won’t let us down, will you? What should we do?”

Beg as he might, no good would come of it. The Elf was so frightened of those Goblins that he was incapable of any worthy deliberation.

All hot and bothered, he bleated, “I don’t know, Icrick. I can’t think. I don’t know what to do! There are too many Goblins down there. Too many, I tell you! And what can I do against Goblins? Me? If only my brothers were here. They’d know what to do.”

So infuriated by not only another bout of his negativity, but an untimely one at that, Wren snarled, “Shut up! Just spare us your self-pity! We’ve heard it all before.”

Something of a harsh approach, they felt. Particularly when he’d been so nice to her back in the tomb. And this was no time to argue.

Stell was about to craft more excuses, but Wren wasn’t having it.

“No!” she stated, confronting him with a solicitous rage. “I don’t want to hear it. Instead, I put this to you. Who saved us from Erfor, Stell? Who?”

Putting his hand up shyly, Icrick said, “Um…Wren…I don’ believe this is the best time for…” when she closed his trap for him with a ‘Quiet you!’ sort of stare.

“Well? Who was it, Stell?” she yelled again.

Somewhat frustrated for being reprimanded, when he couldn’t help his upset, the Elf shouted back, “Your dragon! It was your dragon who saved us.”

“Wrong!” she snapped, bullying him back. “He may have destroyed Erfor, but who saved Jimzin? Who risked his own hide for him?”

Nearly afraid to confess it, Stell answered, “M…Me.”

“Correct! And who cast those two arrows into Sidell, one of the most feared beings on this land? Who did that, eh?”

“M…Me…again.”

“And who’s stuck by us of his own accord, all this time, through thick and thin, when all we’d asked him for was his opinion? Who, Stell?”

“Me.” he answered again, quieting further.

“Yes! You! You, Stell!” she claimed, yearning for him to see just how valiant he truly was. “Fine, your brothers may have been magnificent warriors in their day, but they are not here now. You are. God knows where they are right now. Off getting inebriated in a ditch someplace. And whether you realise it or not, Stell, you actually have your father’s courage, too. And I would rather have one Stell Crimpleton here with us now, than a hundred other famed Elven warriors. Ewval included!”

Then, lightening her tone, she smiled. “We just want you, Stell. That’s all. And it’s okay to be scared sometimes. Because, if you’re not scared, then you’re not afraid of loss. You’re not afraid of loss, then that means you never had anything to begin with. But you have us. Me, Icrick, William, the leprechaun…and the Poppum, too. So don’t give up on us. Please?”

Stell searched deep within himself and could actually see her point. Indeed, he was brave. Indeed he was a warrior. He was just too preoccupied with wondering about it that he remained blind to how courageous he really was.

“I am my father’s son!” he replied, sheltering a newfound strength. “I do have his courage; his strength! Don’t I?”

“Indubitably!” she claimed; the others were inclined to agree. “But it’s no surprise to us, for we’ve always known this. And it’s high time you realised it, too. Now! Our poor Pew is probably wetting himself over there, so let us all put our heads together and conduct some manner of plan to save him, yes?”

They thronged together to discuss their strategy. Little did they know, they were a man short. A lone wolf was in their pack now, and he was devising a little plan of his own.

Stell was probing the vast hall, assessing all options; thinking clearer. He noticed how some of the arrows were changing their direction; flying instead by way of the Poppum, with some coming dangerously close to hitting him. Almost in scent’s reach of him too were those climbing Goblins. But Stell had a plan.

With fresh fluidity in his form, he released his spear with a sharp, slicing chime.

Wren turned and asked, “Um…S-Stell? What are you doing?”

“Too long have I questioned this blood which runs through my veins. Too long has fear conquered the heart which had once cherished, so fondly, my sweet sister. Now is the time for me to take back what is mine. To reclaim my honour. To reclaim my heart. No longer will fear have a place inside me to hide. For I, too, am Ewval’s son, and now is the hour for me to honour it, and to win back her vengeance!”

‘Twas a new Stell Crimpleton they saw before them, and their hearts fluttered.

Arrows went cutting through the air. Goblins were crawling up fast from below. And that monstrous bow continued to fire bolt after deadly bolt. The cave was under siege, making rescue of the Poppum seem utterly unachievable. But this wasn’t going to stop our Stell.

To his right, he found a length of chain, fairly rusted. It’d been bolted, right the way up, to the very midpoint of the dome above. Stell, quick on his wits, slashed it like a vine and yanked it clean from all but the last few pins. He then wrapped it around his waist in a stiff knot and waited by the ledge for the precise moment.

Goblin snarls were heard, as if but metres away. Their dirty stench was all the more potent. Their veins thumped harder the nearer they got. William was out front, his sword held aloft. Stell, however, stayed hidden by the edge.

His gaze was glued to every diminutive movement of that siege-bow, devoting the same amount of application as a stalking eagle. All other sounds were distorted behind his concentration.

Studying it, he waited, while eagerly whispering to himself, “Come on! Reload. Reload!”

That ‘precise moment’ he lusted for felt like it would never come. Meanwhile, the Poppum was across the way, curled up in a ball, with showers of arrows flying in at him, sometimes bouncing off the rocks and into where he was hiding.

But then, Stell’s long-awaited moment had finally dawned. The machine’s last arrow had flown, and the Ahueé were prepping the next cylinder.

Bounding to his feet, the Elf broke into a charge, heading straight for the edge of the lip. Then, with a heroic cry, he leapt boldly into the air when the chain caught him with a tight twang and swung him round by the far wall like a human pendulum. Three Ahueé saw this and readied their own bows, but Stell’s bow was ready first. He released one arrow—head shot. Quickly, he released a second—between the eyes. He was on the verge of firing a third, when dust broke and another pin dislodged from above, dropping Stell half a foot in mid-swing, making him miss the shot completely. None of his fellow friends could stand to watch. Their hands covered their faces; their eyes barely peeping out. But the chain held strong; swinging him over to the far ledge at a most blazing speed.

The winds flamed by him. Closer and closer he sailed, every second focusing on his approach. It had to be perfect, or else it wouldn’t work. Then, as the ledge passed beneath him, Stell hopped and skipped across it on his toes, never stopping. Ducking low through a hail of coming arrows, he scooped up the Poppum and swung off the other side; all in one seamless movement. Almost faint from the excitement, they all cheered him on from the other side. What a rescue. But he wasn’t done yet, and the final archer was already re-aiming.

Stell bared the shimmering edge of his brilliant spear and, in swooping past the Ahueé, he swiped his head off with one burning thrust, only to have it trundle down into the Goblin lair where they all fought for this fresh meat. Stell then cut himself free of his trusty line and landed safely beside Icrick with a sprightly roll. Both he and Pew were unhurt. Of course, the Poppum was wriggling around happily in Stell’s arms trying to lick his cheek, as he was most grateful for what he’d done for him. Stell was vastly thankful, too. For without his companions, he would never would’ve been able to confront those Goblins.

They were all congratulating him on this fine display when they were hushed by the occurrence of something the Elf did not intend. Alit with some curious sense of luck, the ceiling simply decided to crack like a chocolate egg on a hot day. And so it was that the entire top of the cavern opened up to the black rainstorm outside, to then crumble down on top of the Goblins below. A glorious spectacle. But at risk of getting crushed themselves, our friends were forced to flee.

In through the crevice they crammed, to where all light was hidden and a mighty gust blew across their faces. Were they falling? No, sliding. It was too dark to see where they were sliding to. But after a tumble or two, and a few knocks and grazes, they eventually slowed at the slide’s end. A faint bloom of plum-tinted light lit some of the darkness down there. It shone from a huge drop below.

Once they’d halted, and all deposits of debris had passed them by, they shuffled to the ledge. This was the last place they expected to be; not to mention one of the last places they actually wanted to be.

“Oh, bless my soul!” gasped Icrick, his face shining slate-blue by the hovering light. “Where in the name…?!”

They were looking down into what appeared to be a tunnel, or an underground tower of sorts. Accommodating no levels (save for a slight mantle, way down, which actually led nowhere) this circular chamber of mud and brick may not have been very wide, wall to wall, but in stature it buried far underground, to the very slight tell of yellow-lit cobbles at its end. Many torches of purple fire were winding down from ceiling to floor; coiling down, down, downwards like a helter-skelter.

The drop made William so dizzy that he had to sit back and catch his breath. As for Icrick…well…he barely took one peek and was already baking in sweat as he tried clawing his way back up the slide. He wasn’t making very good progress, however, so he just gave up and plodded back with a slouch.

Lots of tiny black shapes fluttered around down there; guarding a gate. Birds of night feather. Those same dark birds which chased the swallows all those centuries ago. And like the Goblins, this was their meeting place—the catacombs of Unú—whose own iron gate would certainly have been a way out for them, had it not been too dangerous to try. They needed to find some other way out of those godforsaken dungeons.

Directly across from their position began an upright thread of large windows, glassless, with the topmost leading onto some other manner of upper level. A slim channel. A back alley, I’d even say, alit by that same flickering thread from before. Chances are, this way could escort them back onto their path again. Stell, taking a minute to mull over their options, seeing as he now felt competent to lead again, went to test the sturdiness of the bricks. Shimmying seemed the only route across.

Suddenly, a filthy skeleton lunged out at him from inside the wall, crying no words save for that of a mute-like, hair-raising wail. No sooner had Stell stumbled back than the demon was already back behind the bricks like it was never there. It was hardly surprising, to find more corpses in those walls, for Lór had been built on dead remains ever since Drevol took over.

They inspected their whereabouts a bit more, and noticed how some of the bricks, if not most, had vague impressions on them. Those of skulls, with nasty grins and black, lifeless eyes, which watched all goings on, in readiness to lunge again. What they did not yet realise was that the remains of Unú belonged to evil necromancers who had once prowled this ancient realm after the great flee.

Tales were told of how, once an evil necromancer died, whether it was natural or not, that their bones would rot into the black soils to then find their way back to the catacombs of Unú, where they would rest eternal.

Wren recalled this same account, and she exclaimed, almost elatedly, “I’ve heard of this place! Percy told me about it one night during dinner; about these old catacombs, and how they’ve lodged the souls of all who were once deemed evil upon these lands. If we are victorious in our endeavour…and Drevol dies…then this will be the grave for him.”

William could made sense of Stell’s remark now; regarding Sidell’s remains and if they’d find their way to the catacombs. It made his hairs tingle to think that he was surrounded by such malice and, as it were, malicious beings who weren’t entirely dead, either; instead pouncing out at people like spring-snakes, and scaring them half to death. He then noticed Khrum, and how he looked to have other things on his mind.

Half-squinting, with his right ear cocked to the air, he was listening. He had a look to say that he was fiercely irritated, like he was itching to get to the bottom of something. Something other than the end of that pit.

So, when asked what the matter was, he grouched, “What in blazes is that noise?! It’s that same noise we heard earlier. Remember? Back in the tomb that time. What ‘n’ the hell is it? It’s really shtartin’ ta bug me.”

In fairness, it was dreadfully unsettling. It sounded like vast numbers of tiny claw-like fingers were scratching behind the walls. Unnervingly it uttered, and what made it ever more disheartening was the fact that nobody knew what it was.

“Could be any amount o’ things, I’d say,” William guessed, watching the walls closely. “This place looks run-down…so it could be that, too. The wind and that. You know, like what people say when you first step inside a creaky old house. It doesn’t half play tricks on you, though. Sounds almost like thousands o’ creatures are scraping away with their nails, trying to get out. Or else maybe it’s the skeletons that are doing it, and they’re trying to get free.”

He then paused to deliberate, then added, “Right, I’m only upsetting myself now, so we’d better just focus on getting over to that window.”

“Well, how will we get across?” Icrick trembled, in a tizzy after those weird notions had, so kindly, been lodged in his brain. “There are no bridges! There are no ropes! There are no ladders! Nothing other than a flock of killer pigeons, about a million dead bodies, and a plethora of ‘Who knows what’ scratching their way through the bricks so they can bite our arses off. We’re stuffed!”

“Icrick! Language!” Khrum scolded, giving him a dose of this own medicine.

“That’s right, I said it.” he declared, caring not. “Arses! Arses! Big spotty arses! What are you going to do about it?”

Then Khrum hailed, clapping in awe, “Good man, yourself. Finally sproutin’ some hairs on your chest, boy. Gettin’ some nip into ya! That’s the ssshtuff!”

“You may have a point there, good Grogoch,” Stell put in, attempting to fashion some new plan. “Come what may, we shall get our ‘arses,’ as you say, out of here shortly. It’s simply a matter of finding out how! By the way, Khrum…you’re a bad influence.”

Khrum chuckled. Most surprised with himself, Icrick grinned as well. All the Elf was really trying to do was lighten the mood between them, and it worked.

William poked his head over the ledge again, and asked, “Well, if we can’t get across a twenty-foot gap, then it’s safe to say, climbing down two-hundred feet to that gate is out o’ the question too. Speaking o’ which, are those birds really that much of a threat?”

“Yes. However, we should be quite safe up he…” Stell started saying, when he was cut short by a distinct cracking sound above him.

Having contracted a serious fracture from the adjoining cave bygone, an ungodly boulder jerked not three men’s height above their fragile skulls, and it didn’t look like it was going to hold.

Many chains meshed that roof. Old chains. Mostly brown and cracked. Far from trusty ropes. So swinging from them was out of the question. Monkeying across was an equally silly notion, should the whole lot come tumbling down on top of them. However, they could probably slow those boulders down, if just for long enough.

“That cave-in must have caused more damage than we thought,” Wren trembled, highlighting the obvious. “That rock is going to crash down on top of us if we don’t hurry on. Break our little heads like eggshells. Back up the slope! Everyone!”

They were willing to try anything at this stage, so they scrabbled back up the same way they came in, only to be defeated by that gritty slide time and again, just as the Grogoch had been before. The only one who wasn’t panicking was Stell. He was too busy thinking.

“Oh, how can you be so calm?!” The Grogoch whined in a twist. “We are in serious trouble here, and you just sit there, pondering? As for that scratching. Oooh, that scratching! It’s growing worse! Something’s on its way to put our eyes out, I just know it. Just our damn luck! And here you are, Stell. All calm, like you were out fishing or something! How so?”

“I am attempting to formulate a plan, Icrick, old friend,” the Elf clarified. “Now, if you would be so kind as to leave me to it.”

All of sudden, another dull thud rattled them, followed by a screen of falling dust.

A gigantic clump of rock gave way above the window on the far side. It got caught up in the chains, and fell, with a heavy yawn, down to the bottom of the pit, where it shattered into a puddle of small stones. Between its sheer weight and getting all tangled up, the boulder rolled so slowly and, likewise, predictably on its descent. This intrigued Stell, resulting in a fine, if not somewhat loony, solution.

“I have another idea!” smiled he.

“Another one?!” Khrum howled, slapping his knee. “Boy, are ya on a roll today, ha?”

Altering Khrum’s smile into a thing of horror, Stell knotted some of his twine around one of his arrows. He then sent it, with a mighty release, straight into one of the forked factures overhead, then started tugging on it with everything he had.

Impressed, but wary, Wren said, “We’re going to swing it?”

“No,” Stell said. “Like these chains, I wouldn’t trust the line. I’m going to bring down the roof instead.”

“An’ ya call that a plan?” Khrum squealed, yanking the brim of his hat down over his ears. “This is a bloody mass suicide attempt, is what it is. An’ I didn’t sign up ta be no pancake, right!”

He jumped on Stell’s arm and managed to swipe the line from his hand, when the Elf contended, “What are you doing, Khrum? Have you gone mad?”

“Me?! You’re the one who’s losht it, matey! Ya don’t see me trying ta bring the place down around us, do ya?”

“As the rocks fall through the chains, we shall use them as stepping stones to get across.” Stell sighed. “You know? Bound from one to the next! Now, if you please! The twine.”

Everybody grumbled at this; agreeing that it was a notion of altogether lunatic proportions, and they were all united in their reluctance.

“Well, I hate to be the bringer of bad news,” the Elf went on, “but this is the only way across. Unless of course you want to climb, and are thereby running the risk of being shoved to an early grave by one of the undead. Or else we can spend a half a day trying to conquer that slope again, although we’d likely squander more time than we can afford, and still face even greater dangers on the outskirts when we get there—if we get there! Or maybe you want to shimmy across using the chains? Well, we could try that, but, personally, I’d rather be above the rocks when they are falling as opposed to being underneath them! But, it is entirely up to you.”

Answered by a drumming far below, they glanced down to see, pouring from the shadows, as though from a hidden shaft, a river of Goblins; the ones who’d escaped the rock-fall.

They dug their nails into those corpse-ridden walls and raced upwards with the greatest of ease, in the direction of William’s company. Skulls champed at their hairy fingers, but this didn’t bother the Goblins. If any of them were dealt a nasty nip, they’d simply rip the cadaver from its resting place and then fling it back down the shaft.

More flustered than they’d already been, they knew not what they should do. Be it joining Stell on his ridiculously foolish plan…or getting mauled by those devils. Either way they needed to act fast, because those animals were already halfway up the tower.

“More Goblins! That’s the last thing we need.” said William, who was more nervous now than ever.

“Now will you try my plan?” Stell asked, not that he needed to, as Khrum was already pull-pull-pulling on the twine, as hard as he could.

“C’mon.” he squeaked. “Let’s rip this damned place ta the ground!”

Together, with one behind the other, they tugged, and hauled, and yanked upon that line so urgently that it snapped, and sent them tumbling over the person behind them. Stell acted sharply. Spending the last of his twine, he doubled up on it this time, tying it off to a second arrow.

By then, one of the Goblins had nearly reached the top.

Stell set the arrow on the bow-shelf, but he was in such a rush that he fumbled it. It fell on the ground and trickled down the slope to where a Goblin’s claw had already plunged. They shuddered. But Khrum was on it. He rushed down with a skid, grabbed the arrow, and then ran back up before the Goblin could snatch him up.

“Here ya go, lad!” said he, handing Stell his arrow. “Make it count.”

Firing with fine accuracy, the Elf actually split the previous arrow and, owing to its extreme force, had drilled into the fissure good ‘n’ deep.

“NOW HEAVE!” he ordered, and they all tugged a second time.

Dust and rubble spilled down on top of them. The whole face of the ceiling buckled out. Not long thereafter, the first glorious segment of stone was about to drop in front of them, and more was to follow. So far Stell’s plan was working even better than he’d anticipated.

The Elf dropped the line, and as it slid, bit by bit, he was saying, “Wait for it! …Wait for it!”

Wren took the Poppum underarm. William pocketed the leprechaun.

Lolling their tongues like feral hounds, the next wave of Goblins were almost topside.

“Waaait for it!” Stell said, holding the others back with his arms, as they shared in glances of dread and doubt.

Then, as he’d calculated, a mighty sarsen came plummeting down not far from them. Another slid loose close after. Then another, and another after that one, and so on; all getting entangled up in nests of chains as they dropped. But they didn’t hold them for long. It was now or never.

“JUMP!” Stell shouted, as one of the Goblins just missed swiping him.

All at once they leapt for that falling stone, landing well. But they had no time to rest, for it smashed through the rusty mesh, forcing them to make a hasty vault for the next one, then the next. It all sounded so much easier in theory. No sense in arguing about it now.

They sprung from one to the next. Adrenaline cranked up their senses another fifty notches and then some. Each plunging platform supported their weight well enough, allowing them just enough time to make it to the next before falling completely out of reach. Flawlessly they hopped; bits of debris whipping past their faces. Even Icrick was doing peculiarly well, fair play to him, all thanks to hellish terror.

One more stone to go, then the window. This particular boulder, however, plummeted faster than all the others, for most of the chains had already been snapped. It would also take a hefty hop to reach it, and then another swift bound to reach the window itself. Making the most of their luck thus far, they made a run for it, all at the same time.

Stell skipped across without effort and was already at the window, ready to help whoever was next, which was Wren, who was then joined by Icrick. William was to be next, but a sharp stone whizzed down and pelted him across the cheek just as was about to jump and it cost him dearly.

Gravity pulled him down at a gut-turning rate. Their faces sped upward, not stopping. Khrum was bawling out with arms waving. William, on the other hand, was not. It just didn’t seem real to him, to be plunging to his end like this. Suddenly, he felt a sharp tug on his wrist. He was dangling.

“I am not going to let you go,” cried his rescuer, and William looked to see who it was.

Lying flat on her tummy, with her arms drawn tautly over that jaggedly pinching sill, was Wren. She could barely hold his weight. She was in so much pain that her face had changed from being rose-cheeked to blood-red, and then to ill-blue. An uncomfortable dizziness ensued, then a faint feeling. But there was no way she was going to let him go.

In her anguish, she said again, “I swear, I’m not going to lose you!”

For a second, all William could think of was, Perhaps she will learn the errors of her ways before the final curtain is drawn. Then again…perhaps she will not? and if this didn’t prove her innocence, then nothing would. Because if she was anything like the way she once was, then she could just as easily have left him to his fate. Something, however, urged her to help. A fear of losing him, perhaps. Or maybe it was guilt which did it. Who knows? The only matter of importance here was that she’d saved him, and, at the same time, William’s concerns could finally be put to rest.

Swaying from side to side, he gazed up at her in a sort of admiration. Speechless, even. Wish I could say the same for Khrum.

“Aaah, Be-Garra!” cried he, from the sporran, having just grappled with death and survived it. “May the Lord bless ya ‘n’ save ya, child! An’ God bless this sporran, too. Makes a fine loo!”

Then, in his excitement, he suddenly had the bright idea to look down, only to find himself nose-to-nose with a most hideous Goblin. Khrum’s first reaction was to let out a titter of laughter and shake his head.

Then, upon realising exactly what was at stake here, he bellowed out at the top of his little voice, “WHAT ARE YE WAITIN’ FOR?! GET US THE HELL OUTTA HERE!!”

The Goblin’s face creased with a lustful rage. Baring its gums it snapped down on where Khrum’s head would have been had he not quickly been hauled upwards by a timely group effort from above.

Icrick had taken William by his pack, and was helping him over the sill, when he felt his own baggage sliding into an inevitable drop.

“No!” he shrieked, and down fell the Symphogram again.

It may have flown past the boy’s reach, but thankfully Khrum was there to grab it.

“Ara, Icrick!” he shouted crossly, with the Symphogram dangling a hundred feet from Lythiann’s ruin. “Ya’d want ta watch this bloody thing! You’re useless at keepin’ ahold of it.”

A particularly fat Goblin came scuttling from out of nowhere. He clawed at the leprechaun, making him drop the Symphogram a second time. The Goblin was then thrown from the precipice by one of those corpses. Two seconds too late.

Khrum couldn’t watch as this most precious artefact sailed downwards, amongst the last of the falling debris, where it would face its own destruction. What could they do? Nothing. The moonlight haloed in from the outside world as the rain rushed in all the harder, giving a final farewell sparkle to the horn of the Symphogram. Clouds rolled across its face, leaving them once more in the darkened light. Not even Stell could conduct a plan fast enough. They all watched in despair, waiting for all of their hopes and dreams to burst, like a window pane, upon the cobblestones below. They’d always assumed their fate to be decided during the final conflict with the Pooka. Not like this.

Into the rising dust of the deep it faded. All was at an end. They’d failed. Or had they?

A curious little shape suddenly whooshed down in pursuit of it. It flashed right over their shoulders in such a momentary blur that they couldn’t even tell what it was. Not, at least, until it spread out its little wings. Down swept the incredible little Poppum, into crowds of birds and beasts, to retrieve their dear Symphogram. Wren ordered him to return, for the good of his hide, but he heard her not. Not that he’d listen to her anyhow. Outside, the rains worsened; then the wickedest of lightning came. Yellow, blue, and white it flashed. Then a gust snuffed out all the torches, and they were left alone, in darkness, in fear, with just the sudden strikes of the storm-light to go by.

Watching Pew gliding into the pit was like watching still pictures as the lightning attacked the darkness; Goblins reaching out at him upon every fading flash, with their disgusting paws. The only reassurances they had of the Poppum’s safety was his prolonged, sinking squeak, which, ever plummeting, was soon muted entirely by the depths.

Hell-bent on giving the Poppum the chance he so desperately needed, Stell deployed his bow. No way are they going to get their hands on him, he thought, and so began shooting. Outside, prongs of lighting lit up the skies, adding fierce theatrics to each kill. Stell flickered white with each strike, string drawn to his ear, only to vanish back into the blackness with the loosing of each arrow. Goblins were then seen to tumble, like stop motion, down along the walls with arrows in their faces and backs. Many times the Elf did this, smiting them in strobes, every time hitting his target. He was memorizing their precise positions, from one flicker to the next. It took split-second timing, but our Stell seized it faultlessly, being a true marksman.

The Goblins scattered. Some made for that futile shelf, hoping to find safety upon it, which some did. Others fell, breaking their bones. A hunk of pointed rock blocked Stell’s view of the ledge, though it did not stop him from firing. He needed to keep them distracted from the Poppum.

Some arrows hit true, others did not. They simply deflected off the bricks, causing them to chip away. The Elf’s quiver ran low. There were more Goblins than he had ammunition. Meanwhile, there were still no signs of Pew, but they couldn’t lose faith.

Stell had all but two arrows spent. He needed to use them wisely. With one already loaded, he aimed steadily in the direction of the ledge, waiting. Just then, with no thunderous warning, a bolt spat from the heavens, and Icrick thought he saw a Goblin’s snout poking out from behind the rock.

So, Icrick being Icrick, he squawked out of turn, “There’s one there! Look! See! The nose!”

Together with the unexpected flash, this gave Stell a shocking jolt. Mistakenly he gambled another of his arrows, which didn’t even come close to hitting what actually turned out to be a stone, not a Goblin. But it wasn’t a total loss. For his arrow broke off a nice chunk of wall and a couple of rats came tumbling out. Those same leprous vermin from before. They’d been squashed tightly inside, and they weren’t the only ones. Hundreds, it seemed, were nesting inside the walls, scratching and clawing, as rats do.

Stell loaded his final arrow, with a steadying out-breath. For the last time, he took aim. This time, aiming at a new target. But he couldn’t fire yet. He was awaiting the Poppum’s return, whenever that would be.

The Elf was a master of his bow, there is no denying, but the longer he stalled, the more his arm trembled. No indications of the Poppum’s fate came, worrying them gravely. His chances seemed far too slim to begin with, never mind now. It was so dark down there. Overrun. How could he even know where he was going?

Snorts, scraping, and cawing claimed whatever peace was left by the storm. No squeak of a Poppum chirped. Seconds passed with nothing to show for it. Stell’s fingers numbed under the stress of his drawn string, but his composure held out.

Chancing their luck, the Goblins abandoned their cover, and, one at a time, started upwards again. They knew it was safe to come out now.

“Where is he?” asked Wren, shaking her fists. “Is…Is he gone? Is he…dead?”

Dead, indeed. He’d been gone for a long time. Longer than it should have taken. Icrick felt the most to blame, as it was he who’d dropped the Symphogram in the first place. He felt he’d sentenced Pew to his death.

“It’s all my fault.” he sobbed. “Had I not been so damned clumsy, then he would still be here.”

They had no response. Not that nobody blamed the Grogoch. They were just too overcome to speak; to deem it true.

Tears surged in the Grogoch’s eyes. Wren embraced him as a mother would her child. Their tears met and dripped into the callous shadow beneath. The very stuff which had since claimed their dear friend forever.

Then, a response.

A delicate whistle rang out. They first thought it to be another rat, or a crow, until they heard it a second time, to deduce that it wasn’t so much a whistle as it was a squeak. A very distant squeaking noise. Afraid to trust their hearts so freely they, singly, looked over the ledge. From the dim unknown it sounded again, this time louder. Then again after that, louder still, until they were virtually trembling with expectation. All of a sudden, in a flight of sheer gallantry, the Poppum glided from the molasses with the Symphogram clutched in his feet. They cried out with joy and punch the air when they saw him. But trouble remained hot on Pew’s heels.

Those dreaded, black birds were chasing him down. Our Pew flapped like the wind, but he wasn’t built for such speed as those crows were. An entire flock, one hundred strong, were catching up on him. Had they the chance, that sable mist of feathers and talons might have captured the Poppum, and that would be the last of him. But no such chance was so, thanks to a final arrow.

Stell lined up his sight with extra tension, and in one last effort to assist his friend, he blasted the arrow forth into the wall just shy of that rat-infested void, taking it apart completely. Out flooded a river of rodents, spilling from that hole into a massive mound on one side of the tower. Thousands of them, whose favourite dish was anything of a feathered variety. That’s why they’d gathered in that place. In the hopes of one day tunnelling through to a bountiful feast. Those crows never could have prevailed. Not while those rats were hungry.

As for the Goblins; the rodents piled over them in a pink, rolling avalanche; screeching, swarming, and scampering, until every last Goblin had been smothered. How awful it must have felt, to have hundreds of lukewarm, fleshy bodies scuttling over their faces and in through their fur like that.

Pew, ever more vigorously, climbed as high as his little wings would carry him. The window was mere metres from his reach. His friends beckoned with encouragement, ready to catch him in open arms. However, after wriggling free of the pileup, a Goblin, who’d been half-devoured, with rats still clinging to his neck and face, made a pounce for the Symphogram. Next thing they knew, the whole tower was flushed through by an unexpected surge of magnificent, orange light.

A line of fire drove down upon that Goblin, replacing his bristly fur with a coat of flames. He tumbled down that fetid mound of rats and Goblins, setting it alight as he trundled into where he would end up a mere pile of ashes. Then there, hovering heroically in the pouring rain before the halo of the growing moon, was a figure whose hands smouldered from the fire he’d just cast.

Relieving Pew of the closing feet of his climb, Redmun swooped in, with trails of clear heat sweeping behind him like a phoenix. He then docked himself on the window’s ledge next to the others.

They were thrilled to have Pew back safe and sound, of course. But to have Redmun back too almost had them jumping for joy altogether. He certainly was fond of his impromptu arrivals, was old Redmun.

“Well, well,” he said smiling, regarding this new mess they were in. “You can’t seem to get a moment’s peace on this journey at all, can you?”

“If ya only knew!” Khrum sighed. “So…did your little jobs, did ya? Or, whatever it was ya had ta do?”

“My ‘jobs,’ as you call them, have been taken care of, Khrum, yes. From here on in my service lies with you, and I shan’t be leaving again until this job’s done!”

Such great news. To have this Erethaoí fighting with them once more should surely balance out the odds.

“And how’s the boy?” he asked, ruffling William’s hair as usual. “Current quandaries notwithstanding, you keeping your guard up and your nose clean?”

William noticed that, on his right forearm, Redmun was wearing an outlandish-looking apparatus. Besides resembling that of a simple vambrace, it was otherwise crafted from thick steel, on which grooves were scored. Tracks, to be more precise; which had a subtle white glow to them. These tracks wound in and out of one another like roads in what looked to be a miniature map of some fashion. One particular track had a small bronze pin in it. Icrick, who’d also taken a keen interest in it, even thought that he saw it moving up a notch, like it was clockwork-operated or something. When he asked him what it was, Redmun told him that it was a type of compass, then left it at that, which was fair enough.

Just happy to see him again, William replied, “I’m glad you’re back, Redmun…again. For good!”

Obliged, the man bowed his head, and as he did, Wren spotted something over his shoulder that made her scream with fright, “Redmun! Behind you!”

Halfway up, on the opposite side of the tower, a Goblin waited upon the wall, limbs outspread like a tarantula. Caring little for his deep gashes and bated breath, he glared at them, stonily, with an arched back, as if preparing to do something. Then, rippling from his forehead to feet, every last hair on his being stood on end. Rigid, like quills. He then rattled his coat in a flurry, showering them on all sides with a bombardment of poisonous spines.

Redmun flung the Poppum under his coat as quickly as he could. Throwing his back to the darts, with some hasty words, he then manifested a type of translucent screen to shield them, whereby most of those hairs but touched it then wasted into cinders.

The sheer insolence of this cast Redmun’s mood from the knife-edge upon which it had always rocked. He was so infuriated that his eyes glowed to that of smelted steel, as he glowered at the Goblin. The brute even poised himself for a second attack, and yet he couldn’t match the speed of an Erethaoí. Redmun’s fingers were spread in his direction. Five orange streaks then merged into one as it seared a perfect hole through the Goblin’s gut and, like his dead brothers, he tumbled down onto the ash-covered cobbles.

“Is everyone all right? Was anyone hit?” asked Redmun, gathering his strength. “Check each other’s clothing to make sure. Last thing you want to find in your hood is one of those thorns!”

They did as he asked, but they were clean. No darts.

Once ready, Redmun insisted that he take point again, given what little more he knew than any of them about those canyons ahead. A valid reason, so no one objected. That settled, he upped and took off down that tight chasm path; a way where the tops of those red cliffs were enshrouded in an entrancing mist, whilst the road itself faded into a dispiriting stretch. They were about to follow his lead, when Redmun stopped suddenly. They weren’t sure why, at first. And then they saw.

His shoulders were slouched and his head dangled. He was looking into his arms.

“Redmun? What is it?” asked Stell, trying to see.

Redmun, falling to his knees, had the look of a man before a headstone. The Poppum whom he had cradled, hung lifelessly after a thorn had found its way in under his armour.

“I…wasn’t…quick enough.” Redmun whispered sadly.

Wren deadened a gasp beneath her hands. She couldn’t tell if he was just sleeping or not, for he seemed so at peace with himself.

Then, from over Redmun’s shoulder, William spoke, almost doubtingly, “P-Pew? Are…Are you awake?”

However drastic this situation was, particularly for him, the man remained strong, and so answered, “He’s gone, lad.”

Hearing those words aloud opened their eyes to the wretched truth. He was dead. Wren wept first, but certainly was not the last.

Khrum stood by Redmun. He was gazing ponderously at his beloved friend Pew; at how peaceful he looked as he lay there. He had his hat in his hands. He couldn’t stand it, for the tears he could not beckon. At the same time, he muttered to himself, oddly. Muttering in a way of indecisiveness. He kept trying to catch William’s eye, as if he wanted to tell him something. To speak out. But some inner conflict clearly told him not to, so he let it be. It can neither be judged, however, those strange and unnatural mannerisms of the recently bereaved.

William and Stell were so dismayed by Pew’s passing, that, for the pain which they suffered, they may as well have had their hearts torn out by hand and skewered onto a blazing spit before their waking eyes. That would have been a lot less painful.

Then there was the Grogoch, who refused to accept any of this.

“Well, can’t we do something?!” he demanded, but everyone was too troubled to answer.

In a voice seeping with denial, he continued, “Of course we can! We always pull through, don’t we? We always end up landing on our feet somehow. So why should this be any different? Of course we can help him! He’s our Pew. “

Looking to the Erethaoí for help, and trying to appear stable, he pleaded, “Redmun. You know magic. Potions. Can’t you do something? An incantation, maybe? A spell, perhaps? Can’t you heal him?!”

Even as he pleaded, he could see the sympathy on Redmun’s face. He didn’t have to say a word for Icrick to understand. So, instead, the Grogoch ran to the Elf.

“What about you, Stell?” he begged, with a trembling throat. “You know of special plants that can do amazing things. Is there anything you can do? An elixir? A tonic?”

Stell was afraid of answering, for fear of landing further burden upon the Grogoch’s already aching heart. That’s when Icrick spotted a weed nearby. A useless old stalk of Ragwort, sprouting up from a crack in the ground.

In his desperation, he snapped it up and beseeched to the Elf, “Here! Look! This will do. Won’t it? Come now. You take this and I shall get some water boiling. Then before we know it, Pew shall be as strong as an ox again. Here! Take it!”

Wordlessly, Stell was forced to decline. His lip trembled; his eyes, glinting.

“Take it I said!” Icrick yelled in a rage, but he couldn’t change Stell’s mind.

Icrick, in his disbelief and shame, staggered away from them. He couldn’t bear to think that they actually had no will to save their friend. To not even try. And yet, in reality, it was he who couldn’t face the truth. The truth that Pew was no more.

“Bah, curse you people! Call yourselves friends? If ye won’t do something, then I will!” he snarled, angrily.

As if to imply that he had no right cradling him in the first place, he shoved Redmun back and whisked the Poppum’s body from his grasp. Resting Pew on the ground, he then plucked out the barb, placed his lips on the wound, and tried sucking out the poison.

“It is useless,” the man whispered, to be ignored.

Standing by Icrick’s side, he gently repeated, “It is no use, my friend. The poison, it travels too quickly. Even if we had drawn it out immediately, it still would’ve made no difference. One Goblin barb holds enough toxin to eradicate two grown men. This small creature never stood a chance.”

In then educing this one Poppum’s impact during his time spent on their expedition, he declared with such pride, “But come what may, he shall always be remembered a hero. For it was a very brave, very selfless thing he did here today. Risking his life for the greater good. Known warriors have been deemed worthy of far greater praises for less. Alas, Pew did not depart in vain…and our love for him reigns eternal.”

Only then did Icrick open his own eyes to the truth, which sunk in deeper than the Goblin’s own poison. And when it did, he broke breathlessly into tears, holding Pew’s face so close as to never let him go.

But there was truth in what the Erethaoí had said about Pew. And while they were suffering, it helped them to understand. Through each of them sorrow’s ghost so stole, absolving their hearts of its void, to supplant it with a delicate touch of remembrance, of treasured adoration, the likes of which would keep that precious little creature alive inside of them from that moment to the very ends of time.

Alas, with the Poppum being Redmun’s companion to begin with, Icrick felt it only just to hand him back to his rightful master. But not before wrapping him up warmly in his picnic blanket.

As he handed him over, he had to ask, “So, what now? Regarding arrangements, I mean? He deserves a proper burial. Somewhere nice.”

“Before the Pooka’s lair, there is a secret pool; hidden and sheltered,” the Erethaoí answered. “There, I will cleanse the body. I shall nonetheless wait until I return to Lán Chúrdal before I bury him…as I will not do so here. Not where the rains and earth are tarnished by Drevol’s dead. At home there is a green upon the borders of a pine wood, hidden away, just shy of a friendly falls. Come dusk, there is a wondrous view of the sunset from there, and that’s when the butterflies flourish. I think Pew would cherish it there, as his final resting place.”

So exhausted from his upset, the Grogoch smiled. “It sounds perfect, Redmun. Just what he’d like. Bless you, you are truly a good friend…and I’m sorry for acting the way I did. It wasn’t right to say what I said.”

The man nodded. He understood only too well why the Grogoch was so angry and upset. He was too, yet nothing could be done to change Pew’s fate.

Placing the bundle over one shoulder, he led Icrick down along that long, fire-lit way.

Last to head out was Stell, who was delaying on the brink, peering down into the carnage and butchery which had transpired by his own hand.

Goblins? He feared them no more. Rather, his trepidation was replaced by a stronger longing for revenge. A lust to strike down the one villain who mattered to him. And that day would eventually come, someday, and Stell the Mighty would be waiting for him; waiting to rid Lythiann of this animal whose dawning led to the destruction of so many innocent lives. Two of whom were very close to him.

He was about to depart, when he stopped. Something had just budged over his shoulder. It tapped and grated, as of rocks suddenly disturbed. Those catacombs were falling apart anyhow after the action of late, so he put it down to that and strode on.

Alas, perhaps he should have trusted his instincts. For something was prowling those shadows. A watcher, who’d been stalking them ever since the Ice Pixies.


- Chapter Sixteen -

A Shadow Trails

Daydreaming was what saw them through those next few laborious hours, after that long chasm trail had made them endure another short tramp through a murky tunnel, whose only life within was the stuff of fluttering wings and unsettling tongues. Raising their moods—as a change from tedium normally does, before replacing it with a heightened sentience—the pass then looped from the darkness and suddenly upwards, ‘round the face of a broad cliff, which then steered them onto a small open area at the summit, where they could repose for a brief time among some menhirs beneath a cool overhang. Meanwhile, the rain had retracted to the otherwise more baleful rumblings behind the dark-grey yonder, like there was more to pass. Much more.

From the brow they spied out, miles across the southland, to where it appeared as grim as their errand. Nothing, barring an endless expanse of dirt and barrenness, occupied that remote vista, save for possibly a chance bank or hillock that peeked out from between the threads of sweeping fog, or else a lonely old oak, whose boughs were low and empty as they bobbed weakly through the drowsy wind. Then there was the vile moon. So insipid, so formidable, so unnaturally bright as it loomed over everything in all its gigantic terror. It was bigger than ever. Redmun said that it was at its fullest now; leaving them with one question: ‘With that phase over…what ever was to come next?’ A query to which everyone knew the answer, whilst none were so brave as to utter it aloud—the onset of the lunar eclipse.

Then there was the landscape of Lór Island itself, and how it was the total opposite of this distant barren terrain beneath.

What was once a confusing maze of claustrophobic chasms, putrid shafts, dead ends, and deserted ways, had suddenly levelled out in the south to a dismal dell of unkempt wildlands of nettle, thorn, and decaying trees. High, malformed mesas were of the few and were standing in amongst broken ruins. These ruins were from a friendlier age, before that unforgiving vegetation had overrun everything in its path like newly drawn blood over a festering scab.

This jungle seemed to be in a state of eternal rot; never really perishing, never quite in bloom. Yet ever abundant. To hack through would’ve taken months.

North of the wildlands, and potentially the best route to go, was through a giant crater. It appeared less full, with more paths to take, going by what they could see from their bird’s-eye view. Further fiery trails lit the way down there. They were spreading out into dry banks, thus gradually flaring wide until, like mighty waterfalls, they gushed down into the red roasting pits of the crater’s lowland. Some here, some there, with several more dotted from clear sight, reminiscent of sparks frozen in the wind. The Erethaoí said that that secret pool was also down there somewhere. And that was exactly where they needed to go.

So much of that place had changed for the worse since the Dwelvin-Mites had last lived there. Forests used to be lush and rich green, not leaden and cold. Likewise, those hovels and homes were at one time cosy and clever, all tucked away on mountainsides and up trees, and nothing like the piles of rubble which existed now. Icrick and Khrum hardly recognized it. Time and vice had strangled it to the point where it had become a stranger to them, an underworld wherein only Lythiann’s devil and his subordinates would be proud to haunt.

Something, just then, came of great interest to Khrum. He was sort of happy, in a nostalgic way, but also frightened.

At the far end of the crater, he pointed out an old evergreen tree. Not that he needed to, it was so massive. Like the Grollo evergreen, it symbolized their ancient race. Only this dying evergreen—that was so resplendent that it occupied a grandeur entirely of its own, being practically on par with Percy’s palace—awaited any who wished, or were otherwise forced to, stray into the Pooka’s den.

“See that evergreen there?” he said, in a sightless, wistful stare. “It’s called the Ol’ Gróke. Meanin’ ‘the Ol’ Front.’ So it was that some of us used ta live out here, in the forests; closer ta nature. The outskirts. But that there tree? That was how the resht of us used ta get into our homes in the evenin’s if we were ever out ‘n’ about, visiting pals ‘n’ all that. It was the front gate ta our city. Now it’s the front gate ta somebody else’s city.”

“City?” William asked. “What city do you mean? I can’t see anything.”

Then the leprechaun hinted, “Not while you’re lookin’ at the Gróke head-on, ya won’t.”

William found a viewpoint, where he could better inspect the leprechaun’s claim. Stell joined him, and the girl also.

Redmun needn’t have bothered. He already knew what Khrum was on about. Besides, he was too busy fiddling with that bizarre vambrace of his. When he’d finished toying with it, he located a pedestal of his own, pointed it to the sky and, like a hand-cannon, his shoulder kicked back as a rush of flames flew up along his arm, then into the clouds, in the form of a bright fireball. Away it tore, high and long. And as it returned to the earth, it fizzled out into sparks. Having done this in tandem with an especially well-timed clatter of thunder, it escaped the others’ ears, so nobody asked about it. Redmun then went about his business, like it was the most normal thing in the world. He sat back and rested. He needed it, for flying takes a lot out of a man. It is not entirely naturally, so regular breaks are paramount.

Wren had her head cocked left. She was struggling to see what she was looking at, way off in the east.

But then Khrum’s statement soon became obvious to her, and the tiny chap said, with a feeling of forgotten pride, “This was what we called ‘Esylách.’ Our city. Under Anun’s wing, we built it. All hands together. An’ this is what we called Home.”

Disguised behind the dishevelled crown of that ageless evergreen, on top of a plateau, awaited a wide, empty pass, bordered by low mountain ranges which paved its way up to the foot of a high and mighty garrison. It had either been contrived wholly from bark and root since its birth, or else, throughout later years, had been ingested by those pitiless wildland. And were it not for the nebulous tell of some candlelit windows that flickered shyly through the pockets of shadow between those grand vines, our young William probably wouldn’t have seen it at all; nor would he have been able to distinguish it from, say, an uncultivated hill or, at a stretch, a young mountain. Far from Percy’s tree. Evil. Decrepit.

Flat chunks of earth orbited it, in mid-air. Merely hovering, with not the faintest stir. Icrick said that ‘the bad fella’ used these as cells. Cruel, aerial prisons, assigned to the impudent. Prisoners could either stay put until madness had claimed them, or else trust that frail breeze with the weight of their mounting troubles. Alas, the soil thereunder was littered with bone.

William recalled the nightmare he’d had back in the cave, of which he wanted no reminder, so he climbed back down, closed his eyes, and tried to forget about it.

As for their dreams, they indulged in many. Sleep? They partook in none. They didn’t even know what time of day it was. Not even Redmun could say. All he knew was that the moon was out, and the skies were fermenting. Alit with all styles of beastlike shapes. Their daydreams, however, helped to distract them from the ugliness of Shillíg Bég. And thus it was that they took a minute to themselves, knowing in silence that it could be their final stop. It was for this reason that Redmun insisted they lay out a nice spread from themselves from Thedius’ provisions, and so they did. They unpacked everything and dished it out.

Set out before them was a most flavoursome banquette. Three gorgeous shanks of golden, salty lamb, so juicy and tender that the meat was crumbling off it. All Redmun had to do was reheat them. Two good portions of smoked ribs, and three round loafs of wheat-germ with raisins in. To wash it all down, they each had a healthy flask of tongue-tingling lemonwater. A valiant effort. Suffice it to say, they just picked at it. Played with it, not talking. Would it not have been so terrible a sin to waste such good food, they probably would’ve left it untouched altogether. For food was the last thing on their minds, now that they were hours away from their eldest foe. This meal was like one’s last luxury before facing judgment at the noose. None could venture a decent mouthful without feeling the need to retch.

Barely nibbling, they kept to themselves, comforted only by the one little thing which managed to alleviate their matters slightly. Those dreams.

William was sat in a corner, eyelids shut, with his left arm propped on top of the Symphogram, and a corner of bread dangled loosely in the other hand. Once in a while he considered the device, albeit in a passive, tired sort of way. He wondered about Mysun’s power. Wondered if the time would soon be at hand when he could use it at will, instead of it presenting itself temporarily when he least expected it, only to vanish again till Lord knows when. Of course, he felt blessed and very lucky to have experienced it when he did. As without that sudden wave of strength, his friends could well have been done for back at the gate. Then again, who’s to say it wasn’t just the heat and the rain that caused it to buckle? he thought. It’s possible. And, yet again, disobliging notions returned to niggle at him. He hated how he kept bringing these things on himself. All this ‘what if?’ business. It only upset him.

In the end, he put it out of his mind. His ponderings then turned to his purpose on Lythiann, but no new answers came to light. So he fell back on other, happier thoughts. He returned to the Ballycongraggon of his memories, and saw himself by the fireside, in his lovely chair, with a buttermilk moustache. Beside him, on the end table, was a plate stacked high with cheese, onion, and spiced-beef sandwiches, next to a big, leather-bound book. And whilst he could not see her, he heard his mother humming away in the kitchen. It was a lovely dream, while it lasted. I say this because, the deeper into it he sank, the more his true life on Lythiann forced its way into it. What started out as a beautiful hymn from his mother’s lips, gradually lowered into a deeper voice of a more ominous tune; like the smoke-worn gullet of a strange, old woman. He felt the urge to ignore it and rest the book on his lap. He turned its pages and discovered that they were all blank, at first. Page for page he riffled, until he was riffling at speed, revealing a disturbing animation—William’s own face, being peeled of its skin, revealing the sniggering skull of death. It snorted and crowed, when the pages themselves trickled with sticky red. Then, not an inch from William’s right ear, an old woman’s face appeared; eagerly gawking with stabbing black eyes and a smile so perverse that never could it be expunged from his mind. Not even by a lifetime of most precious memories. Black spit oozed from her wrinkled grin.

William, startled by this, flung the book away, and was kicked from his dream with an involuntary, and almost silly-sounding, yap. Nobody noticed. They were busy dreaming dreams of their own. William tried to not let it affect him that much, so he pulled his cloak around him and soon faded into a dreamless rest.

Once more reaping the bounties of an otherwise bleak situation on account of his size, Khrum had located a nice bed of dry moss for himself, just above Icrick’s head, in a sandy crack. In there, he revelled in dreams of his own. Like the boy, he was just dozing, and wasn’t fully asleep.

Yielding quite the cheeky grin, from sideburn to sideburn, he was picturing himself back in Thedius’ parlour, walled-in on all sides by trays of cakes and gooey delights. All of this was then being fed to him by (wait for it…) a cute and feisty leprechaun Cailín, as they were known. As if that wasn’t enough, another stood next to him, and was handing him goblets of whisky with one hand while keeping him cool with a fresh banana leaf with the other. A smidgen delusional in his opinions of himself, I quite agree. Nevertheless, it was his daydream, so it would be rude of one to criticize. Pampered, he was. The cut of him. But he was content.

Halfway through the forging of a second pan-knife, to make up a set, Icrick was licking its edge with a whetstone. A waning expression had emptied his face. He, you should know, was back at Percy’s again, sporting that same old straw hat with a rake in hand, and there he was, admiring his gardening after a long and glorious afternoon with lots of little Grogochs running around him. In his dream he was married. Married to a maiden Grogoch who was mixing a bowl at the front door. The tree palace now belonged to them both. Too kind to banish Percy from his vision entirely, Icrick stuck him in there someplace; waving out from one of the higher windows, or what have you.

Icrick, who was happy with his make-believe life, took a bracing lungful of clean air. It was blended with the aromas of rose, hyacinth, jasmine, and fresh-cut grass. He folded his arms over his rake and watched the sunset melting into the clear titian canvas of the west. Pasting those clouds of few with the fond colours of mid-summer, it bade farewell to the evening before passing over to the twilight. This dream of his was so relaxing that, without knowing it, a ‘ffff…’ of clammy silence slid from his crack. He then took another deep breath so as to relish in that beautiful flowery scent a second time, but nearly suffocated with the stink of himself. Nevertheless, he could stomach his own pong ably enough, not like the others. So before that invisible bubble of outright nastiness could drift across the nostrils of that other moaner above, thus causing another all-out row, no doubt, Icrick puffed and fluttered his paws about to waft it off. A slight meaty residue lingered, but having long succumbed to his own dreams, Khrum hardly gave it a second sniff. He even responded with a little purt of his own, then lazed back into his little lewd scenario again, which, might I add, had since manifested into exploits best left for deaf ears.

In any case, having woken to the present again, Icrick returned to his pan-knife. He was wondering if it would stand up in a fight, and what sort of creatures it was yet to meet. This started him worrying about all sorts of nasty things. Nor were they a fair stretch from the truth, or a fair stint from the now.

With better fortune than he, Wren had a simpler little reverie. Pulling both wings of her coat in tightly, she snuggled into a smooth little alcove, big enough for one, in out of the cold. She envisaged herself surrounded by a brilliant, opaque whiteness. Both that and a gorgeous breeze that blew softly through her hair. What was she thinking of? Why, several things, really. But this was the one that stood out the most.

Higher into her dream she sailed, above those milky clouds of her imagination, to where she was completely engulfed by the unending blueness of a seamless, sunlit sky. A sky unlike anything she’d encountered in so long a time. Astride her young dragon, they voyaged on, far and high, slaloming in and out of those celestial vales of woollen meadows and misty mountaintops, to where she felt absolutely free again. Alas, it was but for too short a time when, by the disruption of some loose pebbles on the road behind, she came to; finding herself in Lór again, where those grim skies played far differently from the ones of her ponderings.

William wasn’t alone in wishing he was someplace else. Not anymore was he the only one to reflect upon a simpler time. This brought to light just how nervous, how uncomfortable, how grieved, how tired, and how withdrawn they actually were at this point. And this didn’t just go for Khrum, Wren, and Icrick either…because the Elf was there, too, whereas the Erethaoí was considering only that which needed considering; strategies, routes, conditions, and so forth. He was wise, after all. Strong. And such folk have good practice when it comes to dismissing the discouraging, and can therefore get any job done.

Stell was higher up than everybody else. Off on his own, crouched upon a pillar of stone. For some reason, he was grinning away. He had almost the appearance of someone at home, without a care in the world, watching it all go by. He may as well have been, too, for the visions he was having.

Warm, open skies stretched a mountain’s shadow across the plain as he lay nearby, in the open gleam, shaded only by his magical fruit tree, and a fishing pole planted by his hip. There was no place he needed to be. There was nothing he needed to do. There were certainly no villains he needed to fret about. It was simply him, the nice sunshine, and a stream of unwary pollan, who were about to face the sharp sting of his worm-hook.

They were the tastiest fish on Lythiann, Stell would often say. Without a belch, he could wolf down five for lunch, easily, heads and all, and still be hungry for more. Pollan was probably one of his most favourite meals, and thinking about it made him smile; the familiarity of it. But then he gave some thought to the fish themselves, and what it must’ve been like to be paddling downstream one minute, only to be whipped out to meet their maker the next. Briefly his grin welled when, suddenly, his expression altered to the opposite. How awful it must be to walk straight into your own grave like that, he imagined. The Elf’s dream did not prove quite so pleasant after that, and like the rest of them, he went back to quietly pondering about how truly treacherous this task was going to be. Still, he had since attained great courage, and it was this that encouraged him to keep a firm handle on his fear.

Even Khrum’s saucy little fantasy did not hold up any longer than he would have liked it to. As, before long, the parlour of his imaginings went dim; until it was just him, marooned in the unseeing gloom, with nought for company save for two sets of evil, red eyes that pointed at him from behind a dark and budding veil. This yanked him out of it sharply enough, and sure as can be, they all ended up sitting there, sighing not a tone, hung up on whatever troubles that had not yet come to pass. Then they remembered their fallen companion, Pew, and how he could have been there too, dreaming dreams of his own, were it not for his untimely fate. Perhaps he was just better off where he was; back in Ebyulán, sliding around on those polished floors on his belly, away from it all.

Under Redmun’s orders, they rounded up and started on a steep, sliding slope towards the north, through the nightly forest fog. They headed for that massive crater; ever glad that he didn’t decide to take them through the dismal wildlands for whatever reason.

They trundled down at so sheer a slant, in amongst the hideously bent witch-trees and giant corpse flowers, that it made them skid and hop, never slowing. But it made their trek go by all the faster; breaking it up into minutes instead of hours.

The legendary Iron Wolves—animals long reckoned exiled from those lands—had unexpectedly reappeared to run alongside them that descent. An unanticipated and very rare experience indeed. Prowlers of the dark, those magnificent creatures dashed either side of them, fairly near, as their pin-lit eyes pierced through the breaking fog. Flaunting no sense of enmity whatsoever, they simply followed our friends with interest before finally holding back and howling them, what seemed, a ‘Godspeed’ upon their future exploits. Curious beasts. As were they quite marvellous, sporting fine coats, stippled in iron wisps which, upon a time, glinted gold through the eyes of the greedy; the very reason why they were so seldom sighted on Lythiann anymore.

In due time they made it to the base of the slope, then down into one of the lower chasms of the crater. They hadn’t expected to be wandering underground like this, going by their deductions from the highland. But a bird’s-eye view can often be deceiving.

To assist them down there in the gloom, Redmun’s fist made a torch. Much like Lór’s beginnings, the area appeared desiccated of most life. Sometimes a Sandfish, or Jerboa, would hide from the raising wind which, in itself, rarely visited. Away they’d scuttle, or bury themselves into the sand to swim off. Bar this, those—what felt like miles of a deep, terrestrial depression—were beset with the ambience of still sands, of stone, and a jarring calm. However, this was not the worst part. The worst part was what awaited them. ‘Twas a wall. A huge scarp that roved from sight on both ends like the almighty steps of Sétanta.

Here, Redmun needed to stop, to address all options. For even he was questioning what to do next. This wasn’t at all like him, but it’d been a ghost’s age since he was there last so it stood to reason. To fly up and scout would’ve been out of the question too, because most of the canyons were cutting under the rock.

In the end he came to the conclusion that this whole precipice, from crest to foot, had likely been perforated by the years with so many openings that, no matter which way they took, they probably would have ended up in the same place anyway. Turning back remained an option, but that dense jungle on the outskirts looked far more demanding than this. Masked in mist, it presented itself in the south, its hilly tree line soaring over everything. Sometimes the eerie sounds projected down into the gorges where they were, making them even warier of what could be living within. That decided it. To the scarp they soldiered, taking the first gulch they saw.

It wasn’t really that bad once they’d wandered inside. They were being guided along by those sandy-smooth walls of layered designs and outlandish beauty. But, on the other hand, that path seemed to be prone to flash floods. They kept having to negotiate great clumps of debris which had, at one time or another, been swept through by powerful floods, which didn’t help their nerves any. Flash floods hit hard, and with little warning. One would need to be a giant of giants to contend with one. Between that and the lurking sounds, their nerves were truly rattled.

One of them didn’t care too much about any of it. He was too distracted by a bee buzzing around in his bonnet.

Ever since Pew had died, the leprechaun was acting strangely. Not in a mournful way, either. More of a jumbled, dithering way. The only one to notice was William, which was very convenient, seeing as it was William to whom Khrum desired most to converse with about these unsaid concerns of his. And yet when the boy asked him about it, Khrum couldn’t mumble his thoughts outright, like he was not meant to and that terrible, terrible consequences could come of it if he did. So he went about it another way, by asking William a smorgasbord of daft and irrelevant questions, such as, what did he know about imps, chiefly leprechauns.

He knew Khrum wasn’t himself of late, so William chose to amuse him by telling him all that he knew, which wasn’t very much, as it so happens. Only that Leprechauns were small, partial to burying treasure at the ends of rainbows, and were fond of some light-hearted trickery. He offered little else, not out of choice. For as interesting as imps were to the boy, he rather preferred the tales of old heroes, wars and dates; few of such ever contained a rabble of unruly leprechauns. Mythical creatures were more of a sub-interest to him. He knew just enough about every creature to set him apart from any normal person.

This made Khrum very impatient and snappy, as such, he gave up going on about it. William didn’t mind, either. For he was finding it difficult enough to concentrate as it was, what with the threat of flash floods, and weird noises, that the last thing he wanted was to partake in some pointless chinwag.

William probably would’ve ignored the noises, only for he kept on thinking that Thérn had moved whenever the pebbles had. Then it’d stop before he could tell it true. He grew terribly uneasy at this, which is why he showed such disinterest in Khrum’s rather unexpected and seemingly inapt queries.

Redmun was equally as vigilant. The stone would crumble and he’d stop dead, turn, and scan the area with his left arm ablaze as a warning, whilst his sword bared an inch in the other. The noises subsided every time, which wasn’t comforting. Since when would a draught or a loose stone be afraid of getting caught? Stell, therefore, secured the rear and they ventured on alertly; right up to a bluff which overlooked lower, far trickier, terrain.

Within the few hours it took them to get there, nothing stirred. Whatever was out there knew they were on to it. Whatever was out there, in those creeping shadows, was watching its step.

Jutting out lopsided from beneath the overhang was an old tree. Or else it looked like a tree. Modelling crescent and abnormally bow-like limbs, it had an unusually odd appearance. It gave the impression that it was man-made, in that it may as well have been a collection of bows, lashed together, then moulded into the being of some eerie elder, as opposed to being of natural form. And as time went by, it had somehow developed a life of its own, fostering a black, bog-oak tone and, over the course of nature, had wound up encrusting itself together. It even seemed to be growing, just as a normal shrub would do, judging by its spindly roots that dangled out from under the edge.

This alone might seem weird enough, but the truly peculiar aspect about it was that they were actually bows. Of the firing kind. And it was man-made. Only one of them knew it at the time. Redmun. And he was very excited about it, what’s more.

“Dear Elf,” he summoned, “what say you of this marvel here?”

Stell responded in a way which staggered the man, by saying in an air unimpressed, “It’s a tree.”

“And…” said Redmun, motioning at him to particularize, for he could not believe that an Elf, of all folk, could prove so oblivious to such a treasured thing.

Stell shrugged. He had nothing else to contribute. He didn’t want to appear impassive, although he had no clue as to what Redmun expected him to say. Nor, like the rest, was he in the mood to be quizzed, considering the more severe matters at hand. Drevol Briggun, for one.

Astounded by this response, the Erethaoí recoiled and eyed Stell up with a sense of scepticism, and he ended up asking, if not a mite cheekily, “Forgive me. You are an Elf, are you not?”

“Of course!” Stell stated, fairly embarrassed and even a bit nettled for being pressured like this. “What are you driving at?”

“And you are a bowman too, I take it?” Redmun asked.

“Yes! So?” Stell grumbled, with his sallow cheeks now redder.

The others also found this rather amusing. They had no knowledge of this tree either, but it was still entertaining to see Redmun getting the Elf so worked up. The man seemed giddy almost.

“And you have no clue as to what this tree is?” the man pushed further.

Then, bitterly, Stell nipped, “I already told you, Redmun, I…haven’t…got…the…foggiest! Or shall I spell it out for you? What is all this? Am I being interrogated or something?”

Amused enough, the man gave him a fine pat on the back and said, “Ease down, my lad. Let me tell you all about it, shall I? But first: that bow of yours, tell me, is it treasured?”

The Elf evaluated his weapon, and replied, “About as precious to me as anything I own. Bows come and go. I tend to fashion a new one whenever I need it. I’ve had this bow for about three years now. A blink. It’s strong, yes. It’s true, indeed. And yet, when it comes to sentimental value, I can honestly say it has none; aside from it being with me on this journey. Just another bow. Why is it you ask?”

Redmun, strolling Stell over to the tree, decided to continue with his story.

“This tree was planted under the magic of the Andeluvían. I trust you have heard of them?”

“The Andeluvían?” Stell recollected, taking it all in. “Why certainly. They were the hooded assassins of the north. Graceful bowmen, truly.”

“Truly. And this very bluff, where we stand this day, was the exact spot where they kept legions of enemies at bay, way back when, during the fifth wave of the Battle of the Seasons—the Fight of the Flies. Armed with hundreds of arrows they dropped every target, square on, without fault. Not one untrue bolt flew that day. Not one! But they were outnumbered, nonetheless. Fifty Ahueé to every one of ours! And for every thirty enemies that were slain, one of our thirty-three Andeluvían fell with them. Eventually reinforcements came and stole our victory back that night, but all of our hooded archers lay bloodied on the soil. So, as a memorial, their bows were planted here in the dust. Little did anyone know that, one day, they would sprout. Farmers of the west believe that ‘twas their noble blood in the earth which made it happen. Others simply believe it a freak occurrence, nothing more. Myself, I prefer to believe the first. You have heard this story, no?”

It had been ages since he’d heard it last, but this tale did strike a chord with our Elfish friend, and so he replied, “Come to think of it, I do recall it, if only faintly. And so it was said, that this tree has been enchanted ever since? Is that accurate? Or am I getting confused with some other story?”

“You remember it well enough, Master Elf.” Redmun smiled, and showing his hand, he requested, “Your bow now, if you would be so kind.”

Stell, divulging no protest, handed it over.

Nearing that phantom tree, the Erethaoí combed through it briefly before finding himself a gorgeous horse-bow limb. Its shape was perfect. Utterly flawless. He gingerly snapped it off. But, in so doing, replaced it quickly with the other. He was almost surgical about it. The broken joint then latched onto the bow, like a symbiote to its host, and in a second’s breath, Stell’s old weapon glazed over into blackness when, it itself, became part of that enigmatic tree. As the story goes: for one limb to be taken, another must take its place. That’s just the way it was. Over time, it will then marinate in the magic of the tree to, someday too, become as powerful as the rest.

Redmun carefully set the dark horse-bow down before him. Drawing his dagger, he hunkered over it, shuffled nearer, then ran its edge across his palm, opening a clean slit. As it would anyone, this had them asking themselves, “What on earth is he at, injuring himself so?” And yet they just kept watching with mouths ajar, dumbstruck with curiosity and fascination.

Redmun clenched his bloodied fist, and panned it over the bow’s body, squeezing several drops into the fine wooden cracks.

Wren then took it upon herself to ask, “What’s that you’re doing, Redmun? Some kind of ritual?”

“Difficult to say,” the man confessed, smiling to himself.

His ignorance was apparent, and frank, also, but he still appeared boyishly eager about whatever this little experiment was. Like he had a hunch of what could happen, though he really had no clue of what to expect.

They thought he’d gone batty, the way he was carrying on. It was only when he explained his theories did they neutralize any ill view.

“It is interpreted as being very unorthodox—to blend Erethaoí magic with any other species,” he went on, tinkering about. “Something which I’ve never tried before, for obvious reasons. Anyhow, it is believed that the wood of this tree is notably permeable. Absorbent to its needs. Water. Nutrients. Whilst sometimes being absorbent to magic, too. We can but test it and see, lass. Perhaps something will come of it. Perhaps it will not. In which case, the Elf will be short a good bow. And if that happens, then I apologize in advance, old friend.”

It all sounded so mysterious, and magical, and fascinating, that nobody spoke. Stell, however, couldn’t help feeling like he’d been done out of a fairly okay bow. Still, he could always fashion another, and he always had his spear.

Something started to happen.

Well. They simply could not fathom it when those same hairline fractures illuminated like the glowing crust of hot charcoal amongst ashy cinders. Even more impressive, a string, blistering-red and poker-hot, suddenly appeared then laced itself from one nock to the other, as if from thin air. Like a shimmer across a blade, three more facades undulated through it—frost, dust, and a phantasm hue—before reverting back into what would have been a fairly regular bow, only for a slight inaudible hum vibrating through it.

“Magnificent!” Redmun said, and proud of his effort he presented it to Stell. “It worked better than I expected. To you, Elf, I present a token.”

But the Elf was not quite so keen. He had a look which told of just how little he wished to even be in the same vicinity as this unstable-looking apparatus, let alone carry it in his hand.

Then he stuttered, “I-Is it safe? W-Why does it hum so?”

“Venturing a guess,” Redmun gauged, “I would suggest that, resulting from this somewhat asymmetrical fusion of both my blood and the chemicals in the bough, your bow has undertaken some form of Erethus force. I’d even go so far as to say it has inherited all Erethaoí powers. Either that, or it’s about to explode.”

The Elf looked at him suddenly, half-smiling, half-unsure, when Redmun laughed, “I jest, lad. Here! Take it now as a blessing, and use it well. But before you do, I’d recommend wearing this.”

From his inside pocket he produced a three-fingered shooting glove, something the Elf would be in dire need of, should this new armament work the way Redmun said it would.

“It should weather its power ably enough,” the man vowed. “Some years ago I treated most of my possessions with shielding agents, you see, so they could stand up against the elements. Lucky for you that I did. For it turns out that I am not the only one who is in need of said protection.”

“Go for it, Stell!” Icrick urged, all excited and smiley. “The suspense is killing me! Fire off a shot or two! See what happens.”

Curiosity prevailed. Stell was more excited now than anyone, though nervous still of what might transpire. But he couldn’t back out now. Not after everyone had congregated to watch.

“Well,” Stell sighed, who, like William, was never an enthusiast of attention, “no pressure so!”

Then, “Halt!” said Redmun, who then opened his palms like a book to liberate five orange quetzals; birds born from ash.

They quickly plunged into the gorges far below, then peeled off into separate directions.

“Simply firing it into thin air would prove no test, now would it?” the man said. “You need targets.”

He then felt the need to advise the Elf of how not to feel outdone by should he miss, for quetzals of any breed are tiny and swift. Hard to catch. Stell just smiled.

Discounting whatever fear he may have once had for this strange weapon, and whilst Redmun waffled on and on about him going easy on himself should he miss, Stell felt a curious connection with it; to the point where he found himself picturing the bow’s primary element. Its internal fire. His irises then torched like an Erethaoí’s as he triggered five swift twangs of his magical string, and this wasn’t long putting an end to Redmun’s mouthing.

All in instant succession, his bolts hummed ominously from that searing bow. Ghostly, wavering rods, each tinted slightly crimson, cut stealthily through the air towards their targets, smiting every last one, fluently. Nor was that the end of it. Instead of disappearing, each of the quetzals shattered into three smaller, far swifter, flyers, but this didn’t stop our Stell.

The next element came to mind. Wind. His bow then transmuted into a phantom sapphire hue; sort of elegant and ethereal all at once, as if it perceived the mental biddings of its new master. This time, Stell readied but a single shot. It felt as if the world’s wind was collecting behind him; being summoned to the focal point of the bow’s tip. And in a surge that nearly blew them all over the ledge, that phantom dart exploded into the chasms like a fine spear of pure turbulence, taking out ten birds at once.

Five more quetzals to go, and Stell still had two elements left to test. The others gathered in awe of both his speed and adaptation. Redmun felt particularly embarrassed for doubting the Elf in the first place. It would be the same thing as telling a leprechaun he couldn’t hold his ale. But he was only happy to be proved wrong.

Five targets lasting, when, all of a sudden, their surroundings cooled to the degree of vaporous breath. Cricking and crackling, a frosty skin of glittering blueness seeped over Stell’s bow. Herewith, a broad arrow formed upon its rest. Toothed with icicles, it seemed fatter than any other arrow. It reflected back to the starlight, a sparkle, and again the Elf’s eyes, whilst naturally steely, lightened to an even paler hue.

Everything went piercingly still. Staring down the arrow’s shaft, he coolly studied his targets. By then, the quetzals were fluttering all over the place; scattering like the clappers. The string taut to his ear, Stell waited patiently. The birds fluttered in panic. Three were about to cross paths. A foolish error, for that was precisely what Stell was waiting for. It might’ve only been for a blink, but that was more than enough time for him. With a misty out-breath, he freed the bowstring. Like lightning, that broad arrow flew, then divided into three lighter, thinner arrows. In three perfect hits, the quetzals turned to ice and fell all at once. An astonishing feat to behold.

Two birds remained, the earth element left. Stell’s stare deepened to something far heavier than that of the richest loam. Tiny shoots budded from the limbs of his bow. Two arrows ripened from the wood itself, which he then launched into the pit together, like brothers into war; two thick vines stalking their wake. Suddenly both darts jammed into the face of the distant side after making dust of the last two targets. You could even say that Stell had killed two birds with one stone. What’s more, he meant to; as not only were there no targets left, but he’d also supplied them with two zip-lines to the outlying margins of the rift.

Shown up by his own petty judgement, Redmun hardly knew what to say after beholding this outstanding, not to mention, smooth, performance. Stell, therefore, assumed the liberty.

Marvelling at his glorious new horse-bow, he thus smiled. “Much obliged, Master Erethaoí. I feel I shall warm to it in no time. After I get a bit of practice in, of course.”

Tying off both vines, he slung his bow over one and whooshed down it; down, down, to the remote face of the crater.

After alighting a far ridge, midway up, he deployed another vine topside which he quickly ascended, and was waving back at them from level terrain in no time, with a pleased smirk on his lips.

“Pssh! Elves!” Redmun grunted.

Suddenly something…something rather large…raced across the path behind them, so speedily that they couldn’t say if it was their ears playing against them or not. Yet to all imagine the same thing was highly unlikely. Redmun chanced nothing, so he urged them along.

After implementing some make-shift pulleys, they descended those zip-lines, two on either vine, with William, who was waiting for the Grogoch to land-down ahead of him, being the last to go on his side. Once Icrick had touched ground, William slung his belt over, secured his grip, and slid briskly down after them. On the neighbouring line, Redmun had fifteen yards on him, and was fast approaching, too. All the while, nothing stood between their kicking boots and that crude chasm floor but five hundred feet of empty air. It was a wonder how Icrick made it over at all. Then again, he was more confident of late.

Zooming down like that was actually really fun for William. Thrilling. Like it had reawakened the boy in him. But just as approached the halfway point, his line started boinging up and down like something up top was swinging off it. William was almost catapulted clean off it, but he strove to hold on. With great thrusting twangs, the vine was bobbing up and about, throwing his knees up around his ears, and then forcing him to quickly constrict his grip on the flop as his bodyweight collapsed beneath him like a sack of rocks. His arms burnt terribly as he held on. But he managed to glimpse back. Something was up there, on the ledge, next to the tree, tugging on the vine. A shadow, of sorts. A manlike silhouette. Humped. And there was no debating its power. It would’ve taken a small army indeed, to rattle the line so. Valstarius sprang to mind, but no centaur was he.

Way below, upon the safety of the ridge, they were stretching their fingers out to William, only none of them could understand what was causing it. Redmun, blinded by the breeze of his descent, wasn’t sure if they were cheering or panicking.

Then came the reprieve.

Whatever was up there, suddenly stopped. Like it had given up. But that abrupt stillness frightened William even more. He didn’t know if it was going to return or not. Thankfully, it didn’t. And what a relief it was. Ten more seconds of being spun about like that, and he would surely have spattered the dust in red.

He shimmied down the rest of the way, where he re-joined his friends. Ghosts have had more red in their cheeks.

“Th-Th-There was…” he gasped, grabbing his knees, “There was something…up there. Tugging o-o-on the l-l-line!”

“What was it?” asked Wren. “Could you see it at all?”

“I don’t…know,” wheezed William, barely able to breathe. “I-I-It was too hard to…see! I could only…make-out-a-shape! Crouched over. Like a man. Like a man…only…it wasn’t.”

As he was explaining things, Stell came swinging down and said, “Are you okay, William? I saw you struggling. Was it the vine? Did I not tie it off properly?”

“No, someone was up there, he reckons,” Khrum reiterated, giving the lad a chance to respire. “Hunched over, says he. Sort o’ like a man…only it wasn’t? Whatever the blazes that means? Are ya sure you’re all right, lad? Ya didn’t knee yourself in the head or anythin’ did ya?”

Stell’s face froze, and he said, “No. What William says makes perfect sense.”

He probed the wilds of the north. Somewhere abroad, prowling amongst a screen of boulders, a creature was watching their every move with his nocturnal sight; breathing foul breaths and salivating with detestation for the one who once slipped his grasp.

Once William was able enough, he rushed to put on his belt, then followed the others up the vine. He wanted out of there, fast. Had he been more mindful, he might not have been so hasty.

* * *

They set into the east and weren’t long stumbling upon the sable steppe of Redwater, a far-reaching realm of unlit trails and coaly mountainsides which, like disgusting puss, leaked with the treacly ochre radiance of innumerable volcanic burns. An unholy place in an unholy realm, ill-famed for the miles of scattered pools within. Watering holes, lapping emptily with the blood of the slain. Oases for sinful things. Thousands of lives must have been sacrificed to fill so many. They went on for miles, in small clusters. What a harrowing place; drizzling down with ash, while a deep fog crept in from the west. A miasma which, for a fleeting second, seemed to mask an onslaught of gangling figures. Yet the more it swirled, the better they realised that it was just their overactive senses deceiving them, so they ignored it. Quite the advantage for some, so their mysterious pursuer upped and skulked in again.

It wasn’t easy for them, ambling across that forsaken steppe. Everything about it was stuffy and hot, making it harder and harder for them to swallow, let alone breathe. To no end it exhausted them, swaying them as they went along. Much could be said for their toil when even the Erethaoí viewed it grim. Years ago, when he was a younger man, he might’ve been able for it. Only now the years were showing, and even with his new powers, he could not negate the burning in his bones. Stiffly panting, with barely enough muscle to lift his head, his tired legs and fickle stride alone were making even the simplest of tasks demanding. To walk in a straight line felt virtually impossible. But it remained a short journey and, therefore, posed no major threat. Unless, of course, one was silly enough to straggle off and get lost. Such an unforeseen tragedy would’ve made for a tragic end indeed. But no such end was to come, because they soon arrived at the outskirts of Redwater; into a wide gorge, where colour had bled back into the world. Better yet, they were finally upon that mighty tree.

Carpeting its thick, winding roots was beautiful, dandelion-speckled grass. They weren’t expecting such beauty. As for the royal tree itself, it stood just shy of what Redmun was after.

“The pool!” he pointed out, exiting the final gulch. “One day, long ago, a young tern flew overhead with a single seed of Iywék caught in its feathers. And when it finally dropped, this pool was formed, and is now the only pure thing left in this decaying county. Hidden metres below those roots, in settings blossoming and green, it has remained, in a lost world of its own. It is so secret, and is said to contain such wondrous curative properties, that even the most eminent apothecaries have denied its existence. After all, who in their right mind would come here to prove otherwise? This is my second time here. I must be utterly insane! Come what may, there is where we shall bathe Pew’s body. First it’ll do to wet our throats in the pool. For where nature can inflict hurt, it can also provide remedy. Leave the evil of Redwater too long in our systems uncleansed, then I fear the consequences could well be fatal. That black dust could incubate inside us like sand to an oyster, only that vile pearl would inflict mortal complications.”

Icrick, who was mulling over the alleged marvels of this sacred pool, asked, “When you say that it has some medicinal properties, you don’t suppose it means—”

“No,” the Erethaoí quickly replied, “it will not resurrect your friend. I am sorry for giving you that impression. But this water will give him a final cleansing fit for a king, and he truly deserves no less. It is a far cry from life, but it’s something, at the very least.”

A faint prospect, but the Grogoch was obliged to ask anyway.

So, like desperately thirsting souls after spotting a rippling mirage, they collected a new wind and staggered for it, without so much as a backward glance, each fending for themselves.

Poor William. Always the one to find himself in a bind. He just wanted was to reach the pool, and maybe slake his thirst. But he was staggering so excitedly that he couldn’t feel the knot undoing on his belt. Dragging his feet along, he shuffled distractedly. He was so caught up in the moment that nothing was going to slow him down. Not even Thérn, who’d fallen off his waist some twenty paces ago. Only when he felt a slight coolness under his tunic, where his belt had been, did he stop. His belt and sheath were gone. First he panicked. He turned around and around. But then he spotted it. Ignoring his throbbing muscles and arid gullet, he staggered back to retrieve it. It wasn’t far, so no huge setback.

“Damn it! I’ve gone and dropped my sword! Ye go on ahead. I’ll catch up.” he yelled, and staying in pursuit of the pool, the others waved at him an ‘okay.’

William was about to snatch up his sword, when he heard her scream.

Up where he’d left his friends, in amongst the roots of that giant tree, Wren’s cry bounded off every wall in the gorge, giving William such an almighty fright that he swung around to see what was the matter. Was somebody hurt? Or worse. Was somebody dead? What he saw—granted, it was rather far away—was Redmun, sprawled out on the ground, with everyone else crowded over him. He’d been knocked out.

Hoping it was just a mild thirst which caused him to collapse, the lad shouted ahead, “What’s going on? Is he hurt?”

That’s when Wren, with an arm trembling, lifted up the unmistakable sight of a bloodied rock. It would appear that she’d cracked him over the head with it herself, only Icrick swore that it’d been chucked from somewhere else.

William, feeling suddenly vulnerable, budged not an inch. He didn’t know what to do. He felt like he was being watched. Likewise, such a stone to the head would’ve clouted like a good mace. Certainly enough for a killing blow.

Hesitantly, he brought himself to ask, “I…Is…he…alive?!”

Nothing was said. Suddenly, he saw the Erethaoí’s knee twitching. He was alive. Hurt, but living. Be it a celebration and a relief to all, the questioned remained: Who actually flung the rock in this first place? Whoever it was, was definitely shrewd, for their intentions were to first remove their most powerful ally from the equation, as an ably trained marksman would do when picking off the general from a troop.

Whatever of a speedy recovery, Redmun’s injury remained enough to hinder his focus and, accordingly, his power.

William then got the scare of his life. His legs went from under him and he was lobbed up into the air like a sack of turnips. Everything went topsy-turvy. He couldn’t make head nor tails of it, as nothing (or no one) was near him at the time. He came crashing down, turning his ankle in the process with a jarring wail. Bad things, invisible things, were at work here.

Up ahead, the great roots started to tremble. There were plucking themselves up from the earth like giant worms from hibernation. The others were busy helping Redmun up at the time so they didn’t notice straight away. Once liberated from their muddy abode, the roots whipped and floundered uncontrollably, hoisting up the unwary brigade, each to a root of their own, and helplessly they dangled. Prisoners. William was the only one who was free, but he’d been damaged.

Stell would have put his new bow to the test, had he not fumbled it when he was snatched up like that. Nor was Redmun of any help, still dazed. As for Icrick, Wren, and Khrum, well, they were hardly worth mentioning, given how their arms were bound so tightly that they could barely twiddle their fingers, never mind swing a full-blown sword. Then there was the source of it all. The puppet-master of this anarchy. Goidoy himself.

From the eastern bluff tops, far above, he watched his demented little parade. Swinging his ape-like arms about, he made those sinewy roots dance like a nest of cobras to the tortured notes of a charmer’s pungi. Once they’d found their own rhythm, he leapt down, splintering the stone beneath his splayed hands, wherefrom he arose to meet these petty mice in his sett.

Two, in particular, came of great interest to him. The Elf…and, to no one’s surprise, the sword. You see, Goblins—this one especially—have a sense of smell second to none and, you can be sure, he could sniff out the blade of Margyle just as you or I could smell a turf fire burning two doors down. The sharp taste of its steel made his teeth bite and his tongue tingle. He just had to have it. William, on the other hand, proved of no interest to him whatsoever, with Goidoy having never had a great understanding of the prophecy to begin with. He might have been powerful, but he still retained a Goblin’s wit. That shiny sword was all that mattered to him. So claim it he did. The Elf was going nowhere.

William, struggling to stand with the sheer pain of his bad ankle, thus heard something over his shoulder…gyrating. A soft, whistling, airy sound. Anxious of what it might be, he turned to see Thérn hovering in mid-air, spinning ‘round and around in one spot. Without giving him a chance to make sense of it, the sword’s point slammed still at his eyes, before suddenly lunging for his face. William dodged it in good time and the sword slid past him, taking a direct course. Thérn wasn’t going for him at all. Goidoy was, instead, using his demonic devilry to draw it into his claws.

It picked up speed from inch into foot, so he could have to himself this precious trophy. Without that sword, Lythiann’s fate, as well as William’s, was potentially in dire peril.

Swaying nauseously from left to right in the strangling grip of her root, Wren hollered, “Oh, for the love of… Behold! He’s stealing the sword for himself. We have to get ourselves free. We have to stop him. Redmun…do something! Scorch this shrubbery to cinders and free us!”

“I would if I could, but I can’t!” he put it, ever nursing his wound, for all the good it did with his root rocking him in every direction. “We’ve no other choice but to let the boy stand on his own two feet for once! It’s the only way he’ll get to prove himself! Trust him!”

She wanted to trust this, but she struggled to do so.

Then, “May the saints preserve us,” Icrick blurted, after sighting something even worse. “Is the soil supposed to be moving like that?”

With strength enough to limp, the boy hopped after Thérn. He was slowly gathering speed, but, in being so preoccupied by the chase, he knew nothing of the ground sinking behind him like a bed of quicksand. In some way, or else through some meddling means, an odd moisture was rising up through it, crumbling the soil to mush. Alike the undead rising from their graves, stalks of skinny arms clawed up through the sludge, swiping at their freedom. You know what these creatures were, just as I do.

Recognising them without quandary, the Elf uttered in a voice of near recitation, “Strong grows the will of the moon. The Krimmín’s call approaches. And the Merrows unite to obey.”

William, still oblivious, kept moving. He was fixed on the sword. But Thérn was flying faster now, such that he found it impossible to keep up with it.

It kept slipping further and further away from him. In the loss of hope, his trot lazed to a shuffle again. His ankle was really throbbing now, and yet, the last thing he wanted was to give up, and it showed. But there was no way he could run that fast. It was simply unachievable, by the standards of any normal human at least, much less one who was injured. Between being throttled by roots, or else having one of their most valuable possessions stolen from them, it’s safe to say that they all had their own problems, and there wasn’t another warlock or witch within a hundred miles who could help.

William was about to tumble to his knees, when Khrum yelled out, “Stand to, lad, ‘n’ get those legs movin’. What did I tell ya about quittin’! H’up! H’up outta that, I say!”

He warned nothing of the Merrows, in case William gave up completely. Besides, they were slow catching up to him, he still had time. Or so Khrum believed.

The last of the Goblins had emerged from the deepest, dirtiest canyons of Lór.

From the sides of the pass bygone they swarmed, inching down the black walls like a bleeding shade. Redmun tried harder to generate a spark, but nothing came of it. The blood was trickling to his chin now.

He had wit enough, however, to cry out, “BEHIND YOU, BOY! STRIKE!” for in that snapping second, he saw two of the water-witches tunnelling up fast behind William. There was a blinding blast of sand, as the Merrows jumped up at him. But in a cunning manoeuvre, William rolled out of the way, then cracked them across their heads with his staff, knocking the life clean out of them. A fragile spot, the temple, when it’s hit right. And this must’ve been a masterful strike indeed to land it, bang on, in the heat of the moment. It just goes to show how worthy a student he truly was, injured or otherwise.

But his gallantry remained trivial compared to the chills he felt when a horde of Merrows flanked him on all sides. Fifty, at least. They shrieked at William, in an abominably tormented way; bullying him, circling him on their eely tails as that of misshapen slugs. They parted way for the Goblins. Of them, there was a small army. Too many to count at a glance.

Pandemonium was afoot, but William never once forgot about Thérn. It was halfway across the canyon now, and virtually in the hands of his enemy, but, some way, he needed to get it back.

As he searched for a way to abscond, an anxiousness suddenly burned up inside him like a fever when he realised where he actually was. How he didn’t notice it till now was beyond him. The canyon itself. There was something dreadfully familiar about it. Same went for his aching leg. His pain. That was familiar, too. In a wave of a thousand memories it then dawned on him. His vision. This was the place of his horrid vision, but there was no sign yet of the hybrid. Was it only a matter of time? Was this his final hour?

All at once, the creatures piled on William, swallowing him up with their numbers. Wildly they bit, and madly they pummelled. They pounded so cruelly that, for even the strongest to survive would’ve been bleak. Whenever he tried to escape, they just pinned him down, punching him over and again, into the jaw and head, to the terrifying line of bloody delirium. Of all people, Redmun, even with his unbending disposition, couldn’t stand this cruelty. If only he could conjure a flame.

“Leave him be!” the others cried in vain, pained by the brutality of it all. “Leave him be or fight fair, you filthy cowards. It’s a hundred to one!”

William was being bet bloody, and there wasn’t a threat they could make to stop them.

Stell yearned for his friend’s wellbeing as much as any of them, but he was so enraged by it all that he could but stare, in perpetual abhorrence, at the Goblin responsible. How he longed to slay him. No. To annihilate him, such that there would be nothing left bar his broken bones. Come hell or high water, he would honour this to whatever end; but he needed to get free to do so.

A faint tremor echoed from afar.

Nobody knew where it was hailing from, thinking it the birth of some new mountain. The source of this particular quake, however, echoed from the most unexpected of places, drawing their attention to the pileup.

In a snarling heap, they tumbled over one another, reminiscent to pebbles down a shaking anthill. Then, like one false tread triggering a landmine, they were blown sky-high across the canyon. Within the fading smoke, the boy stood alone. Enslaved by this unforeseen and storming rage, his gasping soon eased by a steadying heartbeat before dropping him to the ground like a puppet beneath cut strings.

William, drained beyond comprehension, could barely open his eyes, let alone lift his head. Whatever happened had taken far more out of him upon its withdrawal. He was exhausted.

Flabbergasted by what she’d seen, so that she almost forgot how to blink, Wren asked Redmun in a sudden excited yell, “Did it happen?! Is he one with the Wrythunn?”

Pausing for a moment, the man grimly said, “Not yet,”

“You don’t know that!” she voiced, for who’s to say he wasn’t mistaken. “How can you be so sure?”

Guilty for ever being the bearer of ill tidings, he ended all anticipation by pointing out, “I heard no music.”

“But…the sheer strength…” Icrick was about to debate.

Then the man cut in, “I know what you would think, Master Grogoch. However, it was a mere hitch in his being. A conflict to all that is going on inside of him. Believe me. I have seen it before.”

What he meant by this they could not be sure, but he had a point about them not hearing the Banádh. A sorry truth, which they had no choice but to accept. It was, I suppose, Redmun’s intention not to raise their hopes. Whereas in secret, he himself was also holding out for the slim chance that something may actually happen, as it was, by rights, an extraordinary display of power on William’s part. Redmun could not help but pray. Praying for his apprentice’s magic to finally surface. It needed to. Now, more than ever. For all their sakes.

William’s momentary bout of force, alas, remained precisely that, momentary, akin to times before. His fighter’s will had long vanished, razing Redmun’s expectations to nothing. He’d honestly believed that William’s gilded journey into the beginnings of that unique power had at last come upon him, despite what he’d said to the others. Then again, “How could it be?!” he realised, when William’s sacred sword was so firmly believed a vital factor in it all. This was not a rule set in stone, but the fact that he’d been disarmed of it wasn’t much help either.

Redmun thus changed his mind, by saying loud enough for everyone to hear, “You were right. We do need to help him.”

He glanced at the blood in his hands. He’d been dazed. This encumbered his focus, yet there was no time to pass blame now. He needed to help that boy.

“He mustn’t lose that sword!” he cried. “Do what you can to get free. Gnaw through these roots if you must. Either way, we must get to his aid.”

He battled to reanimate his inner flame. Nothing came of it, no matter how hard he struggled. Weak sparks and worthless tufts of smoke were all he could manifest. He was the boy’s only hope, so he tried, and tried, and kept trying till his hands were practically raw from rubbing them together. On the contrary, William had life in him still.

Building up more speed, Thérn was nearing the farthermost end of the canyon. The Goblins closed in on William. Creeping. Taking their time. Revelling in this pre-moment of battery and feeding. He knew that his friends were trying for him. He heard them beckoning for him to keep strong. Words, however, can sometimes be meagre in the presence of enemies, and William was all alone. Be that as it may, he knew that something had to be done. It was now or never, and only one person had the chance to turn it all around. Him.

He ridded his mind of visions, pain, and fatigue, and ventured forth a step. Power and purpose stood with him. With the other foot following, he limped, sluggishly at first, until he found himself moving swifter than he believed he could. Determination numbed his pain. Numbed, but not healed.

Staggering all the faster, he lifted into a jog. He stumbled once or twice, but still, he didn’t give in. A trier’s heart had he. Those beasts hastened behind him, snorting in the thrill as they slithered in long, creeping strides, hands after feet. They mocked him whenever he fell, but William would not listen. Just like when Blackhead used to scold him.

He scrambled upright, every time, only to cast himself into an even flightier dash. The Goblins kept toying with him. They’d let him off for a few metres, before taking the legs from under him, making him tumble, head over neck. Painful spills. Tough to watch. But he always managed to recover himself and scrabble along again. Nevertheless, determination’s sway is often short-lived and easily broken.

It took but two more slaps before he fell down, and stayed down. He was weak, drained, but he couldn’t give up. Then, like a growing drizzle over a forest blaze, something came to him. In his pack, he had one truffle left. A long shot, but a shot by any means.

William dipped into his bag and whipped out the case. Prying Goblins tried to see what he was up to, but William hid it well. Snatching the truffle from its pocket, he ripped off the foil, and this is what it read:

Firefly

If your desire is to be fast,

To dash along with speed.

Use this quick as it will not last,

Of time you must take heed.

Eat this truffle and then you run,

You need not stop and think.

For in mid-dash the magic comes,

Fly faster than a blink.

A miracle if ever there was one. Of all the things he needed then and there, speed was precisely it. Such dumb luck. Euphoric over this one stroke of precious fortune, William jumped up, smiling at it with unbroken mesmerisation, but Goidoy could smell this new magic in the air.

Combined with that chocolaty aroma, which William scarcely deemed real, that milky truffle was practically on his lips, when it suddenly shot out of his fingers like a magnet. Goidoy’s powers were at large again; removing this potential threat, just as he’d done with Thérn.

What was William to do now? He rocked inanely. His sense of good fortune was being sucked out of him, so that he was left stooping lifelessly in defeat.

Beaten to wick’s end, he tried hobbling after it, but his mind was as rickety as his footsteps. His friends, who were as downtrodden as he, didn’t know what to say as they watched him wandering mindlessly along. Nobody could question his heart, but there was no way he was going to retrieve Thérn now. Not with all the grit in the world.

The Goblins were right on top of him now. Swamping around him as he shambled on; spectators of his rout. For them, this was far more satisfying than gorging into him. This abandonment in oneself was like watching torture before death. Far more precious a thing to them, than the taste of his blood.

It wouldn’t be long before the sword was finally in the hands of his foe and the truffle thereafter.

William, dragging his bad ankle along, moved as best he could, which wasn’t very well at all. But he kept going, through some lost sense of rectitude. He had to. To go down fighting was the only way. He couldn’t very well hand everything over to this evil under some dim promise of mercy. Such ideas, as he well knew, were naïve and foolish. He needed to oppose the odds. Even with no strength in body, he needed to fulfil his final minutes with strength of mind, of will, of spirit.

Hidden within the dim light ahead, he saw the sword glinting one last goodbye before abandoning him forever. Then, with little reaction from William, as if he knew it was coming, a sound woke in the eastern pass behind him. A sound which he hoped he’d never have to hear. The frightening utterance of galloping upon dirt.

It battled along at a fearsome rate. William’s head was dunked back into the squalls of his vision, stealing him of his already bare composure. Stricken by more panic, he saw Valstarius’ face in his mind’s eye. After which, the skull of death came, sniggering as always. Gasping for life, William pulled his head out of these images. He tried to see what was coming, only the Goblins were blocking his sight. Nor did they fear the hybrid’s arrival, having probably shared allegiance upon Drevol’s wish.

With nothing else for it, William braced his leg with both hands and pulled it after him to make him go faster. But to outrun such speed was pitiful. He would’ve stood just as much of a chance of catching up to, and outrunning, Thérn. But he gave it his all anyway.

The galloping gained, breaking not a sweat; closing in, and in, and in, and, by God, was William scared. As would you be, if you knew your death was waiting on your doorstep. Nearer still was the hybrid’s snort. So, in one faint and final longing that Thérn may somehow be drawn to his will, William stretched out his fingertips; but already his enemy was on him, having rammed through that mob of worthless Goblins without care. Who were they to get in his way? With that, William felt his breath on the back of his neck. All he could think to do was to drop to the ground, in the off chance that the creature might overshoot him like before. So that’s exactly what he did.

Yet, just as he dove, he was snatched by his sash and lifted heftily onto a saddle, when a voice commanded, “C’mon! Let’s get this sword back for ya, lad!”

Young William could not believe what he was hearing. He knew that posh voice. It wasn’t Valstarius at all…it was the Dullahan! The others couldn’t believe it, either. Khrum, most of all, who was wriggling about, as hyper as ever, whipping the root with his hat like an old mule, while cheering, “It’s the Dullahan, Ha-ha! I knew he’d come back, the blaggard! An’ look at Ifcus would ya. He’s runnin’! Ho-ho, show ‘em what you’re made o’, lads. YA-HOO!”

The tables had turned, or at least levelled, and this put Goidoy on high alert. He tried using both hands to lure the sword in even faster, but Thérn neither sped up, nor slowed, being already at maximum velocity, and thereby kept a steady course.

Doing all but pinching The Head to see if he was real, William yelled over the powering winds, “We thought you’d left, Crosco! And Ifcus! I-I thought he wasn’t able to run!”

Into William’s ear, Crosco smiled with a twinkle in his eye, “He couldn’t! But you’ve made quite the impression, boy! It may have taken me long enough to see it—you know me—but you truly are quite the hero, putting up with everything the way you have. You may even come to learn this yourself someday! Imagine that!” he grinned, making the lad think. “Now, less yammering! I need you to keep your head down, for we need more speed!”

William couldn’t have been happier to see his friend again. Then there was the old sack, tied to the rear of the saddle.

Blood-stained and obscurely shaped, it bumped about like mad during that ride. At one point, a horn poked out of it. Then it became so clear.

It turns out that dreams or visions don’t always signify what they show, in spite of the obvious. Redmun was right. What this prophecy actually meant was that, aye, William had seen death, yet not his own. What he saw was the heavenly ruin of Valstarius. The reasoning behind this was simple, if not a mite embarrassing.

William’s wish that eve, by the lake, was so vague that his magic truffle, instead, wound up showing him some arbitrary event from his future. Unfortunately (depending on how you look at it, of course), it happened to portray something of a sinister and atrocious nature, which shared just as much ambiguity as William’s question did, to begin with. Not what one would call an amusing err. Even so, all humiliations aside, it was over now. One less thing for him to fret about.

Imagine young William’s relief when he figured it out. It felt like every bad feeling he’d ever had was just popped like some blighted bubble, to be washed away by a friendly summer’s wind. All that worrying, for what? Nothing. True, he still had Drevol to contend with, and that would always remain a concern. But after stressing over this one particular thing for so long, to have it lifted off him like that, primed him with enough reassurance that he may yet make it out of this journey after all. For no centaur was coming for him now. All thanks to that amazing Dullahan. A valuable bond, indeed.

With the odds leaning more in their favour, they ploughed on. At the same time, their friends were egging them on from above. The excitement had them on the edge of their seats. Or roots, as it were.

Taming such power, and such grace, the way that he did, Ifcus looked like a completely new steed, were it not for his tell-tale peg leg giving him away. He was over the moon to see his friends again, too. However, not a second could he spare to acknowledge them, with everything that was going on. Thérn needed saving, and that was all he could think about. The focus on his face was unbending, with him having some distance yet to close before catching up to it. But it wasn’t going to take long, what with a little chocolate miracle shooting forth not metres ahead of him.

The truffle cut through the air at a whirring pace. Crosco cracked his reigns to urge his trusty charger on. Ramping it up another notch, Ifcus so gained his place behind the truffle. Next thing he knew, he was on it. It was zipping alongside his cheek like a stone whizzing without fade.

“Ifcus, my faithful friend!” The Head ordered. “Now’s your chance. Take it!”

Already two steps ahead of his master, Ifcus champed down on that wonderful truffle with voracious zest. He deserved it, moreover, after he’d been denied it outside the tower of Thérn that time. His eyes practically rolled in ecstasy as that creamy goodness swished around in his mouth with a smattering of hazelnut to go with it. The taste was absolutely divine.

Just then a huge, explosive boom rattled the walls, and Ifcus took off like wildfire. It was so sudden and so fast that, for any bystanders, it literally yanked the expressions off their faces, replacing it with out-and-out disbelief. Leaving behind a kindling trail, his hooves blazed beneath the might of his sprint, generating such momentum that even rocks were getting uprooted as he passed them by. Our Ifcus’ speed was remarkable. Absolutely unheard of. Nothing on Lythiann had ever run that fast before. Ever. No beast of any breed, nor being of any race. By Jove, did this make him feel strong. All the time he was thinking about Temprá, and how he’d failed her that day. But he wasn’t about to let that happen this day. That, he was sure of.

Gripping on for precious life, Crosco and William dipped beneath the wind’s roaring stream. No doubting it, it was a struggle to stay on. It was a good sort of struggle, nonetheless, being a labour of budding victory. Seeing them racing towards him made Goidoy ever more frightened. He knew it wouldn’t be long before William would try to reclaim what was rightfully his, while payback was surely to follow.

In a bidding to stop this from happening, he thus ordered some idle roots to stamp them out, but Ifcus was too nimble for that. Rather than squashing our heroes to road kill, those vines either ended up missing them entirely, or else Ifcus jumped through them, displaying such confidence that you would say he was hardly even trying. Better yet, this caused those stalks to become entangled, putting them right out of commission, hence leaving Goidoy’s scheme an utter shambles.

Goidoy, fearfully aware of this, risked another tactic. Any chances of him gaining the upper hand at this point, though, were slim. In his desperation, he called upon his brethren with these unnatural, guttural sounds. Disgusting noises to the ear. His kin knew it as a call for aid, so they answered, despite their reluctance. They scrambled to all fours and hurtled after the Dullahan, strings of drool slavering behind them in their haste. Speed, however, was not on their side. They were too far back, and the sword was almost within William’s reach.

Riding up fast through the merging blurs of Ifcus’ alacrity, his fingertips were practically tipping the pommel when, with a sudden jolt, the peg leg tore a splint and Ifcus’ galloping faltered, sending them back some few meters. It didn’t matter though, as the horse was determined not to let his dear friend down. So, in lifting his head from the stumble, he rose to the occasion and raced on, heedless of his injury; but it was only a matter of time before his leg would shatter altogether.

“We can’t do much more here, lad,” The Head so regrettably announced. “Ifcus will run till it kills him, yes, but that leg just won’t hold! You’re going to have to reach. It is now or never!”

Recovering what distance they’d lost, Ifcus was feeling the strain again, and William’s arm pained him as he reached for Thérn. It was but a hair away, teasing him. It was so very, very close. Whinnying, with one last surge of energy, Ifcus blasted forth just enough for William to grab a clean hold of the hilt. Goidoy didn’t know what to do or where to run.

Ifcus skidded to a halt, with dust clouding up about them, and William sprang from his back with a tremendous flip. A flashing tongue of electricity shot out of nowhere, surging over him to a fade, when he landed down, kicking Goidoy into the midst of those great, wagging roots. It was such a boot to the face that Goidoy forgot where he was. There he was, shaking his head and trying to see straight, but he couldn’t.

He tried to stand up but was suddenly kicked down again. Kicked in the stomach by the boy. Again, he kicked him. Then again, and again, and another, until every one of Goidoy’s ribs felt as if they were being held in place by just tendons and skin. Blood leaked from his mouth. He was truly beaten. William grabbed him by his head of hair, twisted his neck back, and commenced in punching him over and over in the snout, till Goidoy’s nose was half spread across his face, and William’s knuckles glowing red. Only for someone had yelled, “William! No more!” from above, he might have kept going till he’d killed him. Instead, he let the Goblin go, and stepped aside. Goidoy, the fool, he really thought he’d been spared.

Broken and defeated, he then discerned but two things. First, the sound of cowardly Goblins, yelping into retreat after they’d seen him bested. Second, some form of greenish flash, traced by a slack thud. It sounded like many lengths of heavy rope had just flopped to the ground. He wasn’t long deducing that there were no such ropes to hand…only vines. The stalks had been cut, and their captives, freed. This put an icy chill through his fur like nothing else. Never had he felt so alone. Then he heard the footsteps, coming for him. One set only. Everyone else just stood by. What’s more, he knew without doubt to whom they belonged.

First his claws were bound in wiry root. Goidoy was then seized by the neck and hoisted up to meet his end, face-to-face.

Through eyes as bare and unfeeling as death itself, the Elf peered long and deep into those of his sister’s killer, and calmly whispered with such perpetual hatred, “She never hurt anyone. A gentle creature. So harmless. Always smiling. An infectious thing that, even to this day, remains as potent even through memory. Memories, however, will eventually trail off, and die; unlike what her life would’ve done, had you only finished your spoils earlier that day, all those years ago. Perhaps you would have let her be, yet you did not. Instead you ended it all for her; what could have been a beautiful existence. For what? Sport? A mouthful? You took her smile and erased it from the world, like cloud over sun. You took her love and amputated it from my heart, leaving in its stead a seed of hate. A seed which you yourself had sowed. And it has been growing stronger since, upon every resting sunset.”

Silencing upon a thought, he then uttered, “Yet, alas, I know that she would not want me living my life this way. Full of anger. Full of revenge. She had a heart so true that she would probably have begged me to spare your worthless life, if she was here now.”

Praying to whatever God that the Elf would act upon this, Goidoy then regarded him purely with his beaten face, when Stell’s eyes blackened as he spoke, “But, she isn’t here. Is she? Not now. And who have we to blame for that? I tell you now, Kaylen did not deserve her fate. And with the Lord and all his loving saints as my witness, believe me when I say that you deserve everything you did to her.”

What happened next, few could stomach. Most eyes present at the time could not watch. Not only because of the sheer brutality, but also because they never would’ve believed the Elf capable of such dreadful deeds. Not he. Not he who was so timid and gentle. Should you dare it, I shall tell you of this event now, but it wasn’t very nice.

Brandishing his dagger, Stell hovered it in front of the Goblin’s face, in a way of twisted indecisiveness. ‘Where to start?’ type of thing. He seemed so at ease while doing so, that it was disturbing to watch. A smouldering fuse. Trembling with fear, Goidoy’s whimpering began. He could tell what was coming. For he remembered Stell, and Kaylen, too. He shivered all the harder for it; no longer the Goblin King that every living thing once feared. Because even the most dangerous of beasts can understand what it is to feel terror, while they might not wish to admit it. It could easily be said that the last thing Goidoy expected to feel when he awoke that morning was a knife point scraping his flesh. And, thus, it was…and how strange and petrifying a thing it must’ve been, to have never before experienced the chilling sensation of true dread, only to have it suddenly stampede through his every waking nerve hours later, making his heart thrust to the degree of pain.

Guilty of inhumanity towards so many lives as he was, they somehow found pity for this creature as he stood abandoned in the company of such hatred. But he could not go unpunished, or else he would’ve gone about his old antics again once freed. Harassing kind people, and feasting on more precious loved ones. If not today, then someday. That’s why Goidoy had to be punished, even if what Stell had in mind was far beyond the reasoning of a simple flogging. What he wanted was for him to suffer. And suffer he did.

Wren feared the worst, so she turned away. For all the good it did. The ears can paint pictures far more disturbing than what the eyes can see.

After the initial silence, she heard the sudden shuffling of feet, mixed with a struggle. The Goblin’s wail was so frightening that she had to shield her ears from it, though it did no good. She heard everything. The fear in the Goblin’s voice was so real, the panic, like his face was being squeezed in a bone-breaking grip, muffling his words through the folds of squashed cheeks. Then he started to kick. Wetness hit the ground in a sudden splash. The Goblin would flail, then stop, then flail again, then stop. Another splash, followed by a soft trickling. His screams, almost human, pleaded for the pain to stop, but it never did.

Then Wren said, squirming, “Stell…” trying to get the Elf to show some level of mercy.

He had no intention.

The beast howled again, this time shriller. He screeched for help, but none came. That’s when she heard the most violent screams of all. Screams so piercing and horrific that they made the others seem like laughter. Ice crept under her skin.

Wren, who was too repelled to properly look, peeked back to see the Elf standing over the beast, holding his wilted body upright and Stell’s arm jerking in quick carving motions. She thought rose petals were covering the ground, but they weren’t rose petals. Stell’s leather glistened black. The screams had stopped but were replaced by the sodden echoes of steel carving through meat. By the Elf’s reckoning, it was only fair that Goidoy sample his own savagery after what he did to his sister. Kaylen suffered it once, now Goidoy must suffer the very same.

Claiming his say, Goidoy’s torturer sneered, “See what I’ve had to become to avenge her memory? See what you’ve turned me into? I understand now, after all this time I was wrong. I will not see Kaylen again. Not after this. Because there is no place by God’s side for the likes of either of us, dog. Rest assured. Hell is where we shall perish. But, by your unholy blood may Kaylen, and the souls of your victims alike, rest in the knowledge that you will be burning there long before me!”

He dropped Goidoy’s ragged corpse like a pile of wet hide, and stood staring at it. Wren could see now what he’d done.

The creature’s gullet had been carved from one side to the next, and Stell had fed his long, red tongue through the bloody slit so that it flopped across his chest like a fresh cut tenderloin. A heinous punishment befitted a heinous crime.

A morbid turn to behold, even with Goidoy’s wrongdoings. Then again, revenge can possess even the meekest of minds. All it takes is an instant to turn them inside out—into complete monsters—flipping their worlds upside-down while reaping whatever it needs to. Be it blood, dignity, power, or worship; revenge will never fail to succeed should it be set loose, leaving its helpless host alone thereafter to forever pay the price. Heartache. Emptiness. Shame. Damnation. Revenge is a cold, sleeping wraith who hails from an unending line of ill feelings, none of such are bred from, or can result in, nobility. Only virtue can give us the gift of reward. Sadly, Stell was benighted by his hatred that day, and it led him—that same infant who was made suffer that carnage all those decades ago—by the hand, down a gruesome path towards scars so deep that they will never heal. Nevertheless, he always knew there would be a price. Ask yourself, could you blame him?

William was the only one who could stomach the torture without expression. Not out of some sick bloodlust. It’s just, he understood why someone would take it so far. He’d often dreamt about doing such things to the Pooka, after everything he’d put him through. If he could actually take it to such brutal extremes or not was another thing. Then there was Stell. The fair one, who they’d always believed so thoughtful and just. To see him going through with it was most upsetting, for all of them, William as well. He must’ve had some anger in him. But, if any good could come of it, it was that Goidoy was finally through. Finally put out of his misery. And no longer did any one Goblin stand. Somewhere out there, in the darkest of hollows, or in tunnels old, they’d all turned to rot, the second his life’s blood reddened the earth.

Spent after his gruesome frenzy, Stell turned a blind eye to their judgment, and went gruffly back about his everyday business, enveloped by dead silence. Proud, he was not. But vengeance was what he desired. He felt he deserved it. Therefore, he took it. And he wasn’t about to allow some petty sense of guilt tell him otherwise. That cold wraith, it seemed, had fallen back into its slumber after it had claimed what it had so long coveted, leaving its indelible mark in its place.

Stell wiped the sweat from his mouth with the back of his garnet-wetted hand, put his dagger away and stepped over the corpse. He may as well have been skinning a hare, for the scant emotion that he showed.

He plainly said, “Fresh meat there if you wish it,” and set off down to the secret pool to wash up.

The Dullahan was probably the most shaken by Stell’s sudden turn of behaviour. He remembered him to be so cheerful and so kind. Yet in learning of his sister’s murder from Icrick, as well as the severity of it, he came to understand just why he went to those lengths. After that, the idea of eating him didn’t seem so unbecoming. He admitted so too, having not properly dined in so long.

Redmun carved him a strip from Goidoy’s left shoulder, then said, “Give me a few minutes to get my head right and I shall cook it for you. Goblin meat needs a good roasting. We’ve already eaten, and you shall need your strength should you plan on sticking with us this time, horseman. For now, all of you, we will try to forget what went on here, and lend Master Crimpleton our support. No doubt this is a difficult time for him, and friendship is what he needs, not judgment. So let us head down to the pool where can do what we came here to do. Respectfully, yet quickly, as time ever battles us.”

When they descended into that magical lagoon, William decided to hang back for a moment. He donned a strange half-smile of sorts as he deliberated over that beaten pulp. The type of smile someone would adopt when ‘at peace’ with something. That doesn’t necessarily make it a good thing, either, and now was no exception.

Hooves came trotting up to his side, and there was Ifcus, eyes arced as he peeped in at him.

The affection of his funny glance cheered William up somewhat, when The Head asked, “Everything well with you, lad? You seem away with the faeries.”

“I’m fine,” answered William, nodding to himself. “And thank you for coming back and helping me, you three. You really are good friends. I missed you. We all did.”

“Glad to be back.” Crosco replied, with a kind and refreshing air. “And I just wanted to say I am sorry, William, for what I said to you back on the step. It was wrong. Hurtful. And, most of all, untrue.”

“I’m sorry, too,” said the boy. “You’re not just a selfish, old head at all. You’re just the friend we need right now. A fresh face.”

Making fun of himself, Crosco debated, “Oh, I don’t know about that, young William, my lad. I am just a head, true. But the ‘fresh’ part could be put up for some debate, unless mouldy curd is your thing?”

William sniggered, then asked, “Speaking of heads.”

“Well now,” Crosco grinned proudly, “have I got a tale for you! First, however, let me get some of this Goblin into my belly. How I loathe storytelling on an empty stomach. Come along, lad. Down we go.”

When William didn’t follow him, The Body turned again, and Crosco asked of him a second time, “You sure everything is okay?”

With a tone so remote, William replied, “I used to think that testing yourself was a good way o’ finding out who you really are. To see what you’re really made o’. To see what you could become. I wasn’t really sure how true this was until I came here to Lythiann. Here I believed, without question, that if I tested myself I could discover how to wield the Wrythus. Redmun even told me something similar back in Lán Curdhál. And now here I am…William Muldoon…after challenging one o’ the most feared creatures on this land. With Thérn—the supposed trigger o’ the famous Wrythus—in my grasp. The test of all tests.”

Taking a moment, he sighed, disheartened.

Then Crosco asked doubtingly, “What exactly are you getting at, lad?”

Finally gathering himself to look the Dullahan in the eyes, William uttered, “And what have I got to show for it, Crosco?”

As much as he didn’t wish it, the Dullahan could understand his plight, leaving him stuck for anything of comfort to say.

He honestly wanted to offer him some words of cheer, but, being unnaturally direct, he just wasn’t able to lie. Facing Goidoy was a task of immense magnitude. He was the King of the Goblins, for heaven’s sake. The perfect candidate for awakening the Wrythus, given that there was any logic to William’s theory at all. And yet no chord was struck by the Symphogram, nor no Wrythus shone. It was simply them, deserted amongst the great, crushing wilds of Briggun’s east.

Glumly, William smirked at Crosco; implying that he expected no less, while being so sorry for having failed them because of it. To him, it was like his worst fears were right all that time, and now it was just too late to care.

“At least we know that Valstarius isn’t coming for us anymore.” William shrugged, and nodding at the satchel, he said, “And I’m looking forward to hearing your—”

Stopping mid-sentence, he let out a little humph of surprise. An unexpected epiphany had granted him a moment’s peace. Nothing to overshadow his chief concerns, but enough to stop him from losing his reason completely.

Considering Vahna Webble, and how deceitful they were for not elaborating on whose passing he’d encountered in his vision when they so easily could have, merely confirmed just how untrustworthy they really were. A far more beautiful revelation stemmed from this; in that Wren could finally be absolved of any accusations made against her, seeing as how Webble was so fond of dramatising their tellings. Warranted, her murky past remained something of a void, but at least now, Webble’s tidings could be omitted on account of their sheer fallibility. A small comfort, true, but some comfort, at any rate. William decided to keep his mouth shut about the prophet’s counsel, for fear of jinxing it. It’d be just his luck.

Crosco waved his hand in front of William’s eyes, saying, “William? Hello in there? Snap out of it. What the devil are you conjuring up in that mind of yours now? More stress and bother I’ll bet?”

“Funnily enough, no,” the lad answered, appearing a bit more perky. “Just had a nice thought, actually. Will we head down?”

Crosco glanced at William, cockeyed, and went, “Hmmm, if you say so,” then moseyed on down to the underground pool.

It was rather extraordinary down there, it had to be said. Magical in every way. Inside that tight, sunken cave of felled trunks and twining limbs, flowering moss swaddled every free inch of it. Bright green shrubs flourished in any corner wherein a shadow might normally lie, whilst the glow of the fireflies put the finishing touches to it all. How it all shone gold and emerald; with the white dew upon the leaves, and the silky ripples moving across the small pool at the bottom. Curious how one seed could birth such a wonder. A true diamond in the rough.

Everyone was already by the pool’s edge, cleaning up after being so lovingly hugged by those stinking, sappy roots earlier on. Stell had also settled somewhat, which was good to see, but he remained withdrawn. What else could they expect, after what he’d been through? Of course it was going to take some time to get back to normal. All they could do in the meantime was leave him be. Nothing can be more irritating than someone sticking their face in yours when you’re not in the mood.

Otherwise, the atmosphere was pleasant down there, where it was warm and tranquil.

Redmun saw to Crosco’s dinner. Icrick even had himself a quick dip, once the others were finished using the pool, that is. Imagine Khrum’s disgust, to be washing his face one second, only to find a long Grogoch hair in his mouth the next. He would not be impressed.

“Out! Out!” he would likely yell, picking bits off his tongue. “Pollutin’ the place! Take your farty aul’ niff ‘n’ skedaddle, Bog-Weed!”

All things considered, it went splendidly well down there. That is to say, until Crosco asked after something they should have been ready for.

He’d been seeing to Ifcus’ leg, when he had a glance about, and asked, “Oh! I almost forgot! I’d forget my own head if it wasn’t…um! Well, let’s just say my memory isn’t what it used to be. Anyway, where is he? Where is that little ferret-headed rodent? Is he here? Sure he’s one of the chief reasons why I came back. How I missed that little rascal, and I am not ashamed to admit it now, either. Call me a big softy.”

Crosco was so cheerful since his return. Not like before. He even appeared healthier for it. It seemed such a sin to upset him, now, with their ill news. Nor was it anyone’s right to keep it from him. So, glimpsing awkwardly at one another, wondering who would be the first to talk, they waited. But, in the end, nobody spoke a word, which alone said enough to perish the Dullahan’s merry air.


- Chapter Seventeen -

Will o’ the Wisp

Once the Dullahan had finally marshalled nerve enough to interrogate their silence, hesitant though he was for fear of what it may be, they agreed it most fitting to explain Pew’s untimely passing together, as a group. It was easiest for everyone that way. Most of all, for the Dullahan. There were more faces for comfort that way. Even Stell put his own difficulties aside to stand by a friend in need.

Around they so gathered. Icrick draped one arm about The Body’s shoulder and swore to him that Pew would be just fine. How he was far away from that accursed inferno now, living the life of Riley somewhere high in the clouds, with big King Thide guffawing by his side.

He really did paint a lovely picture.

The Grogoch’s description of Pew’s afterlife was so compelling, and so imaginative, that they could envisage it like it was happening, right there, before their waking eyes. There was the Poppum, scampering about those royal halls, sliding on the go. Pouncing after fluttering butterflies and exploring secreted places to appease his Artisan ways. A far better life for him, they felt. Fairer. As no such creature was meant for those harsh times of war and death.

Yet it could not pass without a wonder; would Pew actually miss the thrills of his old life? The danger. For whenever they ventured into the web of peril, he always emerged on the other side, chuckling. Like a child wanting another go on the playground slide. And yet he probably wouldn’t have considered his death a misfortune, either, the more they pondered it. Maybe he even deemed it a reward, of sorts. A wonderful prize. Another adventure, presented to him by the powers of evil, no less. To be transported back to Ebyulán, where he could have the time of his life again. This brought a smile to their faces. Good old Pew. Darkness had intended to punish him but, instead, it ended up rewarding him. Irony can sometimes be a truly beautiful thing.

An uplifting prospect, yet it remained a sad and trying sight when a teary Crosco asked that he be the one to cleanse the body. No candidate more suitable, so they obliged, and Redmun passed the deceased into his arms. They all knew of that special bond between them. They were all aware of how dear the Dullahan was to Pew, and likewise. Ever placing him upon a pedestal, the Poppum thought the world of his funny, grumpy friend. His affection was unconditional. And even though The Head never spoke of it aloud, his feelings were always mutual; hidden somewhere within his soul of hard rock, never revealing themselves until now. Truth was, he loved this little messer like a lifelong pet, and so he wept for him heartfelt tears.

Crosco rested Pew’s fragile body upon the pool’s bank. Everyone went ahead and bowed their heads in prayer while he ran those diamond droplets through his fur, gently absolving him of his past life on Lythiann. Ifcus was lying next to The Head, trying to soothe his pain with a rub of his nose as Crosco’s chalky cheeks ran wet. He knew that he was in a better place now and, finally, through the splendour of Iywék, young Pew’s end was given proper closure.

When the ritual was over, and Pew re-wrapped in his blanket, The Body assumed the duty of taking care of him until all this was over. He insisted upon it. He went to depart that cave, presuming that time to be of the essence, when Redmun told him to rest another moment to grieve, as no such chance would arise again in the foreseeable hours as far as he knew. Crosco, with much appreciation, accepted. And even though it was the Erethaoí who’d suggested this, he still kept a wary eye on time.

Then William whispered to Stell, “How come you didn’t perform that same ritual as you did with the doe that time?”

The Elf replied, “Apologies, my friend. But my heart is simply not in it right now. However, Pew is a clever thing. He shall find his way to the clouds easily enough.”

William could not argue with that, so he, as with the others, made the most of the break while they had it.

Khrum, who was lazing back, motioned at The Head, and asked, “So, Dullahan! Are ya goin’ ta tell us what happened with Valstarius, or are we goin’ ta have ta shlap it outta ya?”

“Ease off him, leprechaun!” Redmun scowled. “Can’t you see he’s mourning. Let him tell you about the hybrid some other time!”

“Ara, shove off with yourself, will ya.” Khrum barked, all fed up. “I was only coddin’ with him.”

Redmun’s face dimmed. He was not accustomed to such cheek, though he was more surprised than anything. It would take a weakened spirit indeed to address him so brazenly, so he spoke nothing of it.

I need not explain that Khrum was just plain ticked off at this stage, for being the only one who was ever lectured over his tone. All he was trying to do was behave normally in the off-chance that it might cheer the Dullahan up. So, naturally enough, he got annoyed when confronted. Quite the norm for someone who is being incessantly harangued for just being himself.

So, with that niggling away at him, he went on, “Leave me ta my ways ‘n’ let that be the end of it, d’ya hear? I’m sick ta the teeth of it. As for Crosco, I know he’s not in the form, Redmun! But none of us are! We all losht a friend back there. Not jusht him. An’ now that we’re here, trapped on the brink o’ hell, with some madman jusht around the corner waitin’ ta kill us, it’s a hundred times worse! Course I’m a little vexshed! We all are! Even you! So what say we make the mosht outta a bad situation for the few minutes that are in it, and listen ta a bit of a yarn! Where’s the harm in that, ha? Tell me!”

Redmun had clearly hit a nerve so, with a gruffly sigh, he conceded. Besides, he was too distracted to take part in some pointless row, for he was in a foul mood. Khrum was right. But he wasn’t about to admit it lest the leprechaun should use it against him in the future, because he wasn’t always right, either. In fact, he was usually way off.

He’d hardly touched his roast Goblin, so, in discarding it, Crosco licked his fingers and found himself saying, “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you. But only if we have the time?” he asked, throwing an eye at Redmun for consent.

The man resigned from ever being their killjoy and so granted him the go-ahead, whilst sneaking in an almost indistinguishable glint, to suggest ‘keep it short though.’ If they didn’t know any better, they might have said that he was just as interested as any of them in what had become of the ill-reputed Valstarius. Also, the extra resting time might have made all the difference for their next climb; providing they didn’t dawdle too long, in which case the outcome could well prove drastic.

With this in mind, Redmun kept a keen handle of time; forever checking the marks on his vambrace, as one might check their wristwatch for fear of running late.

Crosco, enriched by their interest, nodded, “Okay…Okay I shall tell you! It might take my mind off things for a spell.”

So, while Redmun and the Elf guarded the opening, the rest scooched in for the Dullahan’s tale.

It went something like this…

Thinking they might procure some fresh water, some sleep, and—with a smidgen of luck—a bite to eat, he and Ifcus had wandered south of the Barren City, towards Bròf. (This all took place a little after Crosco’s row with William.) It was coming up to nightfall when they arrived at its borders, at the pass of Dorick’s Egress; a narrow trail which ambled between the foot of some knotty hills.

Just shy of its opening, where the brush grew deep, there lurked a shallow pool. The alpine streams trickled down from above, giving it a healthy run of fresh water. From there, the trail roamed on into the realm of Bròf itself. This was a dominion which they needn’t have ventured into, as their current spot already provided them with everything they’d need for a decent night’s camp. Water. Trees. And an abundance of heavy scrub to not only shelter potential food in, but also to shadow them from the mainland.

Crosco wasn’t too pushed on the idea of braving it out there, on the mainland, particularly at night time. Past exploits had schooled him well on what things may be creeping across those murky lands after dusk. Fiendish beasts, and ugly ghouls, all sweeping the foggy fells in search of flesh for eating. Sometimes he heard them moaning, faintly, beyond the distant rises, with their echoes rebounding through the mist, making it sound like they were surrounded on all fronts. After being a part of a merry band for so long, he was really starting to feel very frightened out there, all by his lonesome.

It never used to be like this. Even before William came along. He always had some sense of security given to him by the infamous Valstarius. At least he was something of an ally, Valstarius—from a certain perspective—guarding his night watchman. Not anymore, though. Not after he’d deserted them all. Now the Dullahan was truly alone. So, as those cries scaled the chill night air, he hunkered down and backed into a hidden hollow within the bushes where he waited, ever trembling, for the beautiful sunlight to yawn over the horizon and rescue him from night’s inky cowl. But it was to be a lengthy wait, with nightfall merely arriving.

Opportunely for him, it wasn’t all doom and gloom. Crosco was fairly amused to see that the Will O’ the Wisp had returned to the pool for the coming season as, similar to the seasons themselves, that is simply what it does. It is not unlike the sun in summer or the frosts of midwinter, and Bròf was a favoured haunt of this anomaly for some months after the tempest. It found the area tranquil, I suppose.

The Will O’ the Wisp was an unearthly phenomena. A cluster of lights, bearing likeness to small flames would flare and pop into all different shades and shapes above the stillness of the water. Nobody around Lythiann ever knew much about it, other than they were very beautiful to watch. Mesmerising, even.

Few believed it was of nature’s magic, while most presumed it remnants of a Night Pixie’s fair which had recently moved on. Whenever there was a noise nearby, the Wisp would gambol to it, shooting off all sorts of sparks, depending on how loud the clatter was. And it was precisely this sort of display that was, more often than not, considered a trick of the Night Pixies, being very skilful light-bearers to begin with, carnies who managed all sorts of tricks with flames.

No matter what the anomaly was, or where it came from, it remained a very mystical and soothing attraction to be around. So, on that, Crosco knocked together a comfy bed of grass inside his hollow, where he then rested, and watched, with Ifcus dozing on and off by his hip.

Something of a relaxing spot it turned out to be, once they’d gotten over the noises across the land. He even felt his eyelids growing heavy, what’s more. That is, until something scampered through the trees just a few yards away to his left.

It wasn’t a light scampering, either, like a bird or a squirrel. It seemed larger. Large enough to send the buckeyes swaying once it cut through them, whatever it was.

“That didn’t just happen!” Crosco gulped, already sweating. “What, on earth, could it have been? Did you see, Ifcus? Eh?”

With one ear flipped forward, and the other sideways, Ifcus’ huge eyes lit up because he, too, was scared stiff. All he could do was shake his head.

As gingerly as he could, Crosco picked up his axe and waited anxiously for it to happen again. Wouldn’t you know, nothing stirred for a good long while after that, aside from the grass breezing down along the hillsides. Everything went as still as a picture again, so Crosco lowered his guard.

Was it safe to relax, do you suppose?

The second his eyes fell drowsy from watching the Wisp, an animal—or what looked like an animal—tore through the water before him, making for the trees on other side of the bank. Crosco scrabbled from his hole with his axe raised high. In his other hand he held up his Head, lantern-like.

“Who goes there?” demanded he, urging to put on his brave voice, though its tremble wasn’t fooling anyone. “Who g-goes there, I says? Are you deaf? Thick? Show yourself!”

A most disturbing sound escaped from a bush to his right. It wailed as a cat would cry, then secreted a wet snort, as a bulldog licking its lips. That alone fabricated an image far beyond the desires of our cowardly Crosco.

It was so startling, and so unfamiliar, and so weird, that he stuttered, “I m-m-meant not to call you thick! Sorry! O-O-Or deaf for that m-m-matter. I am sure you can h-h-hear just fine. And that you h-h-have a smashing personality, too!”

He took a look into the bushes, eyes half-shut as he tried to make out what was in there. Suddenly, there it was, looking straight out at him. A small, black face with two great, curling horns.

Crosco let out some shriek when he saw those horns, instantly mistaking it for a certain someone. Someone whom he’d no desire to meet there, or ever again, for that matter. Then, upon taking a swift secondary glance in better light, he could tell that it wasn’t who he thought after all, but a wild sheep. A silly wild ram who was just as scared of Crosco, as Crosco was of him.

Chuckling to himself at his utter foolishness, the Dullahan’s fear quickly lightened to the dreams of a tasty meal and a full belly. There was nothing quite like a bit of smoked mutton from Bròf, after all, according to him.

“Why you little rascal!” he whispered with a giddy grin, tightening his grip on the axe.

“Hush now, lad,” he politely muttered, as he crept towards the now-cowering sheep. “I shall not hurt you, little fellow. Just want to give you a niiice scratch behind the ear is all.”

The ram was at a loss as to whether he should scarper or freeze, so he ended up backing up further with that same idiotic expression on his face. After all, sheep aren’t the cleverest of God’s creatures.

“No need to fear, little sheepy, for I am your friend.” Crosco uttered, salivating, now but two feet away from his dinner. “Best friends for life, you and I. What shall we do first, good chum? Have an ale? Play horseshoes? Or, perhaps, enjoy some DINNER?”

Without realising it, he stepped on an old branch and a sharp snap rang out amongst the hills. He winced. He’d lost his meal for sure now.

But Crosco had never known such luck, when, by the flying sparks of the Wisp, an entire flock sprang out from hiding. They were jumping all over the place, trying to find a way out. Had they not been so flustered, they probably would have used the water race to escape him in jig-time. But thanks to their downright brainlessness, they wound up doing laps of the pool instead, which worked out perfectly fine for the Dullahan. All he had to do was reach out and grab one, but which?

Ifcus was laying there watching the excitement with his ears up. However, he soon grew bored of it, so he went back to resting. He’d have had nothing to gain from it anyway, vegetarian that he was.

“Ha-ha! Come here!” Crosco laughed, bounding after the sheep. “Come here to me, and I shall fry you up! Smoked! Roasted! Boiled! It all sounds so tasty to me. Even raw would do the trick right now.”

Crosco then put sights on one fat sheep who was noticeably slow. A chubby chappy who, after finding a gap in the trees, was quietly making his way for it. Fatter than the others, maybe, but definitely wilier.

The Dullahan ran for him, and laughed, “Oh, no you don’t,” when, all of a sudden, a massive shadow exploded from the darkness, scattering the sheep with its grating screech.

Valstarius. This woke Ifcus like nothing else.

“OH NO!” Crosco screamed, and The Body tumbled backwards into the pool.

All the while The Will O’ the Wisp was ensnared within the wrath of Valstarius’ eyes as he trudged towards him with his mighty steps, bullying Crosco backwards with heaving snorts.

“You dare deceive me?” he sneered, in his wicked voice. “I let you live, and you dare deceive me?”

With a strike so savage, he then hacked down upon Crosco with his axe so that The Body had no choice but to block it. Both axes clashed so hard, that it chipped Crosco’s axe bit.

“I-I-I am sorry, m-my master.” replied The Head, behind the grating steel. “I shouldn’t have l-l-left! I p-p-promise I will never do it again. Please! Give me one more ch-ch-chance.”

The centaur, refusing to listen, snarled over further strikes, “And you helped the boy. Insolent fool!”

“I never aided the boy.” Crosco denied, fighting to stand, but stumbling every time. “I swear I w-w-would tell you if I had! I only ever aided you, my m-m-master.”

“Liar!” the hybrid growled. “I saw you there that night with the blind man. That so-called warlock. I saw you heading for his precious Lán Chúrdal. But I was two steps ahead of you even then. Avoiding a fruitless pursuit through his jungle, I travelled instead to the far east to seek out the prophet. There I could investigate your group’s business. And they told me all about your little intentions. I already had an idea of who the child was. But this proved it.”

(This got our William thinking again, but he said nothing of it.)

“I immediately reported it back to my master. This meant postponing my hunt for you, but I eventually found some rooks who conveyed my message for me. That delay was a small price to pay for my master’s respect. So, chances are, horseman, your dear friend is already dead. Eaten by a fiery beast!”

These tidings hit our Crosco harder that you might think, but he wasn’t about to rest all his beliefs on ‘chances are…’ nor the word of a deceiver such as Valstarius, for that matter. He needed to find out for himself. No doubt, Valstarius also wanted to follow up on the boy’s death, so he could confirm it for his master, if ever asked.

“Hear me!” Crosco pleaded, retreating further and further. “I promise you, we will leave and you will never hear from us again. I swear it! We shall vanish from these lands and do what we must to avoid any further conflict. Helping the boy, it was a m-m-mistake. A mistake for which I am sorry.”

“Leave?” roared Valstarius, still enraged, but amused. “Why on earth would I want you to leave, when I’ve spent the last nine dusks hunting you down? I’d recognise your stink anywhere. I want your head on a stake after what you’ve pulled. Not grant you freedom of exile!”

But there was also an advantage to Crosco’s little proposition.

Thus, to The Head’s surprise, the hybrid lowered his weapon and proposed, “On second thought, should you tell me now, horseman, which direction the boy was supposed to be headed, then maybe I will consider your request.”

It was anyone’s guess whether or not he would uphold his side of the bargain if Crosco complied, whatever of the crooked deals he’d struck in the past. Ifcus and The Body were also conscious of this; such that, they were both filled with dread and despair. For it would be only befitting for The Head, selfish as he was, to save his own hide by telling his enemy exactly what he needed to know.

Suddenly, “I am afraid I cannot do that,” Crosco refused, who was just as surprised as anyone.

“Let that be it,” growled Valstarius, who then snapped a limb from a passing tree, slashed it to a point, and said, “Your stinking head on a stick it is!”

“Wait!” Crosco tried bargaining again, waving his hands in surrender. “Just wait! We will leave and that’ll be the end of us. God as my witness. Jewels?! How about some jewels?! Will that do?! I-I-I can get some! I swear I can.”

“You really think I will let this lie for treasure?” Valstarius snapped as he rushed for him. “You actually believe that? Fool! Try to bargain with me! Remember your place, horseman.”

He wasn’t backing down. Quite the contrary. He was speeding up.

“Back away! Back away!” Crosco muttered to The Body, though he did not obey at first.

He wanted to stand his ground for once. But in the end, he always obeyed The Head.

“Back away, this instant…then turn and walk away…slowly!” he ordered more sternly, so The Body grudgingly resigned.

“First you shall perish,” Valstarius snarled, as he closed in on him, “and then the boy! If he’s not dead already!”

Crosco kept his back turned, and kept on walking. He prayed that the centaur might possess enough nobility to not attack a man from behind. But this was Valstarius. A villain. One of the worst. Who knew what he was capable of?

Crosco scrunched his eyes. He was sure that his skull was about to be stoved-in at any given second.

Then, “What is this?” he heard Valstarius snigger. “The cripple trying to defend his coward of a master? How pathetic!”

Crosco stopped in his tracks. Something inside of him already knew what was happening without him having to look.

The Body set his Head down upon a pillow of bull reeds, out of the way. He then took a breath just short of a sigh, then turned to see Ifcus, blocking the hybrid’s way; his neck craned low as usual. Only this time he appeared…different. The centaur’s threat to his friends, it seemed, had pushed Ifcus’ patience a bridge too far. Crosco saw his rage, nor would he dare dispute a manner so dour.

Ifcus was sick and tired of it. Of everything. Of not being able to stand up for himself and more.

“Move your dusty bones from my path, or I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t hobble away from!” the Centaur ordered.

Finding strength of all strength, and with all the belief in his heart, Ifcus rose up his head to meet his enemy, eye-to-eye. He poised himself tall and proud, like a true stallion, and faced Valstarius down with a threatening snort.

Valstarius, hiding his fear, grunted, “Humph! At least you have some backbone. Which is more than I can say for your rider. Bold, indeed! Yet what is bravery without brawn.”

He wound back his fist, then swung out like a hammer, smashing Ifcus across the face. It sent the horse sideways, for it was some blow, though it wasn’t enough to break his spirits.

The steed reared high over the centaur, dwarfing him. What a magnificent sight it was. The hybrid backed away from the tremendous beast shadowing over him. His glossy coat captured, like fireworks at midnight, all the colours of the Wisp, as his flowing mane flagged majestically in the wind. Ifcus neighed with such passion only to launch his hooves into the centaur’s teeth, knocking right out of touch. Such a feat was unheard of, for Valstarius to get hit. What’s more, he was not impressed. It was downright insulting. First to be foiled by Redmun, and now this. He was so vexed that he barrelled at Ifcus, head-on, with a water-frothing rage. But Valstarius’ path was blocked again, this time by flowing raven robes. Nobody dared hit Ifcus. Nobody. And so it was The Body’s turn.

Crosco twisted his fists so tightly around his axe hilt that the leather creaked, as if throttling the neck of Valstarius himself.

Like shadows cast by lamplight upon the most sinister of faces, and with a grin so grim, The Head leered, “Know your place, Faun.”

Faun. Of all the names for the hybrid to be called, Faun was the worst. The most delicate animal of all, proved the greatest insult of all, and this made him even angrier.

Upon those daring words, and with The Head acting as his eyes, The Body swiped his battle-axe at the centaur with everything he had. Valstarius swiped back, so that the Wisp exploded behind them as if applauding the brawl. The great battle of the Dullahan’s time had begun.

Back and forth, forth and back, they wrangled, hard, during which time great orbs of flame mimicked their blows, and were sprouting up into the air around them, creating dangerous and equally thrilling umbrellas of bright sparks.

Both opponents were true masters of their axes. With flawless movement they fought. Under the exploding lights, the battle possessed all the fluidity of crashing whitecaps, eddying in and around one another to strike from better angles. An unforgiving feud, yet no punches were thrown, nor were any kicks traded. This was all about the honour of weaponry, to which both warriors were fully faithful. It was more about who owned the true right to be the best and, rest assured, it was a fight to behold.

It flowed like a brutal dance, full of anger and a lust for spilt blood. If their axe heads locked, they’d ram the butt into the other’s ribs or face. Crosco had the advantage here, with no face to target, whilst his ribs were shielded behind thick iron. The hybrid had met his match, but he struck with such savagery that he was denting the armour like lead.

Once too nervous to cheer, but now ecstatic of the possibilities, The Head hailed, “Get him! Get him, Crosco! I mean me! Um…you! Bah, whatever your name is, go get that billy-goat ninny!”

This he said out of great intent, but it ended up working against him. Valstarius heard him rooting for himself, which helped him to understand that, without his Head, Crosco’s axe-wielding half may not be able to see anything.

Breaking free of the battle, he charged at him through the water, spinning his weapon about his head and squealing like the animal he was. The Head could but panic and wail. He never felt so helpless.

“Help me!” he cried, defencelessly. “Some help, please!”

It was no good. The Body was too far behind to catch up, though he pursued anyway, his axe flailing alike.

‘Twas then, from the shadows of nowhere, that two bucking hooves knocked him up into the air and into the line of Crosco’s lethal swing. ‘Round and ‘round his head spun before landing, splush, into the shallow pool beside his own severed torso. Calmness fused into a flattening of the Wisp, so all that softened the silence was the trickling of the pool whose scarlet flow washed away downstream towards Bròf.

To this end, the Dullahan’s tale was over, leaving everyone enthralled, impressed, and quite frankly, speechless.

“A heartening report.” Redmun nodded. “Valstarius has ever been a bane of Lythiann, and it is high time someone taught him this lesson. A valiant and courageous deed that shan’t go uncelebrated. As for our own story, we have dawdled long enough, and must be off. Remember, the jungle inside that great tree is thick. And with the Holy Stair since razed from neglect, we have no other choice but to face it. Let us pray we have renewed strength enough to do so quickly. Beware, do not stray.”

The thoughts of having to set off again was a gruelling prospect. But they did so anyway. Khrum threw something of a fuss to begin with. Nobody knew why. Like he was upset by something Redmun had said. He soon calmed down, and waddled after them, leaving the Grogoch and William last to follow.

William approached Icrick and asked him on the down-low, “There’s a jungle in that tree?”

The Grogoch stood where he was. He stood strangely still, bar a slight inebriated sway. He too appeared distraught by the Erethaoí’s tidings.

“Icrick?” asked William again, aware that he was not himself.

Again he said nothing. The boy tried prodding him with a sort of stiff poke to see what would happen. After rocking slightly like a rickety old bust, the Grogoch came to. When he did, he did not appear too pleased.

“Afraid so…a jungle…” he answered, eyes darting worriedly.

“Why so nervous all of a sudden?” William frowned, as he observed him. “Didn’t you live here before? What could be in there that you haven’t already seen?”

“I lived there at a time, yes, but I never knew the celestial stairway was gone,” whimpered Icrick, fidgeting more and more with his fingers, like the stair’s absence could prove something fatal. “Most disturbing, I say. In fact, it is definitely not good, no! Not at all!”

He began to panic and wheeze.

“Icrick,” said the lad, fearing another fit, “you need to listen to me. Slow down. You’re going to get yourself all worked up again. Now breathe!”

Sucking in more wind than any party balloon could handle, Icrick stifled, “Deep breaths! Deep breaths!”

Seizing him by the arms, William explained to him, very carefully, “No, not like that. What you need to do is shut your eyes, take in a little breath, then exhale completely. And keep doing it: breathe in for a second…and then let it all out, slow-ly. Deep breaths only get you more worked up. Ever notice how you always end up blowing out wind when you’re suddenly relieved about something?”

Icrick interjected with a bright-red scowl for having his flatulence broached at so vulnerable a time. Conversely, William heard himself saying it, and it was no surprise as to why the Grogoch had taken him up the wrong way.

Chuckling at his misinterpretation, the lad corrected, “I’m talking about people in general. Not just you! And, by ‘wind’, I mean ‘breath.’ You know, after we get a fright or something. Or after a narrow escape. It’s almost instinct to let out a long puff of relief…because it calms us down, you see. Try it.”

Icrick had nothing to lose, so he tried it. It actually worked really well. His heartbeat slowly relaxed; nor did his breathing rage into hyperventilation. Instead it lowered, and lessened, and loosened, almost to where he was having a little yawn for himself. William was otherwise hushing him down, saying, “Eaaasy… eaaasy…”

Then, once he looked level-headed enough to answer, the boy looked him in the eye and asked, “Now…I need you to tell me…what’s wrong with these stairs, Icrick? Should we be expecting trouble?”

Not fully out of his daze yet, the Grogoch replied, “Once haloed by a beautiful silvery field of light, the Holy Stair shielded passers-through from the outlying wilderness within. That dark jungle Redmun mentioned. Up, up it grows, well out of sight. So strong, so full. I’d say if you were to get lost in it then, chances are, you would never find your way back out again. Not with your life, at least. Dangerous animals dwell in those trees, feeding on others. And…if the stair is shattered…then so is our protection. And it’s a long climb to the top! But there may be no other way.”

“What kind o’ animals?” asked William, his nerves tightening.

Sapped of all sentiment, the Grogoch gloomily said, “There was this rhyme that the children used to sing. They’d skip up and down the stairs, singing it over and over again. Like a dare almost. Taunting those in the trees…”

“…Those?”

Icrick then recited, “No speed of steel nor will of sight could fall those ghouls of night. Beware the black sky moon behold…” then facing William, he ended, “…when Slingtails take night flight…”

“…Slingtails?!” William so uneasily asked. “What are—?”

“Why the holdup?” Redmun came back to ask. “We’re waiting. You can chitchat later, when all of this is done. Hurry it up, we have matters to tend to, or have you already forgotten?”

He was certainly adamant, and rightly so. William thus followed him out, all the while peeling himself away from Icrick’s abandoned stare. A pallid, scared expression which thundered, in an orchestra of pleas, just how much he did not wish to take that route after all. How it was a very bad idea.

Did Redmun really know what he was getting them into?


- Chapter Eighteen -

Inferno to Blood Fire

Veiled behind a nest of gnarly roots at the tree’s base was a way in. A black, inimical-looking hole, draped with scraggy lines of parched vines. A rotten stench radiated from within, the likes of which could only be stomached by the croakings of the occasional swamp toad. When they edged their way inside to see a broken old stairway engulfed by nothing bar dreary jungle, their anxiousness heightened tenfold. Khrum and Icrick, in particular. Khrum, however, tried to make out like he wasn’t the least bit troubled, though he was.

Waist-high in a dank bayou of foul, viscous water, whose dead surface was frosted with a pane of grey mist, they waded inwards to discover just how enormous it truly was inside. Enormous and domineering. A jungle within a jungle. It was near impossible to believe that they were inside another tree; a nightmarish interpretation of Percy’s own abode.

Deeper they thus delved. Walking furtively back-to-back, searching for a safe way up, with their steel guarding way before them.

‘Twas quieter than a graveyard, and as eerily still, but for their movements dabbling through the water. What struck them most was the sheer murkiness of everything, especially overhead. How that stealing miasma rose; sweeping upward and over, thereby silhouetting the countless storeys of ghostly wilderness which lay hidden alike tiers of a secret citadel. But there was more to it than merely a reeking bog.

One attractive feature—unlikely as it may seem—were these fat, oily pods scattered about. They looked as if they had no earthly business being there. These bulbous, gelatinous moulds were of apple-green pigment which throbbed vividly to light whenever something passed them by; their intensity depending entirely upon how large that ‘something’ was. Only for Redmun still hadn’t quite recovered from his late injury to fashion any worthy style of torch, this light was more than a welcome find.

Those plants (for plants they were, with their fleshy texture and cushions of thistles whereon they sat) whispered a mild droning whenever they illuminated. Heavenly, almost. Such qualities led them to assume that they were more likely a species of Iywék’s origin, as nothing of Briggun’s east could ever be so alluring. Perhaps, throughout the years, the magic had somehow found its way from the pool nearby.

Whatever the reason, they were indeed a pretty thing, so why question them? They waded on through shadow, as that brilliant, limy light opened the way.

Those lamps posed no problems for the first hour or so. It was only when they thickened on one side of the path did they begin to prove more of an obstacle than a help, because they soon found themselves uncomfortably encumbered by those pods; to the point where the whole bog was ablaze with burning green light, uncloaking them to unwanted eyes. Had it not been for the voices awakening in the jungle, it might not have been so eerie for them. But noises were seeping from all around the gloom now. Odd sounds. Chilling sounds.

At first they weren’t even sure if they heard them at all, being so few and far between. But when this laughter, this hyena-like chuckling, gradually arose like hungry packs from all the dim corners of the trees, did they truly start to fret.

“Wren,” Icrick snivelled, shaking like a leaf, “hold me!”

Hold him she did, but not before taking William’s hand herself, and for good reason. Something else was out there. Creatures—if you could call them that—lurking about in the open. Moss People.

They weren’t able to see them at the first, due to their clever camouflage. Suffice it to say, these were not the bearers of that ungodly laughter. That belonged to something else.

Said to be more of plant than being, their somewhat hominid features notwithstanding, this wilderness was chief territory of the Moss People, or Úngmin, as used in Lythiann’s forest tongue. A clan of several hundred, supposedly. The word ‘people’ was often misleading to many, mind you, as there wasn’t much of ‘person’ about them at all. Not that most believed.

Made out of moss and lichen from scalp to sole, these sluggish beasts spent their days crawling around the inner walls of the tree, blub-blubbing as they crept. They were Glogish, in a way, in that they could plunge in and out of the wood upon their discretion. Using heavily bearded lips, they would otherwise stoop like cattle and graze upon the outermost layers of rotting bark. Then, as with the common earthworm, their waste was of the greenest grass you could dream of. Strips upon strips of it, running all over. Disgusting and yet remarkable. Even its scent was refreshing, and if collected by a passing breeze, would wash through the otherwise stale air which lingered within, to instil summer memories of a far simpler time.

What purpose such beings would ever hope to serve in such vile surroundings was surely a mystery, yet they were a miraculous creature nonetheless—if you could call them that.

Typically, the term ‘creature’ suggests a mammal. A being of true life. One who knows what it is to feel, or to need. A ‘creature’ tends to respond to say, danger, in order to preserve itself. It would at least react with a struggle. Whereas these organisms seemed poles apart. Because, at one stage, our heroes heard one of the Moss People giving off a wavering groan. A sort of lifeless bawl. Lo and behold, just across from them, in an old hollow much like the one outside, they spotted a pair of pearl-white eyes chewing upon an Úngmin’s arm from inside the shade. They couldn’t see what was in there. It was too dark inside. Meanwhile, the Úngmin just sat there, sprawled out, delirious, doing nothing about it, as if it had no regard whatsoever for its own preservation; like it was allowing the shadowy beast to devour him. Maybe it was in pain. Who could say? This was why they were considered more of plant than of being. Hollow, emotionless. No worse off than common fungi.

Wren, thinking otherwise, was about to leap in to the Úngmin’s aid, when Redmun clutched her by the coat, and disputed, “Leave it, girl! It is simply nature taking its course. Would you stop a spider from netting a fly? It would profit us in no way to interrupt it. Look away, if needs be. Just do not get involved. We have enough to deal with as it is!”

There was no mistaking Wren’s fury, however there was no denying the Erethaoí’s wisdom, either. Alas, she left the poor being to its fate, as much as it frustrated her to do so.

Anyway, that was the least of their troubles, now that they were completely exposed by the lanterns. This was what worried Redmun the most.

“This is no good,” he grunted, hunkering down to reassess their path. “The trees have awoken to us now. We are far too vulnerable out here in the light.”

“But we need the light to see, don’t we?!” William, so needlessly, pointed out. “We can’t just hope for the best and rely on our ears to take us through the dark. We won’t get a quarter-mile before we tumble off a ledge or something!”

“Yes…this is true, too,” the man answered, stuck for a plan.

Redmun’s hearing was, from experience, second to none so he would have gotten by just fine, but that wasn’t much help to the others. He couldn’t just lead them blindly, either, for that jungle was far too precarious as it was.

“What about you, horseman?” he requested. “Should we find our way out of open, would you be will to lead us with your light?”

Crosco, however, was so petrified by the growing whispers that he’d bypassed his highest luminosity, full-circle, and was now pasty as a puddle of dry vomit again.

Redmun rolled his eyes.

“With all your brains ‘n’ bull-fluff, ye really don’t have a clue, do ye?” Khrum sniggered.

“Care to explain that?” asked the Erethaoí.

“Welly-well-well,” Khrum began, “‘tis my undershtandin’ that these yokes only light up when we walk pasht them, right?”

(That much was obvious, so they agreed.)

“An’ how bright they get all depends on how many of us walk by at the time? Whereas if we stay out o’ their way, they don’t light up a-’tall-a-’tall, correct?”

(Again, they agreed.)

“Righto! Well, supposin’ I was ta be the one who leads the way, while the resht o’ ye clowns shtay well back in the shadows there, on the far side, away from all those lanterns. All ye have ta do then is follow suit, while yours truly goes out there ‘n’ lights up a little bit at a time! Should work, with the sizheen o’ me! Sound like a plan? Ha? Ha?!”

Smart thinking, truth be told. They were very impressed.

Ample praise was given for his initiative, which just gave the leprechaun license to go off on one of his tangents, prattling on, “I told ye so!” or, “Ye should listen ta me more often!” or, “Up here for thinkin’, down there for dancin’!” That type of carry on.

After milking it for all that it was worth, Khrum ordered them back in line. All he was missing was his bullwhip. Icrick wasn’t too impressed with his despotic conduct, but the position was temporary, so there was no sense in throwing a moody about it.

They held back in the shadows, waiting for Khrum to lead the way. All the lights dimmed, as did the mutterings. Khrum then kicked off into a fine rendition of Diddly-Dees as he uncovered a softly lit pathway ahead.

It transpired that his plan actually paid off extremely well for a fair march. Khrum, bouncing along, led them skyward, level after level, with a near-faded glimmer following his advance. The others trailed along in secret, knowing precisely where they were off to, and it was all done beneath a most beautiful shield of near-perfect darkness.

It dawned on William, the possibility of employing his own shadow cloak, had there been any suitable surfaces around for him to do so. But there weren’t, so it wasn’t worth any further deliberation. Besides, everything was running smoothly as it was, so he was happy enough. He would’ve been a whole lot happier had Khrum only shut his gob every now and then. His singing was dreadful, loud, and risky. But he was the boss, for now, so he did as he pleased. They let him have his moment, this once, owing to his spat with Redmun not so long ago. What harm could a few relatively quiet notes really do, after all?

“C’mon, ye slowpokes!” he hollered, cracking his imaginary whip. “Keep goin’ at this rate ‘n’ Drevol will have already died o’ old age. Get your fingers out!”

“For pity’s sake, will you slow down?” Icrick scowled, not daring to speak as loud, for one loudmouth was enough. “Not all of us have legs made of springs, you know.”

Then, from out of the silence, they heard a rather distinct wet pop, as of a water bladder bursting. And there was Khrum, chuckling somewhat, examining his tunic. He didn’t really understand what he was looking at, at first.

Spattered across his tunic was what appeared to be a dark stain, streaking from his left shoulder, down to his right hip. Nobody knew what it was nor where it came from, not even he. But, no sooner had they joined him in his giggle, than they turned so frighteningly pale when Khrum’s signature grin shakily inverted, as a line of blood dribbled from his lips. He heard the ghostly cackling again, right next to him.

A pair of white eyes appeared over his bloodied shoulder, which had been speared by a row of invisible teeth. The leprechaun passed out when he saw it. Manifesting itself from the wreathed backdrop was a large adult Slingtail, the size of an albatross. Of bleached leathery flesh, this albino dragon remained perfectly still, staring down those outsiders in the shadows, with their friend clamped lifelessly in its jaws. Far from reptilian were its features, as this breed’s face was more of human demon than anything. A grotesque thing of children’s nightmares.

“NOOO!” Icrick wailed, and in his anger he lobbed his scythe at the beast.

The dragon was too fast for him, and had already vanished into the dead fog above, hauling Khrum’s limp body after him.

“COME BACK!” the Grogoch roared out, snatching at the air, “YOU HEAR ME?! COME BACK HERE WITH MY FRIEND, YOU…YOU VILLAIN!”

“He…He’s my best friend!” he then wept. “Please don’t take him away!”

Before his sorrows could well, disaster struck again. Be it the gloom revisiting the world or something else, that whole jungle, rocks and all, came alive, and appeared to worm its way down towards them. It felt as though a vast plague of invisible entities were out to get them, and these suspicions soon came to light upon the returning bouts of that most haunting laughter. This called for immediate action.

Grabbing whomever he could, Redmun ordered them into a dense clearing just behind them.

“Shut up! The lot of you. They’re coming.” He exclaimed, shoving their heads down.

“Who?” Stell snapped, all upset and befuddled. “Who’s they, Redmun? Answer me that!”

“There are things in this world that even I have no knowledge of, Sir Crimpleton,” answered the man, peeking through the grass. “All I know is that I can hear them speaking to each other.”

Someone let out a roar to Redmun’s left, infuriating him beyond imagining. It nearly compromised them, after all.

The Grogoch, in his torment, had wailed out like some village drunk who’d just lost his foolish mind, “Bah, it’s no use! Not against them. I told you we shouldn’t have come this way.”

Then giving over to his anger, he seized young William and screamed, so lividly, into his face, “I warned you! Did I not? I told you this wasn’t…a good…idea. But what did you do? You went anyway. Now look what’s after happening! Our Khrum! He’s dead! All because of you!”

William had never known his placid friend to be so hateful. Not towards him. Yet, now that he was, it must have been true. It must have been William’s fault. He was at so grave a loss by the Grogoch’s all-out attack that he took everything he had to throw at him; not disputing one word.

Wren pulled Icrick off him, sneering under her breath, “We chose this way, Icrick! Not William! He’s just following us because he has to! How dare you blame him for what happened to Khrum! How bloody dare you!”

She then slapped Icrick across the face so fast that he went absolutely still, and wouldn’t look at anybody.

Wren maintained her ground and glared at him. Waiting for, I suppose, retaliation. Her slap was deemed a bit harsh by the rest. Harsh, though necessary. He needed to be shushed, or else.

Ashamed by his unwarranted accusations, Icrick touched his cheek, and in such a turn of sorrow, he said to the boy, begging him, “William…O-O-Oh, my dear boy, William. I-I-I am so, so sorry! How could I hold you responsible for Khrum’s death? You, of all people? Please! Can you ever f-f-forgive me? I’m not myself. Please, take no heed of me. Please. I can’t afford to lose another friend.”

“Icrick, you’ve been through a lot.” William answered pitifully. “I understand what it’s like…believe me! You just feel like lashing out sometimes. Even at your closest friends. It’s not a nice way to be. So, no hard feelings, okay? But…I have to ask…how are you so sure he’s dead?”

The others nodded. Was Khrum dead? For some reason, it didn’t feel like his soul had departed the world. Not like when the Poppum passed over.

“Y-You’re saying…” Icrick stammered, his face brightening.

“All I’m saying, Icrick, is, he’s Khrum!” was all the boy could offer, lower now, with the creatures closing in. “We all know what he’s capable of, don’t we?” (Everyone agreed.) “He may be small, Icrick, but that bite was probably just a flesh wound as far as he’s concerned. You know him better than anyone. He’s probably more worried about his fine pullover than some little scratch. As for his whereabouts? We’re just going to have to go with what we know…and follow him straight up.”

“You may be right,” Icrick sniffed, drying his tears. “There might still be time! B-B-Because Slingtails are known for marinating any strange prey in beds of herbs some hours before eating them. It makes them taste more like Moss People, as far as I know. And to do that, the meat has to be fresh…or perhaps even alive. I must have forgot all this in my panic. Oh, do you really believe there’s hope, William? Do you?”

The Dullahan intervened, “Who knows, Phynodderee? Yet in the words of our little guide, wherever he may be, ‘by Jehovah or by Jaysus, we’re goin’ ta find out!’“

“That settles it,” said Stell, a little more like his old self, “and I have just the plan!”

And what a scheme it was.

Hidden by their ghostly sorcery, the breaker of invisible enemies undulated downward, magnifying the passing foliage, as of great, rolling droplets. By the time they had reached the tall grasses wherein William and his friends once hid, it turned out they were no longer there. You could imagine the Slingtails’ confusion, and ire. It baffled them, such that they even snapped at one another for being so incompetent. How, on earth, could they have missed them? They had all exits covered, and had more than enough scouts, much less how inventive one would need to be to avoid their noses so deftly. Even the most inexperienced of Slingtails could pinpoint a hog-hair in a poppy field, and on a rainy day to boot.

They may not have found them, yet, but those ghastly dragons weren’t ready to quit. Burying their noses in the overgrowth like wild bloodhounds, they tried sniffing out their scent on foot.

After a fruitless search amongst the clearing, they split into several whimpering packs and disbanded that way. Cunning enough beasts, when it came down to it. Some searched high, others dove down into the waters below. The rest branched east, west, and everywhere else in between. Before long, there wasn’t a square inch of wilderness that didn’t have a Slingtail nosing through it. All corners, except one. The very clearing itself.

As soon as the coast was clear, a lot of voices let out their breath.

Then a voice like Crosco’s said, “Good thing your back-end smells about as foul as this bog does, Grogoch. Without your wind, we’d never have pulled this off. Remember, keep those tiddlers coming. But keep them mild. I don’t want to keel over!”

His voice it was, yet there was no sign of any of them, anywhere. Where, the devil, were they?

Suddenly, six spiralling vines ribboned up into the air towards Khrum’s last known whereabouts, where they then latched on better than any grappling hooks. And sure as the sun sets west, each line tautened, as if six invisible beings were using them to scale up the muddy face. A silly concept indeed it would be, to think all of them had just…Alakazam…made themselves invisible, just like that, when Icrick was the only one who had the gift, and was making proper use of it then, too. Insofar as the other’s whereabouts were concerned? Well, that proved a right poser altogether.

The snowy lizards hunted high and prowled low; ever appearing and disappearing, which made the leaves twinkle like yuletide lights, but these animals couldn’t have had any less in common with such cosy Christmassy décor. Some even found the occasional Moss Person to nibble on, if their paths were ever unlucky enough to meet. Hunting can be taxing business if challenged on a wilted belly. As luck would have it, however, this blinded them from all else.

Wherever that tepid pong was hailing most potently, one was sure to discover six vines with, apparently, a passenger to each, who were in the process of making a very clever upward escape. Their guises would’ve worked so much better were it not for a sudden kick of one’s misguided sense of moral conscience.

About a hundred feet away, over a deep, dizzying gap of tree crowns and bedraggled wilds, one of the dragons had snagged himself a very small Úngmin. A newborn; roughly the size of a small, potbelly pig. These were their most favourite dish.

Exercising its hind molars, like a crocodile gnawing bone, it gorged upon the baby’s shoulder (their favourite cut), leaving the tiny Úngmin powerless to do anything but reach for its mother, who was but a stone’s throw above, peering helplessly down, bearing a distinct fear that could disprove all theories about their lack of feeling.

Her child must’ve slipped off her back as she was escaping the invasion, and now she was made watch as he was being eaten.

Three more Slingtails joined in, tails whipping with perverse exhilaration. Then came a loudening hsss.

The Slingtails looked up to discern something. Something of an anomalous nature, which they weren’t even sure they were seeing. A fine needle of wind, which looked static at first, was moving at a fiery rate straight towards them. It flew from nowhere but a cluttered forest backdrop. The dragons quickly lost interest, and so returned to their tasty supper. Then, in a chiming thwack, all of their head were lopped off in a row. The young Úngmin took his chance and slipped away, still intact.

A noble deed, though foolish, as all other dragons were alerted to it, thus revealing why they were called Slingtails.

Rather than spewing flames from their gullets, as regular fire-breathing dragons do, every last perching lizard wound up their catapult-like tails, wherein gilded pellets formed. Armed and ready, they cast these golden rays into the trees, using amazing precision and power, thereby vaporizing everything and anything that got in their path; be it bark, beast, or bold stone.

The bright rays flashed so frantically that they lit up the jungle like daylight. Now our heroes were in real trouble. For it wouldn’t be long before they were fried to crackling. Their grassy disguises hid them well, but were far from fire cloaks. That’s right, they were using simple camouflage. Nothing more.

Impressively arrayed in full suits of twigs, mosses, leaves, and mud, they blended in to their surroundings better than any Úngmin. Even Crosco and his heavily harnessed horse were virtually invisible. Praise was owed to the Úngmín folk, for it was they who’d inspired Stell’s idea in the first place. But all the dry muck in the world wasn’t going to do much good against a hundred scorching rays of light. It was time for them to pick up their pace and really climb.

They ditched what they could from their camouflage, to make for a lighter climb up Stell’s vines, and this they did, faster than even the most adventurous of Scrimps. But was it quick enough? For the burning bolts set their lines alight, so that they were smouldering faster than they could ascend. It was like trying to race up live fuses. Not, what one would call, a relaxing experience.

William drew a blank amid this hectic vertical struggle of explosions, tree-dodging, fire-ducking, dragon-swooping, vine-singeing, and smoke-breathing commotion. Just imagine it. You’d probably go blank, too, as would I. It was the adrenaline. All he wanted was to reach the top. His friends were the same; grunting and grumbling whilst, in every conceivable bearing, Slingtails were either diving in or saffron streams were making cinders of the place.

Even the fearless Redmun was shaken by all the commotion; out of frustration more than anything. In the normal run of things, he’d just fly away, but now that he was injured, he was forced to scale his burning line with awkward clumps of grass and branches sticking from of his garments. It made the climb a hundred times harder than it should have been. He would’ve given anything to have his power back. And yet, little did he know, the tongues from the red inferno were flickering differently around him than anywhere else in the jungle, like something was luring them to his presence.

They clambered from rock to bough, from knot to lip, in an effort to get out of there alive. A now visible Icrick had scrabbled ahead, when suddenly, he stopped. Something caught his eye. It was only when William caught up with him did he notice a queen’s nest, jam-packed with Slingtail eggs and fresh herbs, hidden in a round hollow. And that’s not all.

Plonked in the middle of it, was Khrum. He was lamenting feverishly with a Slingtail hatchling by his side. Not a particularly evil-looking critter, either. If anything, she looked rather endearing as she tended to the leprechaun; licking his cheek and such. A Slingtail pup with fabulous green eyes; a feature not often found in any common day Slingtail. Usually they possess pinkly, shrunken eyes. And by ‘usually’ I mean ‘always,’ without exception.

All the stranger was that, chances are, the leprechaun was being offered up to these younglings as food. But this one particular hatchling had taken quite a shine to our Khrum, not that Icrick copped it. Specially when the dragon took a lick of Khrum’s wound to help clean it.

“Back! Back off you!” he warned, shooing her away. “Go choke on a worm or something, because you are not eating my friend. Get your filthy drool off his cut!”

As the Grogoch lunged in to grab Khrum back, he suddenly recoiled when the dragon went for his nose. The little critter then fanned out her wings with a squeal, startling both Icrick and William for the fear of her summoning her mother. That is, until one by one, the other eggs started to jiggle, and crack. They were hatching to her call.

Redmun, arriving late on the scene, demanded, “Ignore the pup. Grab the leprechaun. And let’s go! For crying out loud, you’d swear we were out for a leisurely climb!”

William noticed something very unusual about the Erethaoí then. His eyes were flickering white, then normal, then white again. The man didn’t seem to notice at all. He was, I suppose, too distracted.

Icrick took charge of the matter, cocked one leg over the brim of the nest, and squeezed out a wet bubbly one into the pup’s snout, which was enough to sedate her. It made her so dizzy that she reeled to-and-fro, then tumbled straight through the rim of the nest, making bits of it. The eggs trundle out after her and they all rolled into a crack in the rock below, trapping them in, tight as sardines.

The Grogoch whisked Khrum up, wrapped him in some cloth, and placed him in the horn of the Symphogram for safekeeping till he finished his climb. Then, with newfound vigour, he disappeared up the last of the ascent, faster than a chimpanzee up a banana tree. His intentions to rush topside were all good, but they proved more perilous when the queen herself, who was already hovering in waiting, nearly took his head off as she swooped over. Not that she noticed him, mind, although she wasn’t long spotting the other intruders coming up on his tail.

With a scream so dire, this monster set perch upon an overlook, where she bade her followers to close in on, and obliterate, those impostors in her nest. Swarming into formation like a cirrus of ravenous vultures, the Slingtails altered their course and hurtled upwards to the cliff’s crown where, by out and out chance, Icrick had discovered a crack wide enough to cram them all.

They could have stuck to their original course, but this fissure looked like a shortcut. Light shone through it from the crooked spire of the Pooka’s haunt in the, all too uncomfortable, distance.

That ominous wave of dragons glided up with such menace that it would put any one dragon to shame. Even so, William, Stell, Wren, and the Dullahan had since reached Icrick’s secret passage, with the Erethaoí closing in last.

He was almost there. William lent him his hand. The man grabbed it. Stell went to take his other arm, but before Redmun could take it, a flare cracked to his right, startling him. Redmun, he let go. The scorched wilderness swelled like a lake of pure blood, into which he plummeted, completely out of being.

“The…fires,” the Elf gasped, so floored by his own uncertainty that he could hardly react. “they have…consumed him? H-How? Denied existence by his own craft? It makes no sense!”

The Slingtails, the flames, even the mission, didn’t seem to matter anymore. Not when they’d lost another precious member of their already dwindling group.

The fires flourished below, and mushroomed, and spun, as though giving their wielder a final send-off from the world. Only, they weren’t sending him off. They were brewing.

Whirlpools of crimson waves undulated and spat, consuming what was left of the jungle. Higher and higher still, those rumbling tongues rode, when, with a rolling blast of greys, yellows, whites and reds, the Erethaoí shot up from that cascading inferno. Flames scaled behind him, cooking every last Slingtail in sight, including their mighty queen. The explosion was enough to put William and his companions on their rear ends, but they didn’t mind, they had their friend back. He landed in beside them.

“That takes care of those!” he said, like he never ever broke a sweat. “It feels good to be back again, let me tell you.”

“But…” Wren blurted out, only to reconsider.

“But?!” Redmun bit. “You’d prefer I perished in that fall?”

“Oh, no, no, I’m glad you’re alive,” she clarified, “but…the Moss People.”

They forgot about the Moss People.

“Ah, I see,” the Erethaoí said. “You need not worry about the Úngmín. Those flames were not intended for them. Nor the other benign species of this forest, for that matter. It was meant for those lizards, and them alone. The Moss People will live to see the end of days, no doubt. Mind you, sparing them felt about as pointless as themselves. But who am I to decide what innocent creatures live or die?”

“Well, maybe they do have a purpose,” Wren sympathized, like she could relate on some level. “Maybe we just don’t know what it is yet.”

“It’s possible. Either way, they will remain safe. For as long as this world is, at any rate.”

William peered down into that perfectly unspoilt jungle to distinguish hoards of grassy folk who were slinking back into their cosy little hollows. Then, not so far away, he noticed that same baby Úngmín and her mother. And, for a split-second, he thought he saw them smiling at him. Such prospects, however, were preposterous, surely.

“And what’s this?” Redmun asked of him. “You do not trust my word? Have you not greater matters to be concerned about than Moss People? Shattering that Krimmín stone, for one.”

Just like when he was back at Goidoy’s corpse, William shrugged it off like he cared not a whit, then fell back in line.

Redmun told them to get ready for their march into the east, whilst he readjusted his vambrace. Icrick took that time to check up on Khrum. He tried tapping his cheek in a far-reaching effort to get him to come around. The feverish leprechaun did not react well. He was burning up and his face was whiter than spoilt cream. The death bringer was not at his gate, yet, nevertheless, his wounds still required immediate attention.

Doing his best with what was at his disposal, the Elf dressed Khrum’s abrasions with some lamb’s ear which he’d used to camouflage his reflective spear. There was little else around that was of good use. He needed some proper herbs to work with. This he insisted on. Yet nobody knew how long it would be before they found such ingredients again.

Come what may, they remained optimistic. They hoped that the faster they moved, the quicker obtaining those supplies would be. Nurturing such bright mind-sets can sometimes work miracles, more often than you might think, as it is not uncommon for one’s wishes to come true, depending on how deeply they are desired. But they could’ve done without the ‘trip’ they needed to take in order to reach such miracles. For as they squeezed through the dank cleft, Crosco, without knowing, tripped over a crooked stone, then knocked them down a gritty slope on the other side.

William couldn’t tell which way was up, let alone where he was actually tumbling to. His only certainty was that they were out in the wide open again. He saw the moon spinning ‘round, and ‘round as he tumbled down. He thought he was going to throw up in mid-roll. If I could just slow down, he thought, but he was speeding up, if anything.

Scared of what pitfall may be awaiting him at the bottom, he tried digging his heels into the gravel, to slow himself down. First attempt threw him head over heels, whereas the second slowed him considerably. By then, he was already at the bottom, where there was no threat after all. He also felt something of a dope when he saw the others skiing down in graceful zigzag motions to meet him.

“Typical!” he grunted, slapping the dust off his kilt; and that’s when he set eyes on something quite tremendous, and also very menacing.

The greatest and driest chasm of all opened out miles ahead of him. He felt so small and so very insignificant, in comparison. The chasm was of brown rock, and faint shimmers of moonlight speared through the dark clouds to alight upon the stone. All types of offerings were scattered throughout. Not what they expected to see strewn about some abandoned canyon. Mounds upon mounds of good produce and fine trinkets. And yet, it was there for good reason.

Presented to Drevol throughout the years by his devoted worshippers, was everything you could think of, from barrels of the finest Ráth wine to casks of Old Horthwán, the eldest and most precious ale on Lythiann. Not even King Thide could get his hands on this sweet beer. There were carts stacked high with vegetables, dried fruit, smoked meat, and smoked poultry. And piled in hills by the walls were the distinct sparkles of jewels and precious gold. Slides of the stuff. Everything was as fresh and as sparkling as the day it was offered. Not that it really mattered, as Drevol cared not for such gifts. So everything remained where it was, untouched, amassing over time. But that didn’t stop his followers. Year-in, year-out, they brought their offerings, as a way of attesting their loyalty to him. Surely there was something here to treat Khrum with.

Then, behind it all, something was tucked away, beyond a stone pass at the back of the chasm. The crude, black shard of Drevol’s keep. Their journey was nearly over. Nearly at its end. Which end, they knew not. It was to be there, in that place, that their fate would be decided.

Having no interest in meat or treasures, William peered through chasm and on into the pass of beyond. Those enclosing cliffs dominated this place to the end, running rough and deep, until all sides vanished into the clouds overhead. Even out in the open, the air in that chasm tasted stale, whilst not a star would dare gaze upon them.

William didn’t first perceive it, but he actually knew of this place. He’d seen it before. Suddenly, in a flash, an image struck his mind.

“Get her! Grab her! Scratch her! Maim her! Murder her! Murderer! Murderer!” those stony voices chanted.

This was the place he’d dreamt about all those many months ago. He shuddered sharply, such that he leered at even the slightest movement. There may not have been any Glogs around, not yet, but he wasn’t about to give this place the benefit of his doubt, either.

To the north resided a long passage, as with the south wall. Great mouths of channels. And whatever creatures were skulking inside, could very well have been ones they’d never before encountered. Rotten beasts of all species and of loathsome natures. The very thoughts of them made William tremble. A bitter sweat glazed his forehead so torrid. His insides, clenching with apprehension. He’d felt scared before, yet never this scared. Pins and needles stabbed him all over. His hands went numb. His throat dried up. His lungs laboured so hard that he needed to gasp. Anxiety was setting in.

“William,” asked Wren, “what is it?”

Then, by a distant, sinking drone in the north, as of a great, falling tree, the sky darkened more, the winds changed, and the moon, unhidden from the drawing cloud, dimmed behind by an accursed, outlandish shadow.

It was here.

It was finally upon them.

The eclipse.


- Chapter Nineteen -

Briggun

They stopped to gaze up at it. Its unstoppable force had closed down any light which had seeped into the otherwise devilishness of the canyon. Whatever solace they perhaps saved in their hearts was stolen away when it sealed the moon into blackness, like a cast-iron vault locking into place.

Full at last, that lunar eclipse donned a bloody halo of dreaded scarlet light. Its bleeding crown drowned all courage from their eyes. Then, from every corner of Lythiann—east, west, north, and south—hailed a unified call. All evil had awoken to their master’s new stand.

William had been through so much, only to get so unbelievably close but, still, be so far away. He turned to his staff; longing that he may yet receive some closing counsel from the Goddess of the Grollo. Nothing. Those eagle eyes had all but faded, along with William’s spirit. Ignoring all havoc and screams, he turned to his garments; clothing which wasn’t even his to begin with. They had been clad upon him, concealing his true appearance with that of a heroic veneer; something that he never imagined himself truly being. Next, he removed his gloves. His hands. The soft palms of a young boy. A child unchanged.

He wasn’t aware of it, but Crosco had been watching him. He gestured at Redmun to go to the boy. To talk to him in his most needful hour.

“Something troubles you,” he said, taking a knee before William, “and it is not these beasts. It doesn’t take much to see that lost look in your eye. It has been there for some time now. So I ask you, what is the meaning of it?”

Trouble brewed in the distance and was only growing wilder, however this was too important to ignore. With the boy lost, they were all lost.

William stood alone in his own private turmoil; everybody heeding him in such a way that they could understand his pain and desperation, and just how difficult it must be for him to carry on. It would be a lie to say that even they themselves hadn’t considered turning back at some point; above all now, when all hell was breaking loose around them. It would be so easy for them to just run. And the more they thought about it, the more tempting it got.

William, exhausted, eventually whispered in self-disgraced, “I can’t do this, Redmun. I-I thought I could…back at the beginning. But…I just…I can’t! I don’t have it in me.”

They listened quietly, with pity, as he spoke words that had been too long locked away.

“I’ve come this far,” he went on, eyes averted in shame, “and nothing has really happened to me, apart from one or two things. And even then I’m not entirely sure if they meant anything at all! Luck, maybe. Who knows? I mean, what if it is true, Redmun? What if the Wrythus doesn’t come, and it’s just me who is left to face the Pooka, alone?! I can’t win. Not me! Where’s the point in it?”

He was too ashamed, that moment, by his lack of passion to acknowledge any of them. Least of all Redmun.

“Look at me for a moment, lad.” Redmun said to him. “Now. Tell me this, if you please, seeing as how you’re so sure of everything. What do you suppose got you here?”

“What got me here?” William asked bleakly, ever side-tracked by his feelings. “I don’t understand what you mean? You mean Mysun?”

“Bah, no, what got you here, to where you stand!” the man contended. “What got you this far in your quest, boy?! It’s not a trick question! Think!”

Upset for being upbraided so, William answered, “I don’t know what you want me to say, Redmun! You? You got me here? Mysun, somehow? Icrick?”

Just then, in the light of all lights, Redmun revealed to him a truth which William, on some unfamiliar level of himself, wanted so desperately to believe.

Placing his finger on the boy’s heart, he smiled and said, “No. This is what got you here.”

As soon as he proclaimed this, saying it aloud for all to hear, a tear slid from William’s eye. Just one. And who could think that this one tiny droplet could’ve diluted seasons’ worth of fear, disbelief, and enervation, making everything so much easier to bear.

For William to be assured of something which he was never brave enough to trust in really got to him, especially when another believed it of him too. He needed this encouragement now, above anything else. Above even Mysun.

“Think about it, boy,” the man explained, so impassioned by how deeply he knew this himself. “Not once were you forced to do any of this against your will! Never was a dagger put to your throat, driving you to finish this journey. It was this that brought you here. Heart. Courage. Belief. And your heart will never betray you. No matter what!”

“But my home was in danger.” William said. “You said so yourself. I had no other choice but to do this.”

“You say you had no other choice? Well, trust me when I tell you that, never, at any point in our lives, are we doomed to stray a single road. Never! No one destiny is ever set in stone. Roads to elsewhere, and different ends, will ever flourish. And if they cannot be seen, then they must be paved. There is always a choice, lad. And you’ve chosen to come this far. You! Alone! You chose a path which most people would be too frightened to face. And you saw it through, even without the guidance of Margyle.

“But I ask you, even in this late hour, and trying as it may seem…do not abandon your hope in him. Please. He has chosen you for a reason, lad. Even when he was a youngling, etching upon his shield, he could sense the strength of one whom he never yet knew. Before you yourself were even born, he could sense trust in you; in your good heart. They say that every man is destined for his own greatness. Your greatness can be the destiny of the entire world. And he knew this. You just need to meet him halfway. You need to trust in him, so he can help you. And, in the end, it has always been up to you when your spirits would meet. You have to but realise why you are fighting this fight. You need to solve this. For there is no question that Mysun has pined more for this moment than you ever could. He simply chose to do it this way so you could truly understand it; to give you true purpose. A true chance. All you need do is but reach out and take it.”

William yearned to make sense of this, and bound by his undulating confidence, he turned his ear to the cries of his enemies as they rushed in from those nightly canyons. They had come.

Ushering their black, throaty growls was the shuffling of feet. Many, many feet. Enough to make those ancient cliffs shed its debris. Seconds later, a cascade of all Lythiann’s monsters, of every sort, flushed into that chasm from both passages on either side, all piling over each other like a rabid populace of blood-thirsty sewer rats.

In a bid to hinder William’s fear from taking like the poison it was, Redmun turned his cheek for him, and demanded, “Don’t you look at them, boy! Look at me. And listen. I pledge to you, this bleak night, that you will not be alone in this fight. All I ask is that you do not give up on yourself.”

“But…aren’t you afraid?” the boy asked.

“Of course I am! We all are!” Redmun so openly admitted. “What kind of foolish question is that? It would take some force indeed to bear no fear against these ungodly armies, let alone one mind. I told you once to confront your nightmares, and you did it peerlessly. Now we must all face these new demons together, as one. And sometimes one drop of fear can be worth a river of bravery. If we use it right, fear can give us purpose. Make us strong. A world without it, is a world without dreams. Because without fear, lad, we would have no use for courage. We wouldn’t be able to appreciate integrity, for there would be nothing to stand up to. When all is said and done, we cannot have light without the dark, as much as we’d like to. And that’s life. We cannot control it. What we can control is which side we choose to stand for. And here, this night, we stand for the light of our integrity, as well as the integrity of all who remain on this land.”

Raising up his hand in a bid for William to clasp it, he then asked of him, “Boy, take a friend’s hand and prove, not to us, not to your enemies, but to yourself that you have the courage to see this through.”

As to a clashing of two sovereign seas, both waves of demons met up at the chasm’s core, where they marched out, as one deadly unit, towards William’s significantly lesser clan. Lesser so, that Drevol’s army need only pass over them for that to be the end of William Muldoon and our beloved friends.

While all too conscious of this themselves, they buried their worry for William’s sake. They had to. He seemed more abandoned now than ever. He hadn’t yet taken Redmun’s hand; nor did they think he was going to. That’s when William noticed two lifeless bundles in the care of his friends, both of which contained two of the greatest heroes he would ever have the good blessings to meet. One was barely holding on, while the other was breathing new air in the clouds of another life. Both had risked everything for their cause.

This gave him his strength, with which he grabbed a staunch hold of Redmun’s hand.

As the eclipse sailed by after fulfilling its terrible duty, William bore witness to something of the likes he would never ask of anybody. Something that would take his heart forever.

“We shall suffer this with you, William. To the bitter end!” one voice announced.

Stell stepped up and placed his hand on top of theirs to endorse his promise.

Icrick’s paw landed in next, as he too pledged, “Where you go…we go, William! And, together, we shall help you fight.”

Then, “Get your big clumsy mitten in there, lad. What are you waiting for?” Crosco suddenly put in, ordering his bigger half about, to no objection. “We cannot, very well, let him do this without our help now, can we? Live by your side, boy; die by your side. Let this be our vow.”

Nuzzling his nose in between them, Ifcus rested his snout on top of his master’s gauntlet. Nobody was about to leave him out, and he made certain of that.

Then came the final pledge. The one which stirred our William’s heart like sand from shaking dunes.

“You are an inspiration to so many, William.” she told him. “Since I’ve known you, you have grown into a man so intrepid. You’ve stayed strong for us, even when you saved little strength for yourself. You kept battling through those tough times. A sparrow through a storm. Now we must do the same for you. For friendship of a precious few bears a shield far mightier than a hundred swords of the indifferent. This is what I believe. They cannot break our bond, my brave young knight. Not while we stand together. Not while we have faith still.”

A pact was thereby forged. An allegiance bound by friendship. Seven companions, endeavouring to battle impossible odds. They each looked upon this boy as true friends, and there was no way they were going to desert him. Not now. Not ever.

“We’re all here with you. And aye, together, we will do this.” Redmun nodded, who was just as uplifted by their solidarity as William was.

Then standing before the boy, he drew his sword, and stated, “The time has finally come, lad, for you to honour the leadership which we know you have inside of you. It is a gift to which you owe an existence. Now, trust in your heart and lead us…William.”

William, freeing Thérn, gazed upon a pass now engulfed by a sea of ireful enemies, and as one they strode out into battle, with this brave young warrior taking point.

Not an everlasting volume of the most daring tales could compare to the valiant sight of those comrades who, in line formation of unbreakable fortitude, were facing down a vast rabble of wild demons. An evil battalion which was once faced by legions, only to be confronted now by a mere group of heroes who potentially faced but one outcome. Come what may, death, as it were, was the only thing that awaited them should they do nothing. Drevol’s power would surely grow until he’d claimed every last thing his cruel heart desired. Nothing to lose, everything to gain.

Every last bit of crawling filth you have come to learn about throughout William’s grand adventure across Lythiann, and more, charged at them, head-on. All bar the foul Goblin, who would have expanded their filthy army threefold.

Otherwise, hot on their approach, were three hefty battalions of Ahueé, heavily armoured commanders of the vanguard. They were accompanied by many pet beasts; evil counterparts of any normal breed. Shaggy Croclins, flat-toed Aubérs, scaled Mink, and poisonous Grumtoad, to name a few. All dangerous, scum-ridden monsters.

Six more platoons of greasy Merrows slid in through magical gullies to flank from the outer rims, using those golden piles of treasure and food to steal behind unseen. Gremlins, four hundred strong and fully armed with arrows, both flaming and cold, also marched in mid-formation alongside lumbering Glogs, who were chanting their wicked words by the rhythmic thuds of the stomp. Then, taking position at the rear were the Ogres; gangling folk, who were walking wild Devil Hounds upon bloodstained leashes of spiked wire.

Demon faeries of The Glún were amongst all else, lighting up those night skies with little tactic, though in incalculable numbers, zipping in and about Drevol’s horde who shook the crust beneath their boots. Then, high up on the encircling cliff tops, a vast line of heads appeared through the fading banks of climbing mist. These belonged to the cannibal tribes of the Anstén Isles, witless barbarians who were too crippled from inborn deformities to even walk upright, but who made up for it with savage strength, particularly when in large numbers. Upon those peaks they waited, weapons of toughened bone clacking against each other as they lusted for the battle to come, and the coppery tang of fresh-drawn blood.

The chasm floor was begrimed with cruel forces. Black with evil.

“There sure are a lot o’ them!” William puffed, as he jogged aside his tutor.

They charged slowly at their enemies; to weigh up all options, rather than just running in and getting mowed down before they could even take a single swing.

“Here, take these.” Redmun said to William, handing him something from his coat pocket.

“What are they?”

“The way I see it, we stand upon one giant grave. So let us use it to our advantage. What I give you here are the last of what I have. They shan’t win this battle for us…however, they may slow our enemies down. So use them wisely, lad. And remember, they listen to your thoughts. So, at first, you must to control them. But once they find their stride, they should be able to continue well enough on their own. And, lad…”

“…yes?” William asked, curious as to what he’d been given, when the man grinned ahead, and replied, “It certainly has been an adventure…and an honour. Now let us show these scum how we do things in the west.”

William opened his hand to find a small, wooden jar with a window on it. How excited he was to discover that it actually contained six Weather Moths; except these particular Moths were larger than the ones from before, who also held a snowy radiance, as opposed to ruby, which granted them an air of rare magnificence.

William yanked the cork out with his teeth, freeing those sparkling little cherubs into the skies, where they spun deep into the ashen gloom. No sooner had they petered out than the once-stagnant clouds collected together, setting a light drizzle down upon them. With a thunderous grumble thereafter, six streaks of beautiful lightning split the shadows of night, one shrill crack at a time, and speared the ground behind William’s line, resurrecting the ragged corpses of six faceless giants. Faceless on account of their heads being masked by torn rags.

As thin as fierce Ogres these creatures looked. And rather than keeping Devil Hounds, they dragged after them great gnarly shillelaghs, the size of full-blown trunks. Menacing-looking hammers indeed. One swift clout from one of these clubs and you wouldn’t be long shaking the hand of king Thide.

Icrick nearly danced a jig when he saw these reinforcements trudging next to them; two to each side, with two more out front. But he was swiftly knocked down a peg by Redmun, who warned them again that, though burly, these giants were still nought but frail bone enveloped by the saggy blankets of the weathered parchment that was their flesh. A solid knock from even a burrowing Glog could drop several of them into dusty piles without trying. However, given the chance, one giant alone could take out twenty enemies with one true swipe—if given the chance.

“The smartest demons should be the first to fall.” William suggested, turning Thérn in a ready grip. “The rest won’t amount to much without their vanguard. At least with them out o’ the way, we might stand some chance. But, in order to do this, we’ll have to work together. All of us. Nobody can hold back.”

“My thoughts exactly, lad,” the man concurred, committing fully to the boy’s strategy. “The Ahueé it is! I suggest staying centered and working from the inside out. That way we can cut them down into tighter groups while staying fairly tight ourselves. Do the opposite, and that could spell disaster for us. We would be too spread out. Too exposed.”

It was a fair addition to his plan, and just the sort of input William needed.

Then, eyes front like Redmun before, the boy actually smiled, and uttered, “And just so you know…the honour, it was all mine.”

He then broke from the group so as to charge ahead of the rest. Everything to gain, indeed. What heart he had, after all.

More invigorated now, by both William’s acclaim and ardour, Redmun thrust another flare into the wind, making it arc upon its highest pinnacle, where it looked no bigger than a star, and he cried out for all to hear, “TO ALL! TO WAR!”

He then launched in by William’s side, together with all six giants.

Illustrating the heights of heroism alike, the rest contributed an intense: “TO WAAAR!” of their own before bolting in thereafter.

They stormed so fearlessly. Like they genuinely believed they could do this; face the odds and win—Stell Crimpleton, armed with his trusty bow of elements; Little Icrick Tum, the woolly warrior himself, brandishing his new pan-knives together with a face so bold that you would hardly believe it was he; Crosco’s thrusting axe, astride Ifcus, his faithful mount; then Wren, with her daring daggers drawn behind her as she hurtled forward, headfirst, not unlike some stealthy street assassin.

From a crow’s eye above, it would appear that a cruel sandstorm was meeting with his own minute shadow. It was both sides charging against each other. And as the rains galvanized to a single beat of the crow’s wings, the sandy mist consumed his bantam silhouette.

Within an area heavily hazed by heavy dust were the cluttered sounds of iron scraping steel, and baying voices alike animals against humans, or beast against beast. Through that brown, sightless cloud, whose saline taste dried the tongues of all who fought within, murky flames could sometimes be seen, while arrows pelted the cold, hard earth and, at times, pierced warm, soft tissue. But not the flesh of anyone on our side, I’m glad to report.

The smoke eventually settled and everything became much clearer.

William was right in the thick of it, lunging and weaving as a true swordsman. His strokes were so furious that he was dropping three of them at a time, with his feral face dripping red with the wastes of spent evil.

Brawling as avidly as he, Redmun was incorporating flashing streams of fire whenever he could, and, similar to the boy but on a grander scale, he smote dozens of foes by his hand alone. Gargling, gangling gangs would race in at him, yet before they could collide, he’d shower them in his flames, making them flail into hysteria, setting twenty more alight in the process. He slashed their numbers significantly with every blast. Before they knew it, they were treading over their charred corpses as the battle raged on.

Chaos reigned further by their sweeping strikes. Our heroes, who were encumbered by a vast mob of the most unforgiving evil, were actually opposing them with marvellous effect. Ifcus was bucking the faces off Hobgoblins. Crosco was entrapped within a lustful frenzy of most gruesome decapitations. It wouldn’t have been difficult to spot his whereabouts on the battlefield, what with it all of the heads raining down about him like popping kernels.

The girl and Icrick were combating away, back-to-back, relieving wrinkly little imps of their limbs to join those coaly hides upon the floor. Treating them like they were little more than wasps, the Grogoch also took to swatting away those mischievous Faeries whenever they swarmed in like hornets. Feisty little blighters, too. They may not have been very strong, but there were a great deal of them, and their sorcery of yellow fire bolts was extremely irritating. Not fatal, but dangerously distracting. Enough to drive anyone crackers when they were already busy trying to fend off much bigger opponents. Icrick and Wren, however, used this anger. Without it, it is very possible they mightn’t have proved fruitful at all.

Stell was outside the fight, defending his allies from higher ground. He was firing in so many arrows, at so rapid a rate, that his arm was almost a blur. He would have preferred to be in the thick of battle, but they needed support from up top, to pick off any stragglers or sneaky assassins.

Gremlins had begun casting in nasty little arrows of their own. Once Stell had gotten into the swing of things, all the nasty little arrows in the world wouldn’t have made any difference, for there was no foiling him. Gremlins were either being toasted or vine-strangled; spun into a gale, or smashed into a thousand tiny icicles by his magical bow. Any remaining Gremlins were left in a state of panic when they noticed their brethren dropping like filthy bluebottles around them. In their desperation, they started firing at will, at absolutely nothing. But thanks to Stell, their numbers were steadily diminishing.

Last of all were those unsightly, but amiable, giants. Two of them had perished at the hands of Croclins, yet four remained and were battling strong, of their own initiative. Their whooping swings were launching Ahueé and Glogs into oblivion; whose snapped limbs flopped as if on busted hinges.

The Ogres saw this and advanced. This changed the tides for those loyal cadavers of William. Bless their souls, they held those devils back, for a time, but the Ogres, along with their wild hounds, were too much for them. Next thing William knew, of his union, Crosco stood the tallest, now that the giants were no more. They tussled valiantly before falling, which left our band at a far better advantage than they would have been otherwise.

A riotous wind then suddenly befell them. William faced skyward only to sight Redmun’s great fireball boosting back down to earth, after accumulating into something massive.

“Perfect timing!” the Erethaoí hailed, having purposely unleashed this furious bombardment as a secondary support attack, amongst other reasons.

“Stand your ground,” he ordered, “all of you! Brace yourselves, and do not flee. For this is my fire, remember! It won’t cause you any harm. Them, on the other hand.”

That monstrous, blazing sphere pummelled down angrily, turning the russet ground crimson, as it closed in. The entire battlefield cowered to it. Everyone, that is, apart from the Erethaoí, who just stood there, eyes shut, arms out, wearing a calm smile. He may as well have been enjoying the cool showers of hot July.

It exploded to the ground, with a wailing ripple which ran down an entire third of Drevol’s army. Now that was something to be proud of. They were actually winning now. This took a lot out of Redmun, such that his wound started bleeding again and his legs started trembling. But he managed to keep up the fight, if only one enemy at a time.

Many foes remained. But of those many, most were scared out of their wits. And they weren’t the only ones.

Terrified of being browned to a crisp, whilst petrified of disengaging from the fight should he take an unexpected slap, Icrick swung away with his eyes shut. He wasn’t landing many. To tell you the truth, he landed none; and he was so confused that he ended up meandering off outside the action completely. Then stepping onto a bronze goblet, he slipped. The precious little bundle rocketed from the Symphogram, then trundled down a pile of trinkets into an open barrel with a dunking splosh. Khrum, in his ill state, could easily have drowned in that barrel, so Icrick sprinted to his aid. His dread then struck new boundaries when he saw the cliffs breathing with hundreds of hideous cannibal men who were crawling down, headlong, like locusts.

The Grogoch slid up to that dusty old cask. He was whimpering and pleading that his dear chum would be unscathed, and that they could escape those cannibals in time. But as soon as he studied the label, he wasn’t long scrambling away again. One would’ve assumed a bomb to be ticking inside. Suddenly, the barrel kicked. And again. And once more after that. Soon it was rattling ‘n’ rocking, so aggressively, that the contents were sloshing out over the sides.

By any chance, do you know what the cask contained? What it contained was ‘Smythie & Samun’s Old Winter’s Malt.’ And do you know who Silfun Smythie and Syró Samun were? Only two of the most prestigious whisky distillers in the history of all Lythiann. In some counties, of the darker ages, their exquisite drop was considered even more valuable than gold; only for it to end up here, a mere surplus offering to an ungrateful deity of sin. But the whisky’s price was of little significance here. It was its effects that were of graver import, above all to our little Icrick.

As that was going on, another dreadful turn was transpiring a way off. Carrying a symphony of redoubtable shrieks, of such could harden dripping magma to basalt, a fresh swarm of evil flooded in, from the eastern passage this time. Flying demons, no less. The Dearg Due, to be exact, and our group were all well aware of what they were when they perceived their witchly cries behind them.

What were the Dearg Due, you ask? Well, I’m confident you’ve heard of the vampire? The Dearg Due were, likewise, of the Celtic variety of night-stalker. This female fraternity of the undead, who were often inseparable, would embark during a full moon to hunt out and drain their victims of scarlet life (all bar the one Dearg Due—Rethian Lorhóyd—who helped in the escape of—well—you may learn all about her noble ventures in another tale). Whilst dangerous in their own right, toadying cowards they remained, irksomely loyal to anyone more powerful than they.

Entirely naked, with the exception of draped waists, these scarlet-skinned demons, whose frayed wings fanned afar, soared across between the pikes and banners of the battle, venomously bearing fang with cutting stares aglow as their snow-white hair carried the wind. Beautiful, in a way, and yet altogether haunting. Nor did it change the fact that they were out for blood, as were the other army of twelve hundred who happened to be marching in behind them. More Ogres. More Gremlins. More Hounds. More Rooglés. More Merrows. And more dreaded Ahueé. An army four times larger than the last, and counting.

For every hundred killed another two hundred seemed to take their place. When this dawned on our heroes, they had a good mind to drop their swords and surrender. Nor could they be judged for it. Be that as it may, they didn’t admit defeat. They couldn’t. For they stood just as much a chance of survival by fending them off as they would’ve in handing themselves over. A noble choice, but it didn’t help them feel any less scared. So they readied themselves and charged in.

One particular Dearg Due spotted the stray of William’s herd, and flew straight after him, unbeknown to the little calf himself.

Claws splayed out, she came riding down at Icrick with an alerting screech. This caught his attention so that he screeched, and farted, and faded inadvertently in return. The she-demon was so close to plucking him up that all he could think to do was hide his face. But as she swooped over, the barrel beneath her exploded, liberating a gigantic, grunting shadow, and through the dissipating drizzle, a monster so formidable was exposed. Breathing so intensely that his massive shoulders heaved, this thing retained the appearance of a thirteen-hundred-pound ape, had he only been covered in black hair and not just a ginger beard. This titan, although somewhat portly, was forged of brute muscle; his attire torn asunder, but for his special leprechaun trousers.

The ten-foot goliath ousted a kingly roar, grabbed the she-demon before she could flap away, bit her head off, and then spat it out like a bottle cork.

“Whew!” Icrick gasped, swabbing his forehead. “I never thought I’d say this, but am I glad to see you again. It’s been a while. Four, maybe five winters? An age, either way.”

Clearly the giant was unable to speak words, so he shouted at Icrick instead, blowing his fur back with a foul wind. A grumpy fellow, whatever was wrong with him. Needless to say, he remained fairly placid in the Grogoch’s company, if only for a time. Leprechauns can be hard to trust with whisky in them.

“Now-now!” Icrick countered, wagging his finger at him. “Don’t be like that! I was looking after you all this time. I would’ve tended to your wounds sooner if only I’d had the chance, or the provisions, for that matter. But you’re all better now, so what of it? Mind you, perhaps that little incident with the Slingtail will teach you a thing or two about not being so bloody careless in future! Eh, Khrum?”

The leprechaun snorted grumpily and took it no further. Icrick knew his way around him. He then picked the Grogoch up by the scruff of the neck, and sat him on his shoulder.

“Good show!” said the Grogoch, settling himself in, having sat there many times before. “Lesson learnt. That’s what I like to hear. Good to have you back, old friend.”

Studying the field, he went on, “Well now, what have we here? This army seems to have tripled since last I saw it, so what say you have yourself another quick snifter, and then do what you do best, for old time’s sake? Dare I say, it could even be fun!”

He didn’t need to be told. The powerful Khrum was already guzzling down his third cask. With a content lick of his beardy lips, he broke the barrel over a cannibal’s head—all of whom had since cowered upon his arrival and were trying to sneak around him—and galloped into the eye of battle, making patties of the other flesh-eaters as he trampled over them. Best of all, he was enjoying it. Three arrows had struck him in the back but they were mere pins to him, nothing more.

William couldn’t figure out what was transpiring. Rows of enemies were being tossed through the air around him, Ogres and all. Whatever the cause, it was clearly of greater might than they. Wren then discerned, through the crowd, a Grogoch yahooing on the leprechaun’s back.

“Look at our Khrum go!” she cheered, with a spluttering Merrow in a choke hold. “He must’ve found himself a drop of the good stuff. Holy mackerel! At this rate, he could take the entire army on, single-handedly. We could just sit back and enjoy the show. Imagine if we had fifty of them!”

“Some strength, indeed!” The Head agreed, yet wary still, he pointed out, “Nevertheless, leprechauns are known to be extremely unstable with a snort in them, are they not? So let’s hope he keeps fighting for the right side.”

The clash between good and evil ploughed on. Only this time, Drevol’s army exhausted most of their time dodging that great ramming bull, which stood to reason, given how he was crushing every nasty little sprite into slime; even plucking Dearg Due from the air so he could use their heads for spit-balls.

They were doing well. Holding their own. But merely surviving wasn’t enough. Our courageous few were still outnumbered, and it wouldn’t be long before Drevol’s armies had swelled beyond victory.

“We need to retreat, while we have the chance!” Redmun ordered, falling back. “To the eastern corridor! Get that leprechaun’s attention! I know how we could put him to better use. I just hope it works!”

They slipped away from the fight and followed him to the eastern passage. Of crude stone, this natural gateway created a bottleneck into the adjoining dome of Briggun’s courtyard.

William, whose pace was still shackled by his injury, couldn’t refuse a glance over his shoulder. A black horizon of spears were chasing them down. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands.

The second they arrived at the corridor, whose foggy heights were littered with more tarnished chains and weathered scaffolding, Redmun uttered, in something of a resolute tone, “Leprechaun! Grab those chains and rip down those walls at once, do you hear? They come at us like water, then we shall build a dam!”

His intentions were good. However, it would be the last time he would ever address an overgrown leprechaun like that again.

Taking no such orders from someone whom he had no true concerns for, in his given state, Khrum charged, full force, at the Erethaoí. Redmun ignited his fists, when the creature slewed to a peculiar standstill.

Icrick had suddenly appeared in front of him, his arms outstretched, and with a strict look on his face.

“Khrum! Behave!” he warned. “Sure ‘tis no wonder you leprechauns hardly have a friend to share between ye when you’re in this…this ‘Whisky Mood,’ or whatever you want to call it! You need to learn to control yourselves, or your habit! One or the other!”

Khrum actually struck them as being somewhat embarrassed after being given out to like that.

“No offence, Redmun,” said the Grogoch, “but he probably won’t listen to you. Not when he’s like this, at any rate. Not one for taking orders from strangers, really. Nor is he the sharpest tool in the box, while in this form. Plans need to be explained very carefully to him. Brain of a two-year-old, they say…when whisky’s involved. Perhaps I should try. He may just listen to me, maybe.”

Icrick approached the leprechaun, glared him dead in the eye, and spoke as if addressing deaf ears, complete with hand gestures: “We…neeed…you…to…cre-ate…a…barri-cade, Khrum. Do…you…under-stand? A barr-i-cade! Big…fence! Hard…to…get…over! Even…harder…to…get…through! You…with…me?

To…do…this…we…neeed…you…to…pull…on…these…chains…so…that…the…walls…coll-apse! You…know? Fall…dooown! Like…an…old…tree! Eeeer-psssh! Rock…is…old…and…probably…quite…weak! Would…you…be…so…kind…as…to…help…us?”

It took Khrum a moment to comprehend all of this complicated stuff. This didn’t sit well with William and the Dullahan. For the ground was rumbling around them now; only getting louder. But what were they to do? Tell Khrum to hurry it up? I think not.

After poring over it a few more times…bingo…Khrum had finally grasped the plan and consented with an eager nod, followed by a filthy belch.

“Beauuutiful.” muttered the sulking Head, receiving an evil eye from the leprechaun, which shut his smart gob for him fairly lively.

Giving him some room, they ran into the courtyard side of the entrance.

Khrum grabbed a fistful of chains in both hands and wrapped them around his knuckles. The demon army were gaining fast. He could practically see the whites of their eyes.

He discharged such a monstrous growl that it howled down the oncoming force, and, demonstrating amazing strength, he pulled the chains taut. Both walls of the corridor splintered, but they did not crumble.

Khrum’s arms bulged. Sweat poured off him by the bucketful. Yet he didn’t tire there. No. The fact that these ancient walls seemed to, on some level, test his patience, was enough to make him even stronger, such that he started yanking on them brutishly, giving them slack, then yanking on them again, like a bound monster trying to free itself.

More and more rocks hurtled downward, but not as many as they would have liked.

Icrick said worriedly, “He hasn’t got enough time…” when the opposing forces, now ten times stronger, embarked on their final sprint.

“Khrum!” he beckoned. “One…more…try…then…leave…it! There’s…nothing…more…you…can…do…here! You’ve…done…very…well…though! I’m…very…proud…of…you!”

Khrum considered the Grogoch’s wishes, but was too proud to give in, so he gave one almighty heave. As chance would have it, one of the supporting boulders, long in shape, came roaring down, with several more like it thereafter. Khrum’s tug was so powerful that even his chains broke, throwing him backwards, nearly knocking everyone down. But what a fantastic result it was, to see those boulders tumbling down into a beautiful pileup of dust.

An inventive plan, well improvised, but overall a disaster. That same swallowing cloud of dust not only impeded their sense of escape, but also offered cover to those who managed to slip past the cave-in. Several hundred of the brutes. Those slippery shades emerged from the cloud, one at a time, to stand unbeaten before them. Mainly hounds, Ahueé, and those malformed cannibals. Anything with wings was otherwise hovering above our fellowship, who were all laying there, a shrunken leprechaun in their midst.

Having perspired so abundantly during his all-out tug-of-war, little Khrum had sweat the drink from his system and was now in a heap on the ground, nursing possibly the world’s worst hangover.

“Ugh…my heaaad!” yowled he, with his arms wrapped around his ears. “What happened? More ta the point…where are we?”

Next voice he heard was Icrick’s. He sounded to be snivelling.

Wetting Khrum’s lips with the last of Ebyulán’s water, the Grogoch forced a smile, gave him back his little hat, and answered, “Welcome back…again. You were your other self there for a whileen (sniff). But, you’re back now! Back here, with your friends…(sniff)”

“What’s with you? Are ya cryin’? What for? Did somethin’ happen?” asked Khrum.

Something had happened.

Not only had Icrick lost the Symphogram during the cave-in—probably in smithereens someplace, for all he knew—but, when the Grogoch gestured it, Khrum turned to see a scattering of bodies on the ground. Those of his friends; all of whom were at the mercy of the villains surrounding them. The remaining thousands were on the far side of the dam, using Ogres to tunnel through. They were progressing fast, under the brutal snap of Gremlin whips.

These calamities, though severe, were neither here nor there in comparison to when Khrum set eyes upon young William. Wren had him cradled at her breast. His eyes were closed. He looked almost peaceful. His face had been slashed from the corner of his right eye down to his right earlobe. A deep wound. So deep that the leprechaun heard it dripping.

“I-Is he still alive?” he begged Icrick.

When Icrick didn’t respond, Khrum grabbed him by the fur and demanded again, “IS HE ALIVE, DAMN YA? SPEAK!”

Trembling harder, now that they were among enemies, Icrick wept, “I…I don’t know! He was just…laying there, not saying a word.”

Then, “Shush!” he said. He heard a wisp of breath slipping from the boy’s direction. Wren heard it too.

“William?” he cried excitedly, caring not for all else, so long as his friend was unhurt. “William, lad, how’s the head? Can ya talk? What number am I thinkin’ of?”

“How in the hell is he supposed to know that?” The moaning Head pointed out, as he spat up lumps of dusty mush.

“I mean, how many fingers am I holdin’ up?!” the leprechaun corrected, accidentally giving him the vulgar ‘V.’ “Lad, say somethin’ will ya! Are…ya…well, I asks?”

William couldn’t speak at first, or swallow. His mouth was too dry. It took him a second, but he eventually humoured Khrum with an answer. A mutter, more so, which only Wren could make out. She put her ear to his lips and then smiled.

“Well? What did he say?!” the leprechaun asked, disregarding the evil beasts who had congregated in, with ropes and shackles.

“He said, this must be what one o’ your hangovers feels like…” she smirked.

Khrum slumped in respite, and sighed, “Well, thank God for that! He’s alive!”

Alive, not that it mattered. A raid of Hobgoblins rounded them up for capture. It was only by fluke that they overlooked a brass thing peeking out from behind some propped-up slate, covered in rubble.

The Ahueé dragged them an arrow’s march into the great court of skulls. Over the centuries, that’s what this cupola had become known as, and for clear reason.

Screened below the last of Lòrs enfolding crags, whose extended doming ledges partway wreathed the jutting spire of Briggun’s keep as some manner of unfinished ceiling, the core of this monumental courtyard floor was comprised of an emblem; that of a ram’s severed skull. Many dead trees lined this horrible crest, in whose branches skulls were dressed by the dozen. Ugly, fat baobob trees. Positioned then, on a high platform above some stairs, near the emblem’s eastern rim, was the foully tainted portcullis of the Pooka’s eerie castle.

Alas, this was where their punishment would be decided.

First to be judged was he who was in possession of Thérn. Not that they knew anything of William himself. All they had eyes for was his sword, an inner itch which even they themselves could not comprehend. One of the strongest Ahueé, name of m’Borgo, took the liberty of overseeing this.

Disarming William of his trusty weapon, whereupon he jammed it into the dirt safely out of the way, m’Borgo dragged his captive before the gates. Meanwhile, the rest were being lined up just off the courtyard under the watchful guard of their own captors. They were absolutely quiet. Reticence of such is not uncommonly hinged to apprehension, or exhaustion; yet this particular case was mostly attributable to their feelings of rout. Ordinarily their hopes would’ve resided with a brave rescue from Redmun. But he had already been cuffed by special manacles called charuns. Invented by Duhrais, an old blacksmith maiden who was held prisoner by the Hobgoblins for her talents with steel, these heavy restraints had the ability to absorb Erethus magic if worn, rendering the wearer powerless. And with not a dragon around for a half-moon, there was no other hope.

Stell, who was bound by thick rope, was so humbled by what he dreaded most—his own failure—that he couldn’t even open his eyes to behold whatever badness was stirring. He didn’t have it in him. Tied up next to him, the Dullahan, Wren, Icrick, and Khrum, were just as harried by the terrible thoughts which congested their minds, sparing no room for chance. And yet, there was not one of them who would not have taken William’s place. Not after all he’d sacrificed for them.

William, who was beaten to all but a shell of the boy he once was, just about managed to raise a swollen eye to the Erethaoí, to whom he could barely whisper these pitiful words…I’m sorry.

“You tried, lad, you tried.” Redmun uttered back, so proudly, but he was so heartbroken to see him like this; crushed and defeated.

Of a sudden frightful stroke, one of the Ahueé came trudging up to William, wearing a set of iron knuckles, and punched him across the jaw for mouthing out of turn; a harrowing, crunching crack. Wren sobbed aloud for him to stop, for all the good it did. She begged and, naturally, they did not listen. Rather, they enjoyed her anguish. It excited them. It was such a gruesome attack that the others couldn’t bring themselves to watch anymore, for fear of what torture might befall their dear William next.

He plunged onto his hands and hankered to breathe. Then another Hobgoblin sprinted up from his left and kicked him in the stomach, and again in the nose. William coughed up a spatter of blood, exposing himself for another run. A cannibal this time, boasting to his friends, grabbed him by the face and started opening up the cut on his cheek. William screamed with such despair, horrifying those who were punished to listen. This put the cannibals into such hysterics that they were virtually stumbling over themselves with laughter.

Struck voiceless with her palpitating tears, Wren regained herself enough to candidly beseech, “Ple-e-ease! Can’t you see he’s weak? He won’t fight back, I promise you! We surrender. Don’t you hear? We surrender to you, a thousand time over and more. You win! Just, please, leave him alone. Do what you must, just stop hurting him like this!”

Silencing her through the dominating shadow which he imposed over all others, m’Borgo stepped back into the fray and seized William by the hair. He tugged his head back. Oozing drool slavered from the corner of his flaking mouth as he held the boy steady, so he could properly witness the grand opening of the old portcullis gate.

Via a grinding jolt of long-rusted cogs jerking loose, the gate cranked open, a foot at a time, with the steaming pipes above hissing between each turn, Urk-Sssh-Urk-Sssh, spawning the worst sound imaginable. Then it stopped.

Through the gloom of the opening portcullis, nothing first emerged except for an odd gasp of wind, to be shortly followed by the distinct resonance of weeping; a ghostly melancholic cry. With strength enough to focus his one good eye, William tried to see where it was coming from. That’s when he distinguished six figures materializing from within, loosely garbed in grimy robes. Robes of slaves.

Of them, three were men, and three were women. Couples once wed. Once happy, no doubt. Shuffling nervously along in twos, they gave the impression of souls, kind, young souls, who were being forced against their will to walk an unseen plank with unseen knives at their weary spines. They looked so frightened, like they knew what was coming. Then they halted, but under whose orders?

Suddenly, with a series of damp snaps, a disgusting throng of raw tendrils lashed out from within the gateway, to wrap themselves around the slaves’ wrists, bonding them fast. All stilled again. At least, until the voices arrived, from deep within the darkness. Cackling, shrieking, gnashing; each preserving an essence of such madness, as if from a horde of the most evil, most driven lunatics this side of Lythiann. If they weren’t lamenting, they were sneering. Was it a sacrifice? Were the slaves about to die? Such pain, such horror. It grew and grew, when finally, they showed themselves. Six skeletal spectres, bodiless but for tails of shredded hems, sailed up into the topmost portion of the dome where they evaporated, wails and all. Again, the dome stilled.

Had the slaves been spared? Unable to inhibit their relief any longer they gave in to their tears, when all of a sudden, by a spine-chilling scream which saturated the entire dome, all six slaves jolted up onto their toes, like they’d just been struck by lightning. The hairs on Wren’s neck rose when she saw them stiffening so. They didn’t know what was causing this, or why. Silent seconds passed, but for the gurgling of the slaves who were lacking strength enough to scream, before they collapsed, dead it appeared, on the ground.

An unsettling mutter of senseless tongues returned, but from the innocents this time.

Skin scarred and lips blistered, shrivelled faces and hair unkempt, the demonically possessed began thrusting, and floundering, and crying in their meaty shackles. A depraved, maniacal bliss it seemed. Shrieking to a chant, they rocked on their knees; their grinning stares affixed upon young William. Those fiendish smiles reminded him of the vision he’d had about his mother in the kitchen, only these were a million times worse. Chant, chant, chant they did. Chanting words from an ancient world.

“U’má, I’mná, Ou’rí, Ch’aí. A’saní-G’roú, Bo’tós, S’caí,” they went, rhythmically, over and again.

Nobody knew what it meant, but it was, without question, ceremonial. A court ritual, which would only be sung upon the entrance of a king.

Their tortured bodies then wilted to the dirt as they dragged, from the dim gateway by way of their long fingernails, a mysterious conveyance.

Jagged of style and of an ebony shade blacker than ravens feathers, this nightly carriage, whose wheels squeaked as horridly as they did that night in Thérn’s tower, crept from the gloom, showing nothing of its passenger within. It wasn’t the same infant’s carriage which William had encountered that eve, but instead more of a trancelike version of it. A stagecoach, more like, with some minor similarities.

Continuing with their mantra, across the bloody stone, the slaves hauled his carriage to the edge of the platform at the top of the steps. Its red lamps glowed on either side like devil’s eyes. Then happened the most disturbing thing of all. Those slithering tongues, in a jolt, freed the possessed and, when they did, those wretched beings quickly arced up onto their fingers and toes, assuming a spidery pose, before scuttling up into a dark window which had suddenly opened on the roof of the coach. The whole conveyance rattled in, what could only have been, a struggle. Arms, legs, and entrails flew out across the courtyard in crimson splatters. Whatever was in there was mauling them. Eating them. Most upsetting of all was how freely they’d offered themselves up to it. Like they couldn’t help it. Like they were being forced to do it. Even the Ahueé and cannibals turned their faces from it, for fear being on the wrong end of it themselves one day.

Once the massacre was over, the dome fell as calm as a grandfather clock. Soundless, cold, and dim.

Breaking into a dark whirlwind, the carriage suddenly devoured itself before manifesting, from its shades of drear, with its back to all, a Pooka, who lingered in its stead.

“Don’t look at his eyes, my friends.” Redmun said, to offer one last bit of advice. “Look elsewhere but at his fix.”

Ten feet tall would have been considered beyond respectable for any regular Pooka, and justifiably so. But then…then there was this beast, who, in contrast to what might’ve—at one time or another—been deemed a worthy ruler of their species, measured ten feet in breadth alone, and was almost three times that in stature. A huge figure, broad; but he remained relatively gaunt and awkward looking, with his pointed shoulders up to his ears, and his bony, bat-like arms folded at his sides. Size aside, what set this one apart from the rest was the crown of bone which, throughout the centuries, had developed from the crest of his skull. Likewise, where one’s heart would be was, instead, a broken pattern of green illumined cracks, splaying brightly through his heavy cloak. Markings of the Krimmín stone.

Save for these royal appendages, he maintained all the terribleness of any one Pooka. He was hideous. Horribly rough in texture, his coral skin riddled in foul oddities; rashes, lesions, boils, bloody rawness, bumps, and fitful hair growth alike. His face, though somewhat human, was disgracefully horrid, having eyes small and pale, with rash-red lids set deep into his enlarged brow. His nose was but a rotten skeletal passage, and his mouth, carved to a wide skeletal grin, housing teeth like shards of jagged glass. Slithering down his back to spread out along his twisted body was his thinning, grey hair. And he possessed a stare that would frighten anyone, or anything, into an early grave. And there was his Pooka’s Claw, dangling decoratively from his belt.

Wheezing in slow, tortured pants, this creature, at first, did not talk, only looked. He’d lain dormant for so long that he wanted to take it all in, to see what he’d been missing. But it was the manner in which he did it. The way in which he watched them, with only his red-raw eyes moving across them, as they all stood conscious of themselves. He studied them. Read them. His cold glance alone was enough to jolt their nerves; even for those who worshipped him so. And not one of his minions could look him back in the eye, what’s more. And they had the ability to do so.

m’Borgo shoved William forth with a grunt, and grunted at the sword, pouring grave intensity into the Pooka’s already penetrating breaths. But still he voiced nothing.

Everything went so still that William, of all people, felt he should have his own say, which was not to anyone’s expectations.

It took him one or two attempts to actually speak, what with his painfully bruised cheek. But when he did, he managed to mutter, “Please…do…what you like with me. Just don’t h-hurt…them.”

Baffled by this courage, wondering why someone would ever offer such a pointless proposal when they’d have nothing to gain from it themselves, other than some meaningless sense of rectitude, Briggun continued to stare at him, yet with shiftier glances.

Unsettled by this response, William decided upon another approach.

“With me gone, you’ve won! Lythiann…will…be all yours!” he proclaimed, appearing excited in the hope that the Pooka would find it infectious, and thus hear him out.

He, however, was not some witless Troll. He did not resign to such petty tricks. For he was the one and only Drevol Briggun, a Satan of those lands. Ruler to everything outside his castle gates. A thousand times more powerful than every last imp, sorcerer, and creature on Lythiann put together.

In a peculiar synthesis of tongues, with the most common clearest of all, Briggun hissed with his low and disconcerting tone, “I thought I destroyed you, child.”

He seemed almost gentle, but it was this disturbing calmness which raced the boy’s heart all the more.

“D-Destroyed?” was all he stuttered, praying he hadn’t just set Redmun up for trouble with his hesitation.

He’d been caught off guard by that question, you see. Redmun, however, was already prepared for punishment, and wouldn’t dream of blaming William if such circumstances arose. Besides, the poor lad was at the mercy of their most feared foe. Of course he was going to feel uneasy. Anyone would.

“Yes. De-stroyed.” Briggun repeated, strangely amiable still.

During his interrogation, the Pooka’s focus was slowly edging its way over to the Erethaoí. He was beginning to suspect that Redmun, perhaps, had something to do with their getaway the night of the tornado. And the more he pondered it, the more sense it made.

In an attempt to mislead him, William said, “Wait! It…was me! It was me who did it! The Wrythus, I can…use it sometimes. And that was one o’ those times. I…did it. I made the fire…shield us!”

“Is that so?” Briggun smirked interestedly, not even bothering to look at the boy, and then he decided to ask, “If that is, in fact, the case… enlighten me, my dear child…what were those Erethus words you chanted that night to summon your magical shield? I should very much like to know. There is only one such spell, as you well know.”

Redmun started to gag. His eyes came up on him as he lifted up onto his toes, and up higher still until he was hovering three feet in the air. Something had a grip on him, strangling him. An ethereal noose unseen. The man fumbled for whatever was holding his throat, but nothing could be clutched.

“Answer me, child,” grinned the Pooka, finally giving him some attention. “Your time is running short.”

With his face as red as the blood that was clogging it, Redmun coughed painfully, sending a trickle of bile from the corners of his mouth. Briggun, the fiend, was using him as a sadistic sand timer, which flustered the boy in his answers.

He couldn’t think. He had no idea of what to do, because either way the Erethaoí was sure to be damned.

“I CAN’T REMEMBER!” he chanced. “I WASN’T…MYSELF WHEN IT HAPPENED! I CAN NEVER…REMEMBER WHEN THE WRYTHUS COMES! THE…SHIELD JUST COVERED…US! ALL…I KNOW…IS THAT…I…CAUSED IT! ME!”

Much to everyone’s surprise, William’s little gamble worked, and Drevol let the man go. Nevertheless, the wonder endured if whether he freed him out of trust, or if he was merely growing bored of torturing him so.

Redmun was so sapped of his strength that he couldn’t move. He lay, sprawled out, hands to his throat. He was lucky he hadn’t been killed, yet his throat had been so badly damaged that he would never sound like his old self again.

William, exhausted from this pitiless hour, begged, “I’m asking you, please, don’t…hurt them…any more. It’s…me you…want…isn’t it? I’ve surrendered…to…you. Isn’t that…what…you need?”

“What I…’need’?” the Pooka placidly asked, eyeballing William as if to say, ‘you have a lot to learn about me.’ “Heavens, no, little one. I don’t need you for anything. What I want is to hurt you. I want to see you suffer. Those are my true desires.”

“Then hurt me! Come on! Do it!” William snapped, scared, but also tired of his games.

No bluff was this, either. He was truly willing to take the brunt of his wrath if it meant sparing them. And yet he had wit enough to see that no word of Briggun’s could be trusted, though still he had to try.

An ireful gleam undulated across Briggun’s countenance. It seeped into a tone of a rumbling hatred which was far from his collected outset.

The Pooka lunged forth and sneered at him, “Raise your voice at me, will you? This is how I shall see you suffer—your friends. And you would do well to learn your place, boy. No one commands me!”

To demonstrate just how little regard he held for life of any sort, Briggun swiped his finger before him, and with a dampened clack which could only be described as a seam of cracking knuckles, a small flock of his most faithful Dearg Due hit the ground with broken necks.

“Nor do I bargain, maggot!” the Pooka raged. “Many have tried, and all were shown to bloody graves.”

Then, “on their knees, now!” he ordered, to those who held a captive. “Cut their ropes, and back away!”

“Whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it, please!” the boy squirmed, petrified of the consequences of his foolish outburst. “I-I’ll do whatever you…want.”

“Then indulge me, and behold.” snapped Drevol, pointing down at William’s friends, all of whom were whimpering, just as the boy himself was.

‘Twas like waiting for the axe to drop. And, indeed his blow was soon dealt. It just wasn’t the strike young William was expecting.

Icrick fell first, following a dull thud. He’d been cracked over the head with something, for the fur behind his ear was blotched red. Only when he saw who was responsible for it, did William get the shock of his life. Wren was standing stood over the Grogoch, a thick branch in hand, and was bawling helplessly.

“WREN? WHY?!” William cried, feeling so very betrayed, by not just her but his gut, too.

“I can’t help it, William. I can’t control myself. You have to believe me!” she wept.

“Believe you? You just hit Icrick…over the head with a branch! Why would I…believe you after that?”

Just then, and to the relief of all, the enfeebled Grogoch picked himself up off the ground. It was a true exercise of strength, but at least he was alive.

Briggun’s nose sniggered proudly into his palms as he watched this drizzle of disorder slowly developing into a storm of insanity.

“You’re lucky…you didn’t…kill him!” William barked at the girl, who never stopped crying.

“I wouldn’t speak so rashly if I were you, William!” the Elf stated.

The lad thought he was defending the girl and was, therefore, some breed of turncoat himself. When he realised, however, just how confused Stell was by his own movements, and how awkwardly and unsteadily he was stirring, he began to think twice about his accusations.

Then, “She does not lie,” the Elf continued, fighting to engage his arms and keep himself balanced, “whatever’s happening here, I can’t seem to control myself, either.”

Suddenly, as a puppet wobbling upon strings, the Elf found himself approaching the Erethaoí with closed fists, whereupon he proceeded to punch him in the face; left-to-right and right-to-left. He hadn’t struck him four times, and Redmun’s face was already in a mess. He was so drained after being strangled, that he couldn’t do much to defend himself, especially under the Pooka’s watchful eye.

All Stell could yell was, “WHY CAN’T I STOP THIS?!”

You could imagine how horrible it was, being made to beat the life out of your friend when you could do nothing about it.

William faced the Pooka and glared, “It’s you! It’s you who’s doing this!”

“You don’t say.” Drevol said and laughed, slapping his hands together with glee.

A strange twinge of discomfort skewered into the root of William’s mind. It wasn’t sore, as such, but it was enough to cast a sharp buzz up through his spine. He shook it off.

“Stop this!” he demanded, when he noticed Khrum in a hypnotic trance, rolling up his sleeves to expose his wrists, and was on his way over to Thérn’s edge. “Khrum! Listen to me! You have to wake up. For God’s sake, wake up!”

The leprechaun ignored him and kept on going.

Basking in these ongoing sufferings, Drevol’s minions screeched at the stars and savagely bashed their shields, while the beast himself observed in his own reclusive and twisted way. It was just the sort of show he enjoyed. Friends hurting one another. To see Stell pummelling Redmun, and Icrick bleeding on the ground. To see Wren loathing herself after what she’d done, and The Body, who was on his way to beating Ifcus with his own blubbering Head. To top it all off, Khrum was closing in on that glinting blade, with the Pooka’s lackeys egging him on.

Throughout this gruesome tumult of chilling cries and wicked mirth, a line of Hobgoblins stuck rigidly to their duty, should something go amiss. m’Borgo, for one, wouldn’t dare leave the boy’s side.

“STOP THIS, I SAID!” William demanded again, leering past his brow at the Pooka and bearing the very pinnacle of detestation.

Riveted by the action, yet careful not to get enticed by the boy’s taunts as he likely wished him to, the Pooka took heed of the idle Wren, and commanded, “Look at the girl just standing there. You there, slave.”

“My liege?” answered a particularly filthy looking cannibal, whose tongue slobbered whenever he talked. “Vispúch of Raús at your call, oh lord of lords!”

“See to it she is dealt with. Do whatever you see fit. Just make sure she suffers.”

The cannibal took up his orders and went for Wren, side-hopping as they do.

William, growing angrier, demanded of Briggun again, “Leave her the hell alone! You’ve done enough!”

With the cannibal approaching, Wren looked for the boy, like a child lost in a crowd, and she wept, “William…please…” in the hope that he would come to rescue her.

He tried. He tried to run to her; only to be seized by m’Borgo and flung to his knees again, with a fist to the ear for his trouble. So to say, he was going nowhere.

“I’m sorry, Wren. For ever doubting you.” he said, eyes raw with heartache.

Never one to quit, she wouldn’t allow herself to think that this was the end, so she called his name again, “William! This is not you talking! Please! Be strong! You can pull through this! You’ve done it before! Just be strong,” only to have it land on deaf ears.

The boy, it seemed, had at last lost his faith. Not some of it. Not most of it. All of it. When she’d eventually succumbed to this herself—that not only had he given up, but the others had, too—she sent her faith adrift next to theirs, and waited for Vispúch to take her for himself, which he did.

That vile creature yanked Wren’s jacket down over one shoulder, exposing her skin, all the while smirking at the boy. All her life, now was the time she wanted to be most strong. In her last moments. To show she had no fear. To grant no satisfaction whatsoever to her executioner. Yet when he put his filthy hand on her, and ran his warty tongue up along her trembling arm and over her quivering cheek, she cried.

William, at first, couldn’t bring himself to watch. But when all he could think about was how terrified she must have been, he, whose face was now hidden by the shade of his ragged hair, rose his trembling eyes to behold her, shivering with fright, and that cannibal’s grubby hands all over her. The way he was smirking at William; for the pleasure he was about to bleed from her. For what he was about to put her through. For how he intended to scar her, spiritually, physically, for whatever amount of time she had left.

Suddenly, that same sensation re-entered William’s being. It glided across his skin; raising his hair with a thousand tiny bumps. An image struck with it, before vanishing as impulsively as a blink of sheet lightning. He saw that mural again, from Ebyulán’s stained window. The angel and the newborn. Why he saw it wasn’t exactly clear, and yet it brought him something. Courage.

A strange conviction budded inside of him, conjoined with a strong, unrivalled hunger, which could only ensue by the power of hatred, or some other such force. When it did, his eyes, which were always victim to so much trepidation, suddenly levelled; emancipating all that pent-up tension with a single, solitary out-breath.

And then it tolled…

Somewhere by the dust-screened gateway, beneath a canopy of broken stones, a set of jade eyes brightened and a padlock cracked and fell into the mud. A crank began to turn, making way for a rising drum as it rolled into one mighty clash of cymbals and a mighty bell’s toll. It quieted then into the mere, almost industrial tempo of hissing steam and hammers upon steel anvils, and the quietness lured itself to the subtle ascending note of a lone tuba.

Despite his unwillingness to ever again trust a hope, Redmun emerged from his wallowing, wondering if this was really what he supposed it to be, if it was truly happening. Drevol could also recall that olden horn from ages past, swapping his conceited old grin for the terror which, by his own hand, had filled the faces of his captives of late, thus all torturing stopped as a result.

Horrified by this so-called noise, he lamented, “No! H-How can this be?!”

Hoping it would bring an end to it before it could start, the Pooka summoned Thérn into his claw. It went to him. But nothing changed. The note persisted, only growing stronger.

Nobody stirred while that fantastic sound flooded the space of that great canyon. Not even William. He stayed where he was, crouching over his knee, head down. It was as if he couldn’t even hear it…

Then visited a second tuba, over its brother. This one, more prominent than the last, and with a lifting phrase of hope, began painting a melody so enriching. It was united by the haunting bass voices of a virile chorus, whose subtleties were hardly even noticeable, but would have left a certain void had they not been there. Their timing was perfect. The bass drum rolled thereafter, yet louder this time, until it delved into the murmurs of chopping strings, along with the angelic speech of a harmonizing female chorus, which furthered the music’s power, adding much more sophistication to its assembly, making it fuller, more inspiring. Supported by the introduction of all the flowing harmonies that were left, the melody finally came into its own. The ultimate pitch was flawless.

There was no question whatsoever now. Everybody could identify what this enchanting music was; this beguiling symphony of the brave.

They may have upheld their duties well up till now, but the rise of the Banádh was making Briggun’s followers more restless by the note. It was a mere matter of time before they dropped arms and fled.

William’s crew were far too scared to trust their ears, in case it wasn’t actually happening, and yet it was too damned difficult for them not to hope. For timeless was the essence of that sweet melody. Beset with faith and resolution, its course was so unspoiled, and so simple, that its notes were nigh on predictable, while still managing to preserve a likeness to nothing of which they had ever before heard, sending a bracing shiver through their bones.

Aware of it himself now, William recalled a time from long ago, when he promised to set out on a journey, and how it brought faith and happiness to all. During his time spent upon that dangerous road, he remembered all of those precious little moments that came, hand-in-hand, with it. Moments that meant so much to him. The times they laughed. The times they cried. Times when they showed their loyalty. Times when they showed their devotion. And ever stronger did their friendship bloom. Redmun, Wren, Stell, Icrick, Crosco, Ifcus, Khrum, and Pew, they were all of them his true, true friends. Not one of them any less important than the last. And here they were, ready to sacrifice their own lives, and all that they cherished dearly, to die trying by his side.

Mysun’s theme, glorious as it was to any noble ear, was becoming unbearable for Drevol. Squealing like pigs, his followers scurried in disarray; some even rolling about in pain. The Pooka muffled his ears and spat orders at m’Borgo to finish the child. The Hobgoblin quickly set his sword to the boy’s throat. But when he went to yank his neck back there was a harsh crack, as of a musket going off, and he was blown from his feet into a trail of smoke, back to the very far end of the chasm. William didn’t so much as bat an eyelid.

Wren and the others stood watching while everything else was in an upheaval around them. They couldn’t take their eyes off William; to see what he was going to do next. He then woke from his trance. His eyes met with hers first, and then he looked into the spellbound faces of his other companions. These were the people who trusted him, who deposited all of their hopes into what he was to become.

William glanced down to see the pendant glinting under his nose. It shimmered like it was the last part of the puzzle waiting to be exposed. The one remaining piece which the monk was searching for that night in the windmill.

Just then, an all too common memory returned to him again, saying, ‘Once you truly believe in what it is you are fighting for, then it will happen.’

Diverting from the chorus into the bridge, the Banádh entered a dramatic and inspiring change of violins and cellos, as they tried to overtake one another in a heart-lifting climb, feeding the line below to the coming of oboes, flutes, clarinets, and bassoons, all of whom joined in on the race to the pinnacle. Each note told a single story of bygone battles. Each drum delivered a thrust of excitement to the soul. It was a melody which could deliver belief even to the weakest of men. It was the symphony of a hero. One who never gave up. One who was determined never to fall.

At long last, it finally hit our William like the rays of a blessed sunrise through the clouds of infinite night. His mother. His newfound friends. His home. It all shone so clearly that his determination boiled all the hotter, as he squeezed the dirt tightly in his fists. It wasn’t about rescuing Lythiann’s races or his own people, or even about bravery. It was something else. And what could be worth fighting for more than friendship; than kindness; than allegiance? What could be worth living for, worth dying for, more than the world’s most unified desire, love itself?

After reaching the bridge’s peak, to be faced with a rushing downward slope on the far side, into a ramp of true glory, all woodwind, brass, drum, and string alike, prepared themselves for their final flying leap into the magnificent chorus of that most enchanted piece.

“We know you can do this, lad!” Redmun so proudly rooted, from the top of his lungs to the very bottom of his heart. “Now stand up and finish this!”

By that tribal beating of andante, William, whose face was still dipped in shade, dislodged Thérn from Briggun’s frozen hand, summoning it to where it truly belonged, and it befriended his long-lost touch with an electric rush. Once it had found its rightful owner, an inexplicable breeze jetted upwards from beneath, blowing back his hair and freeing his tails of their ties. And once it subsided, he rose to his feet, the one warrior who all remembered. Pride stole their hearts as they watched this Wrythunn rising up to meet his day. After dreaming about it for so long, after wondering what it would be like, it was finally happening.

Viewing the world through renewed senses, William was no longer struggling to see past the distortions of anger or fear. Rather, he was observing through a polished pane of confidence. No, fearlessness. He glared at Drevol so forebodingly that it put the shudders through him just as the Pooka himself had done with William mere moments ago. He removed Wren’s scarf from around his waist and wrapped it around his nose and mouth, for the stench of impending death was something this hero hated.

Masked and ready, William’s eyes beamed blue, and just for that brief moment, just for those initial words, he uttered in a voice so strong that it was as if it came from a man much older than he, “This ends now, Briggun!”

“YOU!” Drevol cried, gullet quivering, as he backed away.

As this long-awaited confrontation took place, Icrick, who had a rag pressed to his cut, noticed how brightly the Erethaoí’s vambrace was shining. All of its designs and markings were somehow seeping with the most elegant of white lights.

Tapping him on the arm, he urged, “Redmun! Look! Your bracelet thingamabob!”

Staggered that this miracle should occur at the very same second William happened to receive the Wrythus, the man uttered to himself, in his roughened voice, “They have come!”

No longer able to contain themselves, a number of bedazzling rays suddenly leapt from his vambrace, in unison to the Banádh’s lifting key as it soared into its final chorus, bellowing thrice as loudly as before.

From out of the smouldering rubble of the eastern passage there came a rumble, and an orchestra of voices snowed down like one worldly congregation, all singing the forgotten librettos of the ageless Banádh:

‘Ooba-ra ni-ígh fui-sanná, uí dra-obaís cun tsuí. Hlu-sumaí trín thraíl-baran, dort mar-gorbá ur zhaoír. Bri-já, ur-at, gorfín, kwán, ur bán ismó ooba-ra aoith-insmará.’

A choir of Dwelvin-Mites marched in, with some Trenchins burrowing topside behind them. These were the ones who had never stopped believing. A militia of thousands. A legion of companions. Men, women, children alike. Some were sickly, but able, whereas all were gathered together under the united banners of selflessness and harmony. They sang for the freedom of their people. For their right to be. For friendship, and for what was just.

Bless them, those kindly folk; all armoured in their saucepans and washboards, pots, pans, and trays. This was all the protection they could scavenge in the Grollo. And yet, some managed to forage a few proper things too, such as daggers, and some old spears. Dull, but they worked. You must understand that Dwelvin-Mites were not soldiers, but they had passion in their beliefs. A worthy virtue to fend against even the most efficiently trained Hobgoblin.

Guiding them to their saviour, just as they had been doing for so many moons, Ostly and Merkel were trotting along confidently by their sides. How invigorated our William was to see this army uniting behind him. An unexpected few were even holding up the heads of those cruel Gremlins from outside—the Ogres, if you can believe it. It’s true. William knew they had a kindness to them. Their only crime was that they were simple-minded creatures, easily influenced under greater powers. They may not have been friendly in a traditional sense, but that’s only because they wanted to be left alone, and they would enforce it at any cost. But, under threat, Drevol had imposed them to fight for him using his Devil Hounds, so they hadn’t much of a choice only to do so. That is, until they saw the legion of Dwelvin-Mites coming up over the horizon. Ogres; piteous creatures really, but good in a fight nonetheless.

Just when William thought there couldn’t be any more, a cascade of fauna came bounding, buzzing, scuttling, galloping, and lumbering in behind them all. Everything he could imagine, from bears, to Irish elk, to the tiniest of damselflies. They came for two reasons; to assist him, and to settle their own scores with Briggun’s wild tormentors. The Grumtoads and such; harbouring more of a history than you would care to imagine, they had many scores to settle that night.

Drevol, who was furious at his alleged servants for scattering so spinelessly, discharged a wail so resounding and so intimidating that his minions stumbled and froze, should he murder any deserters on the spot. But roar as he might, there was no threat of him drowning out the Banádh. That was still going strong, but was almost at its end, though its effect would live on.

The music finished, so Drevol saw fit to deploy his minions to deal with he who was awaiting them so steadily. He, who, not for a web’s width in time, took his cold scowl off old Briggun.

A bumbling rabble of Ahueé stampeded at the young Wrythunn. All of them failed. They exploded into dust before they could even reach him, leaving him there, smirking behind his mask, as their powdery remains wafted away like the last of a dying dust storm. His fearless stare could be deemed almost dark in his exhilaration, as he could feel the power of this warrior rushing through his veins. He could sense him speaking to him from within.

Briggun, in his infuriation, ordered a second assault. This time William cut every one of them down with his gleaming sword as they stormed past. Seconds was all it took him to smite all thirty-four. He wasn’t even out of breath, for their movements were just so simple. They were telegraphing their actions long before their heels kicked the dirt. They may as well have shouted out their intentions beforehand.

Twice more, the Pooka risked this tactic, and was running dangerously low on soldiers because of it. Funny; for all his grace he had no honest wit to support it. A Pooka’s logic could never stand up to that of a human’s, anyway. Not even when it came to Drevol Briggun. Once this dawned on William, he thought it ever so droll. Why, after all this time, did he fear this creature? Briggun was the child battling a warrior, not the other way around.

The Pooka conserved his last few hundred men until more enforcements had arrived. He otherwise waited to see what William was going to do next. The boy, likewise, nevertheless he didn’t appear half as anxious as his counterpart, for patience had, at last, come naturally to him. As for Briggun, he was really feeling the pressure. For him, doing nothing was worse than being in an actual fight.

He’d eventually gotten so sick of this waiting that he caught a bunch of hounds in his sorcerer’s grip, then hurled them at the boy. A pitiful attempt. William saw it coming before Briggun even concocted it. He turned those hurtling beasts into tarry globs, before spattering them over the frontline of Drevol’s deteriorating army. Amusing, at first; to see them all sticky and confused. Then the young Wrythunn’s face darkened again as he freed two fiery insects, millipedes of sorts, from his sleeves, which then wormed their way slowly towards Briggun’s men. A tease almost. A childish torture, as of a magnifying glass to an anthill. William found it all so oddly entertaining. Briggun’s entire vanguard tried wriggling free, but in the end, they wound up as smouldering sods. They never stood a chance. William was, indeed, adapting well to his new skills. Unusually well. He even seemed to be enjoying it.

The Pooka learned nothing from his mistakes. Now his Anstén warriors were moving in. He had them advance more vigilantly this time, so he could attack on the sly. A cheap diversion, on his part. Nor was it the first time. William, on the other hand, had already had his fun with that sort, and he was not there to mix with feeble beasts all night. He was there for their master. Old Drevol knew this all too well.

“Redmun,” said he. “Mind handling these?”

“My pleasure!” the Erethaoí grinned, but his charuns were too tough to break.

“You’re not going to let a set o’ chains stop you now, are you?!” William ribbed.

“Don’t get cocky!” the Erethaoí replied, with some humour, but those chains were giving him a terrible time.

William conjured a small sphere on light, then sent adrift towards Redmun, upon whose hands it settled to give him the extra boost of power he needed. A frosty glow ran up along his arms and over his body. First his fear vanquished. Then confidence came. A stanch and heightening strength, which put him to the top of his game again. So revitalized by this inspirational rise of impenetrable power, the man thus cloaked himself entirely in palpitating flames, melted the shackles, and took to the air, where he unleashed hell from above. William then presented the others little spheres of their own, so that they too felt like they could take on the dark underworld, singlehandedly.

With strength fully replenished, they all sprinted back into battle; a battalion of beasts and Dwelvin-Mites, alongside them. Of the many, the Dearg Due had their work cut out for them as they tried controlling the skies, what with all the broom-riding witches and bizarre-looking Grollo birds chasing after them, a-snipping and a-snapping at their heels. Greaves had his part to play, too. He and his Iskian wolves were bruising enemies left, right, and centre.

Briggun’s forces were being folded upon like gazelle lost in a cheetah’s hunting grounds. All enemies were being run down, every which way.

William watched on in high regard for the good who had united to overcome that ancient evil. Strolling at ease amongst those whistling arrows and flying harpoons, as though they were simple hailstones and nothing else, he then spied, through freshly attuned vision, two of the most unlikely candidates fighting hard in the middle of it all, taking no prisoners. Armoured to the teeth, complete with knitting-needle pikes, Picksy Whispin and her father, Fibbún, were giving their enemies just as much oomph as even their comrade Trolls were, who battled proudly by their side. Fibbún’s muscles weren’t what they used to be, of course, but he had enough strength of will to see this fight through. The same went for young Picksy. Their bravery inspired the Wrythunn, no end.

Clearing a pathway with Thérn as he needed it, he strode on to confront his enemy at his gate.

Drevol was scared rigid of the boy’s fearless disposition. He was hiding by his portcullis, to where he could escape if necessary, and was firing down anything he could think of at him. William, much to Drevol’s distress, was countering his spells with contrasting hexes of his own. If Drevol summoned fire, William would cast frost, without a flinch. If the Pooka provoked wind, William would quickly call upon pillars of mud to shield him and those nearby. No matter what the Pooka tried, William was always a step ahead.

Upon reaching the castle steps, the young Wrythunn beheld Drevol, who had deployed a very old and tarnished claymore, twice as big as even William himself, in the chance that it would intimidate him. It did not. As it so happens, he ended up actually putting his own weapon away. Thérn consented. Why he did this was curious to Drevol, also terrifying, for William was smirking in such a way as one who had a plan. Before he could figure him out, the demon’s monstrous blade was unexpectedly whipped from his repulsive claws. It whooshed by the boy’s ear, then smote the sneaky Devil Hound that was making its way up behind him, baring its vile gums. The lad smiled at Drevol. Drevol sneered back.

William barraged up the stairway in flight, crumbling the steps beneath him with uncanny haste. His fists were primed for something he’d been dying to do for such a very long time—beat his enemy down with his bare fists. The fun and games were over.

He landed hard at the Pooka’s feet, and did not hesitate. Springing upwards with supernatural height, he launched a brilliant uppercut clean into Briggun’s jaw, knocking him right back onto his shoulders. The undiluted power of William’s punch would’ve been too much for any normal person to handle. It’d probably rocket us straight through a brick wall, and ten more thereafter, if we took one head-on. The Pooka, however, was large and resilient. He recovered himself and swiped at William in his frustration, yet the young warrior slipped every punch, faltering not, always retaliating with unreal agility and superb form; connecting everything he threw back at him. He then ended his flurry with two hair-raising hooks across Briggun’s face, before kicking him back down that flight of ruined steps.

William jumped at his enemy, exposing Thérn in mid-air. It was time to finish his foe, once and for all. Down he came, like a human meteor, to open the Pooka’s neck. But Briggun had had his fill of humiliation. In a sudden cloud of violet smoke, he vanished from sight, leaving William to impale nothing but the rock at his knee. The Pooka suddenly reappeared behind him, and, grabbing two fistfuls of the boy’s hair, he summoned his skinny talons to ablaze, consuming William’s head in a hood of cyan flames; and oh, how he cackled.

William tried wrestling himself free, but Drevol’s grip was tight. Those flickering flashes illuminated his foul grin to horrifying proportions as he relished in impending triumph. Hotter, he made it, and William kicked madder still. Out of tedium, to which, perhaps you’ve guessed, he was foolishly prone, Briggun suddenly altered his plan and began freezing the head of his ancient nemesis instead, to see if that would hurt him more. Soon the boy was frozen solid, from his neck to the top of his head. He was as still as the eyes of death. Drevol’s use of sorcery was, indeed, fickle, to say the least. And, while rewarding in certain situations, erratic isn’t always necessarily better. Pooka can truly be a foolish race, even at the best of times. They always believe themselves so exalted, whereas, in reality, they are so imprudent. Never thinking things through. For after freezing William’s head to glassy frost, Briggun realised that his hands were stuck. Trapped in a block of ice.

Seizing the Pooka by his wrists, William ripped them free of the frozen shell, tugged them hard out over his shoulders, pulling the beast with them, causing his teeth to smash into the back of William’s head, thus making bits of his glacial mask. With Drevol’s elbows positioned over his shoulders, William wrenched downwards, snapping both arms at the joints. Not a screech was ever heard as the one which yawned from Briggun’s mouth just then. A thousand drowning cats would’ve made less of a racket. Never such agony had he felt. Like Goidoy, pain’s searing bite was new to him, and how deeply he detested it.

William drove an elbow into Drevol’s gullet, forcing him to gag, then tumbled from his reach. The Pooka reeled backwards in an attempt to catch his breath whilst his arms made these awful sounds, as of damp bark scrunched into a ball. His bones were mending themselves. More manic now than fearful, Briggun scrabbled for the boy, swinging at him with a hammer-formed claw. Briggun had many skills in the Wrythus art, but William had more. Stealing a leaf from the beast’s book, William disappeared into a smouldering cloud of blue-viridian, before he could bash him. Drevol may have missed him, yet he didn’t stop hunting.

As a glowing spark would leap at you from open darkness, William reappeared right next to Drevol. With a numbing head-butt he nutted him, dead right in the side of the head. It dazed Briggun, but not enough to stop him from attacking William with even triumph. With a jarring knee, he gave the boy a right nosebleed, but William took it like a man.

And so, their fight carried on this way for a good many clatters, back and forth, as they flew up into the massive heights of those misty cliff tops, vanishing and reappearing in different areas throughout, hollering their fearsome cries.

Meanwhile, the great battle bellowed below. Think of a Faerie Battle, just on a far more chaotic scale. Thousands of souls were battling amongst creatures as large as Trenchins, right down to bodies as slight as bald rats. All of noble cause; Yacká, Banshees, Elves, Mèlcrige, Sprites, imps, and ghosts were there. Blessed arrivals indeed, for Briggun’s reserves had since shown up, spilling in in waves from the outer passages. That’s not to say they weren’t demoralized by how badly the forces of good were slaughtering their comrades on the battlefield. For them, it felt like dashing recklessly into the belly of the beast without so much as a thought.

Stell was in there, cleaving off limbs by the dozen. Icrick and Khrum were, otherwise, in invisible form, piercing livers without being seen. Galloping valiantly through the swarms of the north, our tremendous Dullahan was knocking great ghastly insects onto their backs, whilst, from plunging so deeply into the bellies of Gremlins, Wren was wet with blood, from the tips of her daggers right up to her elbows. Crows of darkness wheeled across the wind amidst the bevies of evil pixies, while a fiery Redmun was guiding witches and redfeathers through flocks or Dearg Due, firing out crimson streams as he sailed.

You would’ve said that the eclipse had returned, had you beheld the vulgar redness of the gorge that night. Only it wasn’t the light this time. It was all the spoils of life. Some good, but mostly evil.

Slipping through scores of slim gaps, to weave in amongst spikes of stone with all the manoeuvrability of two swift bats, William and Drevol were bringing their flight back to terra firma, near the empty end of the canyon. The old beast’s rage had definitely overawed his concerns, which was distinct through that shadowy look in his eyes, and his dynamite pace.

To use as a distraction before docking, so that Briggun wouldn’t land right on top of his neck and, in all probability, snap it, William bewitched a handful of Glogs in a mind spell, then flung them back at him. They worked hard at trying to damage the demon, only for him to shred through them like cobwebs, however much he slowed for it. It was enough to award our Wrythunn just the time he needed to land safely in the clearing. He readied Thérn, when happened a most unexpected thing.

The Pooka hit the sandy terrain next to his opponent. A pillow of dust steamed up about him. The boy awaited his next move with bated breath. He then discerned an unusual grumbling noise rooting from within, like something was else was stirring. A thing quite large; something truly monstrous. William knew that sound. He’d heard it before.

Suddenly, a huge talon of the blackest green stepped out from the cloud, followed by four sprawling wings, two to each side, complete with daggered spines. Sliding one heel back lest another takeoff was required, William found himself pausing. He was compelled to see what it was, to see if his guesses were right or not. Thus he cocooned himself within a shielding dome, barely seen but for a frosty sheen, so he could watch these strange goings on under some sort of cover.

Just as he was leaning in, narrowing his eyes to see exactly what was moving about inside the haze, the four serpentine heads of Briggun’s own Múbiia suddenly lunged out and snapped at him with a slobbering champ. The force was enough to rupture the boy’s shield, knocking him down in the process. Then, with a reinstated sense of greatness, the gigantic Hydra reared in its might, beating its monstrous wings in William’s face, driving his heels back against the dirt. As if a Pooka of over thirty feet tall wasn’t enough to deal with, he had to content with his sixty-foot alter ego as well. And the way it was craning over him; dwarfing William to the size of a cottage mouse.

Redmun saw this happening, from where he was. His theory of Drevol’s inability to utilize his dreaded alteration had been utterly disproved. Wrythunn or no Wrythunn, he wasn’t going to let William face this foe alone. He powered to his friend’s aid, when all of a sudden, he witnessed a phenomenon more astonishing, more inspiring, and yet more disturbing than even the Hydra itself.

Showing no fear of any kind, even as the frightening dragon menaced over him, the boy snarled right back into its reptilian eyes; all eight of them. Deep within, he knew he had it in him to win this. Courage built in his heart.

Visions of a dream rekindled from that inner darkness which strove to smother him; of a mountain gorge much the same as this, where his beloved mother was being held captive by old Blackhead. Out of ire, indignation, and a thirst to get even, his knuckles whitened, and his muscles twitched. He could hear her calling for him, as plain as day, exactly the same way as in his dream. Her cries resonated with such cutting agony.

“MY DEAR WILLIAM!” she bawled. “MY BOY! MY SON!”

And that’s when her pleas merged into greater meaning, “Oh, My son! My son! Myson! Mysun!”

The Hydra was about to stomp him out, yet to recoil just as suddenly from a strange look in William’s eyes. It wasn’t a glance of rage. Nor a fix of fear. It was more so bred from knowing that this dragon before him was already dead.

The boy’s eyes flared into an untameable molten amber. Stepping back at Briggun—what was once a young Wrythunn—puffed out his chest and roared right back into his face, sounding even more ferocious than a pride of the most regal lions. Ripping his mask away, his teeth lengthened to needles, and his whole visage manifested itself into something of an ashy pigment, as it mutated from the norm into something of a far more beastlike complexion. As if bursting at the tendons, his shoulders bulged, and his arms swelled into muscle. A torturous-looking occurrence; however, the boy was far too taken by his will to spare pity for such pain.

Redmun came skimming across the ground, before skidding to an abrupt stop. Struck by absolute awe, he watched as William faced down this dreaded creature before him; all the while slowly mutating into the beast which he was to become. Only one word escaped the man’s lips, “Impossible!”

Nevertheless, before this alteration could fully be manifest, it was disrupted by an inexplicable shift in the Pooka’s behaviour. He was floundering hysterically, harrowingly.

Shock reversed William’s transformation, when he heard a friendly voice singing for all to hear, “Ho-ho! Ha-ppy bir-thday to meee…!”

Lo and behold, Icrick materialized from nowhere, and was swinging from the dragon’s middle snout by old Stringles himself. Like a muzzle, he’d ravelled himself around it, clamping it shut, while the Grogoch kept the other three at bay with his swiping sickle.

“Hurry, William!” yelled he, swinging by like some heroic pirate. “Take his blasted head off!”

Allowing his enemy no opportunities to gain the upper hand, William vaulted skywards and with a devastating slice of green, he took the foul head of that unsightly monster, once and for all.

With necks thrashing, the creature swayed back, and back further still. Battling to stay upright, he eventually succumbed to his fate, crashed against the wall, and fell to his belated end upon the canyon floor. Briggun’s reign of terror was well and truly over. Which was more than I could say for their mission.

“William!” Redmun cried, running to him, shooting down enemies in his way. “He’s after shattering the wall. See for yourself. The dog is after dealing one last strike!”

Whilst he was baying those words ‘last strike,’ the Wrythunn suddenly heard a disconcerting crack across from him. The Pooka had fractured the precipice just enough that the entire cupola was on the verge of falling in on top of everyone. Briggun’s last laugh.

“Quickly!” Redmun hailed, fending off more beasts. “The stone. You must find it! Carve it from his chest, lad!”

William took pedestal upon his enemy’s fallen corpse, and sank his trusty sword deep into the torso, whereupon he wrenched it this way and that to widen it. A vile job; with those sopping innards sucking, and squelching, and slurping around his blade. William could see now why Mysun wore the mask, as he himself was even retching at the stench. But his repugnance quickly waned when he discovered, sitting in amongst the rotting gore and entrails, a most mesmeric jewel.

Of an emerald face, the jewel’s fine edgings were otherwise of blue Torbhín gold; a unique mineral, only found in rare living things. Inside the jewel itself was a most curious glimmer, which held an essence of moonbeams glistening across an open lake. Who’d have thought that such impeccable beauty could be the inflictor of so much burden.

“Well done, lad!” Redmun praised, catching up to him at last. “Well done, indeed! What a warrior you have become. His time will soon be over. You need but do away with this evil in your hands. You need only shatter it, lad.”

William, all of a sudden, found himself staring expressionlessly into the stone’s core, saying, “I can’t believe it’s almost over.”

“This saddens you?!” the man shouted impatiently, for what little time could be spared before they were all crushed.

Then, “No!” the boy replied, almost angry at himself, and he hopped the stone off the hard ground.

It split into three equal shards, from which an aluminous red liquid then drained. The last living drops of Drevol’s existence.

Once all three shards had bled out completely, a delicate flicker of violet sparked between them. A strange reaction. Neither of them were rendered time enough to question it, however, having been too distracted by the mysterious wave of sapphire light that was spreading across the canyon floor from Briggun’s corpse. It was beautiful.

This miraculous ripple, cured all of the Dwelvin-Mites of their ailments as it washed by them. Picksy could now see. Fibbún could now run. Indeed, every other creature who’d suffered from the Sadness was as fit as they were the day they first ventured down into the mysterious Grollo. On the contrary, that same swell did not fair so prosperously for their enemies, who ended up being propelled up into the night with a mighty blast. Being flung so high was no pleasing concept, but at least they were clear of that cave-in, which was gone well beyond any physical or magical repair.

Ungodly sheets of rock were splitting from the cliff sides, then sliding down and smashing into boulders off the ground; not only proving it perilous from above, but also on the ground too, with rocks of all sizes hurtling by. Soon the entire gorge was rattling.

William and Redmun did their utmost to herd everyone along, but still that mountain of hysteria was too towering to overcome. Nobody knew where they were going. They were so confused by all of the screams, horror, and the most devastating avalanche of bare stone that was spilling in around them.

“Move along! This way. Make for the western gate.” the two of them mustered, when, with piercing cognition, William’s ear zeroed in on a shriek that exceeded them all.

“Somebody!” screamed she, sounding in pain. “I’m…stuck!”

It didn’t take William long to see her. Wren was close to the outside of the castle, whose crumbling stone had set, upon her leg, the heavy iron of that rickety portcullis gate. She was trapped rightly.

“Wren!” he yelled, landing down next to her. “Again? You’re all the time getting stuck! What do you be at?”

“Oh, spare me the lecture,” she squirmed, “and just get me out of here!”

Neither of them knew it at the time, but the Symphogram was already getting bombarded by debris on the other side; and a knock to the Symphogram meant a knock to William’s power.

Had he his full capabilities, this gate would have weighed no more than a sheet of weathered plywood. But it had gotten suddenly heavier, such that he fumbled it. It felt as though a massive boulder had fallen on it, weighing it down ten times more. But nothing had fallen on top of it. It was just the gate. Somewhere by the western pass, the Symphogram had taken a bad knock, and one of its panels was hanging off, thereby costing him some of his strength.

Labouring to hold it up, he strained, “Go on, Wren, will you! Pull your…leg out. I…can’t hold this up…all…day!”

She tried, only to find her ankle wedged beneath a flat slab she didn’t know was there.

The fissures above were making their way around to the western gate, collapsing the walls in its tracks. Some of the Dwelvin-Mites had already been killed by the stray rocks as they fled into the neighbouring canyon. Those poor, brave creatures. At least they lived long enough to see Briggun dead. At least they had that.

Every last one of them would’ve been done for, were it not for his might his last stand.

Terrified of what might happen, the Wrythunn wrung out whatever dribs of power he had left in his threadbare self, and caught the biggest of those stones in a levitating grip before they could crush any more. This presented his followers with the chance to abscond. Meanwhile, in his other hand, he was holding up the portcullis so that it wouldn’t fall and snap Wren’s already encumbered leg.

When Redmun witnessed this, he realised that William was nowhere to be seen. He thought he was right there, next to him, helping to lead the other out. With a start, he beseeched aloud to make his whereabouts known. One thing for certain was, that as long as those boulders levitated, William was still alive. But he didn’t know how long that was going to last.

Redmun’s worry ballooned when he there was no response to his calls. He was on the verge of running back into the eye of destruction to conduct a more thorough search.

Just then, he heard the boy replying, “Just go, Redmun! I’ll catch up with you. I’m fine. Really!”

Dubious of William’s reasoning, Redmun chose not flee, but stay put. That’s when the rest of his band quickly regrouped beside him.

“There is no way we are leaving him here. Power or no power!” said Crosco, when Icrick appended, “I agree! We made a pledge. We live together. We die together. Remember? Now let’s see it through. All or nothing!”

William saw how they were discussing things, and so he pacified, like everything was under control, “JUST SORTING SOMETHING OUT OVER HERE! YE GO ON! WE’LL BE OUT SHORTLY! SEE TO IT THAT THE DWELVIN-MITES MAKE IT TO SAFETY!”

Snubbing this off, Khrum beamed that cheeky grin of his and said, “Me arse—’sortin’ things out.’ He’s not foolin’ anyone. Besides, it’d be a cryin’ shame for us ta run out on all this action now. So what say we have ourselves one lasht bit o’ craíc, ha?”

Siding with their pledge, they hurried back to their friend’s rescue. All or nothing.

“Eejits!” the lad grumbled, though he was profoundly grateful for their concern.

Nevertheless, they had a long way to run. And Redmun couldn’t risk flying through all the debris.

“Ow! It stings!” Wren winced, trying to get a look at her wound. “What if we don’t make it, William? What then?”

“We will!” he promised. “And don’t you worry! They’re on their way! In the meantime, I’m here…and I’m not going to leave you!”

She smiled. William had always kept his promises to her.

“Besides, all we have to—”

He never got a chance to finish that sentence.

A sharp spike of stone came whistling down from the ceiling as he was consoling her.

Carving the horn in two, it impaled the Symphogram. From its ruptured frame, a watery glow passed into darkness.

Alas, the entire canyon fell to its end, leaving nothing behind but a monumental mound of ruin.

Nothing; not even the tears of bloody agony can instil a shiver, a gripping dread, quite so chilling as the one which dominates from when countless voices are, all of a sudden, silenced all at once.

From the haven of the adjoining gorge, thousands of Dwelvin-Mites had gathered and were staring, dispiritedly, into that hill of smoking rubble. Not a mutter was spoken. Not a sound did they make. Mouths were cupped. Heads silently dissented. They waited. They prayed. Yes, their worst nemesis had been defeated. A day which all of them had dreamt about ever since the deep woods of the south were but seedlings, and the blossoming dales of Skórsdayl were known as Lough Valley. But all of that meant nothing to them now without their heroes.

Where were they?

There were no signs of any movement; only a tail of dust that snaked its way up into the breaking heavens. It had been a long, long time since the morning sun had last dawned in Lór. What a tragedy it had to shine upon this day.

After waiting for a time, someone, somewhere, in the middle of the crowd began to sob. An Elfling, of the Open-Shore clan, whose hope had been amputated by the catastrophe before her. Like an infection, this birthed another cry, and then another after that. Eventually sorrow had seeped its way in amongst the mob until most, if not all, were at its venomous mercy. Not a hysterical bawling, as such. It was more of soft, quiet tears. A funereal grieving. Tears which warranted no words. Soon, loss had eclipsed the hearts of all, save one.

Up front, holding her father’s hand and, heedless of how small she was, Picksy Whispin decided not to shed a tear. She kept her chin up, she chose to be strong. She chose to embrace her faith, as opposed to forsaking it. She watched that demolished pile for four, five, ten minutes more—during which time her kinsfolk and friends had already taken the hollowing step of offering condolences—and she proceeded to watch so, hell-bent on finding something of encouragement.

Suddenly she spotted a pebble trundling down, halfway up. A slight movement, maybe, and virtually insignificant, perhaps, but it was enough to make her squeeze his father’s hand. Looking down to see what was the matter, Fibbún followed her gaze up into the rocks, where another stone followed the last. Something was stirring up there.

Some few feet away from that, an enormous flat rock unexpectedly shifted, and out popped a hand. Reaching for the blue of the sky, it yearned for the dear life of the outside world.

Ecstatically, the young faerie pointed it out, shouting, “Look! Look! Over there! See! See!”

The Dwelvin-Mites glanced up to see what was going on, when the head of an Elfish warrior lifted from the ruin, gasping for air. An arm’s reach away, a hairy paw had otherwise emerged; along with a little brown hat, and its little owner, of course.

Stell dragged himself from the ashes, when the crowd erupted with a roaring cheer. The sheer volume of it came as quite a fright to the Elf, considering how bewildered he still was after fighting the biggest battle of his time. And yet that’s not to say that he wasn’t moved. He even felt proud of himself (heaven forbid).

He plunged his arms into the rubble, to help out the Grogoch and the leprechaun, who were just as delirious, but they were alive nonetheless. You can imagine how surprised they were to find the Dwelvin-Mites applauding them, too. These were the folk that they grew up with. Folk who would never have suspected them capable of such feats; not that they would ever doubt them intentionally. By the looks of things, they were about to be very popular among old friends. So making themselves a wee bit more presentable, Khrum fixed his collar, while Icrick licked his paw and brushed his hair to one side, which made him look pretty ludicrous but he cared not, as he was too busy basking in the moment.

Ifcus and Redmun were the next to exhume themselves. Seated, and hunched over, the Erethaoí seemed utterly spent, but was just relieved that it was all over. Ifcus was using his reins to drag his master from under a pile of chains. His heart welled when he saw The Head was okay. Slightly more powdery, perhaps, from all the dust, along with a touch of a tickly throat, but, in all, he was in good shape. The same went for The Body, who turned out to be shielding the Poppum’s body in his arms all that time, as if it would somehow make a difference.

They were alive and well, and they shuffled down to meet their adoring public at the bottom of that mountainous pile. Suddenly our heroes seemed no longer blissful. Distraught, would be more fitting. Or uncertain. Uncertain because there was no sign yet of William or Wren. Then the Dwelvin-Mites took notice, and all celebrations stopped. It was as noiseless as before.

Optimistic young Picksy was more nervous than anyone, as dejected voices gathered around her. Sparse, devastated yells; crying out ‘no!’ and ‘please!’ and ‘this cannot be so,’ all pleading and praying that these two young souls had somehow pulled through and were on their way over to meet them. But there was no sign.

Something caught Redmun’s eye at the bottom of the debris. He then plucked from the ruins a piece of the Symphogram; one half of its brass horn. And that’s when he realised, whatever was left of the Symphogram, wherever it was, must have been in a condition just as poorly.

“H-His Wrythus.” he uttered sadly, regarding that mass of immovable rock.

Stell approached him, eyes taken by despair.

Icrick and Khrum were so upset that neither of them could lift their gaze from the ground whose aridness was speckled by not just their tears, but the Dullahan’s, too.

A golden bloom then seared through that cloud of sadness, when that same little voice yelled out, “Look, there!” and there was Picksy again, pointing to the top of that smoking summit.

Bless her eyes. Hardly anyone knew what she was pointing at. Not at first. Not through that dense smoke. But the closer they stared, the more easily they could fathom it.

From behind that curtain of dust, a faint shape approached. Hobbling, as if injured, yet moving as if determined, and in his arms he carried another. Slowly he entered the clearing; every second the crowd were almost faint with anticipation. Could it be? they thought. Then, from out of the mists of war, the boy arose with a girl in his arms. They’d made it!

A hundred times more brilliantly than before, the Dwelvin-Mites absolutely exploded with joy. With praise. Streams of bliss flushed from their eyes as they waved their arms about. Whoever wore a hat threw it high into the air. Those joyous screams shook every corner of Lythiann, washing away the veil of gloom with its magnificence. So unequivocally thrilled to see his dear friends again, Khrum slapped his own hat down on the ground and jigged around it. He even went so far as to kiss Icrick on top of his nitty head who, mind you, was also blubbering girlishly in the excitement. Stell threw his arm around the Grogoch and they both chanted the boy’s name along with the others.

“Will-iam! Will-iam! Will-iam!” they went, and there was The Head, in the middle of it all, whistling louder than anyone, Ifcus bucking jubilantly by his side.

He may not have let loose quite as much as others, but Redmun was probably the most relieved of all. After muttering a thanks to the skies, he sighed and chuckled to himself at how that boy never once failed to amaze him.

The sight of him rising from the wreckage into the light of victory was something far different to what they once knew of him back in the west, and neither had such a great gathering ever praised him before. He was a hero now. Their hero. And how passionately the honour moved him.

“This is for you, William,” Wren smiled. “All for you!”

Tending to matters which he felt more important, he asked her, “Are you okay though?”

“Okay? As in…am I comfortable here, where I am?” she playfully replied, snuggling into his arms.

“Well, now that you mention it…” wondered the boy, grinning.

“Let’s just say, I suppose I could tolerate you…from time to time.” she chuckled.

This made William laugh heartily; something he had not done in quite some time. And when he did, two magpies soared suddenly past his ears then coiled high into the clouds of that gorgeous blue sky. William could see on for miles around; over the midlands, and far into the horizon where those magpies flew.

“Well! Would you look at that!” said Wren, following their flight. “The empathy of beasts.”

“Empathy of beasts?” he asked.

“Yes. One of Mysun’s abilities. He could talk to them. Feel what they feel. And ever since the steps of Sétanta, I knew you were the promised one. Regardless of what you believed yourself. But there was just no talking to you!”

“And what happened there that made you realise that?” he asked curiously.

Nodding at the birds, she hinted, “Where else do you suppose the rhyme came from?”

From an atypical point of view, this made perfect sense to him: “One for sorrow…two for joy.” Because, in the past, whenever he felt truly down in himself, a single magpie would visit, donning harsh and jarring antics. In contrast to those terrible times, as soon as William laughed…truly laughed…as he did just moments ago, two visited, and with such spirited freedom, as if nothing could stand in their way. But the most bizarre part of all was how William could feel a connection with them. A bond. This, accordingly, shed some light as to why those animals rebelled alongside him during his fight. It all made more sense now. And those weren’t the only ‘beings’ he shared a link with. For over the space of coming minutes, the entire east returned itself to a life long forgotten, as the Moss People were free to roam once more.

Both William and Wren lingered in amazement, under the warming sun, as the darklands swept over into a lush blanket of dewy grass. Over arid rocks it crept; in through dark caverns and over the stony hills, like Anun herself had cast a monumental pail of nature’s enchanted essence across the east. Those so-called ‘plants’ did serve a purpose after all, and what a calling it was. Life of the land. Shrubs and trees never before seen, though oh so beautiful, with toadstool rungs and white petals which drizzled down around them like eternal showers, lit up the realm in abundance. Each petal would drift across the upturned soil before planting itself in, thus birthing more unique varieties, until the hilltops were bristled with acres of mesmerising forestland. Soon this new paradise was deemed, by those who’d witnessed its unfurling, all the more striking than even the western utopias. Animals returned to it by the herd, flock, and troop, while waters of streams and lakes once squalid, magically purified themselves to the clearness of newly polished crystals. It was of natural magic. A free magic. The way magic should be. By the time the finishing touches were done, no dream would ever know the likes of Shillíg Bég. It was alive again, and what a gift it was for them to witness its re-birth.

Marvellous though it was, it still couldn’t compare to the heartfelt feelings they both felt when they recognised that same Úgmin mother, in the near distance, on a cliff top. She was rocking her child gently in her arms, and was looking back at them; and as the morning sun shone all the brighter, so did the smile upon her lips. Waving them both farewell, she disappeared into the west in pursuit of her family, where they would live out long and happy lives, without being held prisoner under the greed of ugly Slingtails.

They could have stayed up there all day, taking it all in. But the time came upon them to reunite with their friends at the bottom.

So, setting Wren down gently when they got there, the boy whispered, “Better get that leg seen to.”

“I will,” she replied. “Don’t you worry about me. Now, go on. Your public needs you.”

“My public?” he smiled nervously, having never been an avid fan of attention, as you can recall.

Sighing, near timidly, William strode into the midst of all, whereupon everybody hailed him, bowed to him, shook his hand, and eventually hoisted him onto a young giant’s shoulders for everyone to see and cheer. Afraid of missing out on his turn—especially after Stell, Icrick, and the Dullahan had already bestowed their own congratulations—Khrum scaled up onto the lad’s shoulders where, he, too, congratulated him umpteen times. William commended his beloved companions in return, over and over again, insisting that he couldn’t have done any of it without them. This he declared with such sincerity. Because it was a group effort which made this entire mission a success, and there was not one of them who did not play their part in it.

Suddenly, hushing those jovial celebrations into curious mumblings, a stern voice spoke above all, “I don’t know how you escaped that cave-in, but you did.”

The crowd parted to reveal Redmun, and whilst his tone was grim, his strange little grin stated otherwise.

He then put in, “You did well, lad!”

“Thank you, Redmun.” William said, approaching him.

He gestured a handshake but, almost taking that as an insult, the man pulled him in close for a brotherly hug instead, after which the people kicked off into their revelries once more.

“Well done, lad!” he laughed merrily, patting William on the back. “Good job! We knew you had it in you.”

“I might’ve had it in me,” laughed the boy, “but it was ye who helped me find it.”

“And it was you who urged us to do so.” the Erethaoí winked, ruffling his hair, and he handed him back to the Dwelvin-Mites.

The boy then requested a moment’s silence, so as to orate to all, “That goes for everyone! If you hadn’t o’ come here today…I’m afraid to think how it would’ve turned out. I owe you all so much.”

An appointed speaker of the Mites introduced herself to him, then. An uncommonly beautiful young witch, named Nyna O’Groun.

She stepped in and imparted, “It was the least we could do after everythin’ ya’ve done for us, William. For everythin’ ya’ve sacrificed. We only wish we could’ve done more. Is there anythin’ ya want from us now?”

“Well…I do have some questions…”

“Ask them, please, ‘n’ I shall answer as best I can.”

“How is any o’ this possible?” he asked first, in relation to them being there. “And how did you get here so fast? What if something went wrong, and you couldn’t get back into the Grollo again?”

A just inquiry, so Nyna answered, “Many, many moons ago, Anun told us that ya might be caught up in a bit o’ grief. A bit o’ trouble like. So she insisted that we leave the Grollo at once to go to your aid. It was but a short while ago then that these creatures found us… (She pointed at Ostly and Merkel.) …An’ they showed us your course, they did, only from a differ’nt route. A route granted to us by the king Elk, Mathus. He took much convincin’. For Mathus is a paranoid beast, who is right protective if his fellow creatures ‘n’ secret path. He cares nothin’ for Mysun or the prophecy, either, despite Mysun’s connection with four-legged folk…’n’ two-legged…’n’ no legged. An’ his word was always final, no exceptions. But, after many, many, many arguments, he conceded, just about. He nearly had us all assass’nated at one stage, ‘n’ b’lieve me, he has the army for it. He even lent us a few beasts, to get us out of his face. Then, in the final moments, ‘twas the music that showed us the rest o’ the way. Leavin’ the Grollo behind was a small gamble for the downfall of our enemy… ‘n’ to help you. We wanted to do it. For you.”

Glancing funnily at Redmun, William deduced, “So that’s the mission you were on about before we left Ebyulán? You went to fetch them, and that’s what you were doing with those fireballs; directing them to us. And that thing on your wrist. A map?”

Guilty as charged, Redmun agreed.

“But how exactly did you even know about the Grollo?” the lad asked him, a trifle perplexed, if not a smidgen embarrassed. “I never mentioned it to you. It was supposed to be a secret.”

“Thedius knows more than you think.” answered the man, leaving it to dawdle on the boy’s mind.

“So where’s Anun now? Is she here?” William asked, looking around him. “I’d really like to thank her.”

An unsettling silence overcame the Dwelvin-Mites.

“A couple more weeks after our outset,” the witch answered, trying to find the right words, “we were ambushed, we were, by an assassins guild. Nightleaf, mostly…”

“Nightleaf…?”

“Yes…” she whispered, as if paranoid of it landing on unsavoury ears, “Bearin’ a twisted likeness to those black Witches o’ Wimly Whay, but men through-’n’-through, these tall ‘n’ emaciated demons o’ the forest, with bark-like skin ‘n’ hair o’ twigs ‘n’ moss, possessed the power to steal across open countryside without ever bein’ noticed. Equipped with newfangled crossbows, they can blend in anywhere; night or day, day or night. That’s why we never seen them comin’ that morn, before dawn. Even with the amount of us, we still couldn’t hit what we couldn’t see! They would’ve slew us all, they would’ve, had it not been for the courage o’ three great dragons. From out o’ nowhere, they came! One struck with ice. The other two, with vapour ‘n’ flame. Together they brought down our attackers, the last of whom fled. But Anun…our dearest ‘n’ most faithful love of all…took an arrow to the heart.”

One would’ve thought her tongue poisoned, the way William, Khrum, and Icrick drew back from her in pale horror.

“We done what we could for her, usin’ medicine ‘n’ magic,” she continued, “but we only prolonged her agony. In the end, we had to let her go.”

“I don’t…believe it!” William gasped.

Redmun, Wren, Crosco, and Stell stood curiously by; unfamiliar with this person of whom they spoke.

“She’s really…dead? Our Anun…?” wept the Grogoch, hoping he’d misunderstood.

“It has been a huge loss to us all, Icrick, b’lieve me,” Nyna replied, with such pity. “I know how fond o’ her ya were. Yourself ‘n’ young Khrum here. However, these are the ways o’ the world… ‘n’ it was her time. We carried her body with us after the ambush, so we did. As far as a beautiful glade near Iywék’s northern coast, where we hid her under lots o’ incantations. Bringin’ her all the way here, to Lór, was out the question. For it would’ve only slowed us down, ‘n’ hampered us durin’ battle. She’s better off where she rests now; well hidden, near the brink of a pine wood, next to a tiny lake. Tomorrow mornin’ we shall head back, so we shall, ‘n’ caravan night ‘n’ day till we arrive there. And then we’ll hold a proper ceremony for her burial. She would’ve fancied it as her final restin’ place, we reckon. Outside, here, in the Lythiann she remembers. We would be honoured too if ya’d lead us there, William, then join us at the ceremony if ya would; before ya leave us for good ‘n’ all.”

William; how devastated he was by those unforeseen tidings, and yet, it couldn’t compare to the sadness he felt when she uttered those four words, ‘leave us for good.’

This set his mind on different matters.

Could it be done? Could it truly be done? For an average person to be, suddenly, plucked from an old life of marginal poverty, to be sown into another of suspense and terror, of thrills and magic, only to trade it all back for the first? When it all boils down to it, could someone who had, at last, become somebody, somebody truly important, surrender it all to relive an older life where the only important thing awaiting him was his mother? But what if that’s where he belonged? Was glory, also, but a small price to pay for him to set eyes upon her loving face once more? More importantly, was it the right choice? Insofar as his reasoning behind his quest was concerned, then yes, irrefutably so. Who genuinely needs glory, after all? Stardom is all it is. It makes one feel proud and noble, however it is not essential to survival. And William had tasted it more, over the course of those few months, than most others ever would.

If only that was all he had to forfeit.


- Chapter Twenty -

Enlightenment

From the peaks of Lór, they made a swift burrowing descent back to Lythiann’s turf on the shoulders of Trenchins. It took four trips, but they were eventually reunited again on ground level.

William was anxious of what he may encounter within that passing crust, in terms of corpses and graves. But he worried needlessly, for there was nothing sinister for him to fear down there at all. To tell the truth, on reaching the outside world, he actually saw something of supreme beauty, when the unsullied ghosts of those who were buried within had since resurrected their glowing selves from their cramped graves, and were gliding happily skyward, in dozens of turquoise streams, towards the cloudscape of a new home. It would seem that Briggun had been keeping them prisoner after all; buried away beneath the cold, timeless weight of wretchedness. All their freedom took was for somebody to end him, albeit, that was no straightforward task, and not easily asked of anybody.

Eventide was already sidling in upon their landing, and with all the necessary equipment at hand, they set about erecting their encampment for the coming night. With scarce differences to that of an army camp, the Dwelvin-Mite’s setup was, otherwise, of green striped tents, sporting golden banners on top. An impressive arrangement, when you consider how many thousand there were; with two persons to each tent, bar our heroes, who each got one (Khrum was an exception to the rule. He stayed with William). And the way their velvety material caught the coming moonbeams was incredible. Superbly embroidered with those same exquisite markings as before, those canopies illuminated in the dusk like magic. William had nearly forgotten about those patterns; he hadn’t seen them in so long. Thankfully, Briggun’s east had been remedied of its prolonged greyness, all thanks to the Moss People; and each rock, stone, and tree were again bearers of those mystical symbols, right back as far as the first pines of the western wood, where William had first arrived.

With the settlement assembled, fires lit, ale out, and pork crackling on spits, all and sundry settled in for a proper night’s rest. It was sorely needed. Chiefly for our band, who were running on nothing but the wind in their lungs those past days.

Whilst most partook in this well-earned break, others were busy rustling up new plans for the days beyond. The Yacká and Redmun, mainly. The Erethaoí had been called upon by them, as it was his pets, Ostly and Merkel, who, under his given orders—as well as Mathus’—had guided the Dwelvin-Mites to them in the first place. And they wanted to use the same route back. As for the Yacká, they were remarkably proficient and trusted advisers of the Grollo, which is why they were present. To look at them, you’d never think it, in view of their slow, and often slothful, behaviour. They looked more like slobs than tacticians.

They stayed up through the wee hours, by map and candlelight, as they strategized their forthcoming return, while the campsite otherwise snored.

Too restless but, at the same time, exhausted after the events of late, after what he’d heard, and what had not yet come to pass, William partook in no sleep. By rights he should’ve been excited if anything, as he would be heading home to Ballycongraggon in but a matter of days. Then again, how could he be happy after hearing about Anun? She was always so kind to him; practically a second mother for the time he’d known her. Above all, how could he shed a smile when he had to leave probably the closest friends he’d ever had behind, never to see them again?

A fair spell he lay in his tent, watching those tarpaulin walls rippling in the night’s soothing breeze. Comfort wasn’t an issue by any means. It was more than cosy in his little space. There was a large cushion of soft bedding whereon he was resting, and, reminiscent of his Grollo chambers, a half a dozen pelts were strewn across it. He didn’t care much for the amount of pillows he was given, however. He even had to kick a few off to get more comfortable.

Keeping him company, Khrum snored soundly in a hanging basket above the end table. His bed was padded much differently, with fresh wool covered over by handkerchiefs. Clean handkerchiefs, I might add. This, he saw to personally. Last thing he wanted was to roll over in the middle of the night to find a three-week-old bogey the size of his head staring back at him. Something of a revolting concept, yet a valid point it remained.

Beside his bed, Khrum had a candle to keep himself warm by, not unlike William, who had an actual pair of fire hounds curled up next to his own cot, slumbering. These belonged to Nyna. Puju and Mórgorov were their names. Puju was the bitch, and Mórgorov, the male. Nyna had lent them to William before turning in after supper, in a bid to keep his tent cosy for him. Truly magical animals, and docile too, despite first impressions; what with their fiery coats and deep-set topaz eyes. Hellhounds, you’d probably brand them, had you known no better. William was well used to Lythiann by then, however, so the worn novelties of its mystery and magic weren’t going to best his sullenness anytime soon, which he ended up playing a tired host to all night through.

Come dawn, when the streaking dunes of the heavens were raking northward, their campsite was already being packed away for their long expedition into northern Iywék. Being a pilgrimage of sorts, no one spoke much beforehand, or from then on. Even those who knew little about the deceased—namely Crosco, Stell, Redmun, and Wren—showed their respect by acting accordingly. They really didn’t wish to offend William, Khrum or Icrick by not taking part, and doing so in a fashion befitting to boot.

Too tiny to know any better, some of the younglings were otherwise entertaining themselves along that walk by scuttling through the tall grass and in amongst the apple forests and golden wheat fields, whilst being ever vigilant not to wander far or dawdle, in case they held anybody up. They knew not to do that much. They weren’t allowed explore Lythiann this freely on their outset, considering how dangerous it was at the time. So now that everything was safe and sound again, they grabbed the opportunity in both hands and really made the most of it. ‘Twas cheering to see them enjoying themselves so. As for the older ones, well, they postponed their own celebrations until the burial of their beloved guardian was done, and done properly. No ceremony was too grand for their Anun, and they were going to make sure of it.

From sunup to sundown they marched, and carried on doing so for many days. Sometimes they journeyed well into twilight, if the conditions allowed, while every day mimicked the last. The children would frolic as the adults ambled on soundlessly in prayer. Were it not for Lythiann’s magnificent scenery, and how their cross-country pilgrimage was presenting them with the perfect opportunity to appreciate it, the passing time would likely have been much more tiresome. That surrounding beauty was helping them to, I suppose, appreciate what they still had, and what they were given, and who had given it to them.

They never forgot those who made it all possible. So, every meal, every stop, without fail, William and his band were always made top priority, and the best of everything was offered to them first. Whether it was food, wine, water, or simply a comfortable spot to sit in, they were always given first refusal. They didn’t always accept these kind gestures, I’ll have you know; with the exception of Crosco and Khrum, who were more than happy to scoff down the best cuts of meat, or guzzle the freshest mugs of sparkling ale. But the others weren’t so pushed about who got what, provided they got something into their bellies eventually.

Two more nights of tramping had come and gone before the day finally dawned upon the northern borders of the Iywékian shores, where the secret glade awaited them. Iywék remained as untouched and entrancing as ever. Much could also be said for the morning that was in it, making them wonder if the sorcery of the realm was making it so, for Anun’s sake.

Cloudlessly, those sweeping skies dissolved into the horizon of tropical northern oceans, wherefrom that rather pungent, yet fond fragrance of beached seaweed came. William had never laid eyes on such crystal waters, particularly near counties once so putrid and grey. A flawless canvas, the endless heavenly blue gave warmth to a flock of starlings who were venturing into the unceasing expanses of a newborn freedom. Some swallows travelled with them, before deciding on a brief visitation to the caravan below. They skimmed across the grass by the Dwelvin-Mites, and the children had a whale of a time chasing them.

Travelling in pair file around those thickets of gorse and tall creaking pines, William found himself wandering into a friendly glade, well hidden from the rest of the world. It was of no surprise to the imps how spectacular it was, having already been there before, which is more than I can say for the boy and his friends. To them, it proved an astonishing wonder. Lush with anthurium, pink fringe, Holy orchid, bamboo orchid, water wattle, silk oak, and more, while preserving all the greens of a perfect crystal, this secret lakeside paradise was the ideal spot for their cause. It was as if Lythiann herself was setting it aside just for Anun.

Glimmering softly in the kindness of that glorious morn, the small tarn within was busy with fish of all families. It actually reminded William of Ballycongraggon somewhat, until he noticed some baby water-serpents splashing in there with them. Playing, no less. Stag, fawn, blue jay, and hare shied into the openness from the woods; curious of the strangers’ arrival. Two-legged faun were lurking therein what’s more; poking their noses out from behind trees and such. Coy creatures, who eventually trotted out from hiding to join the audience of wildlife on the misty fringes. Arriving on the scene thereafter were the leprechauns…who weren’t so shy. Of the northern tribes, these particular leprechauns were rowdier and bigger—in a fat sense—than any other breed of red-beard in the country. Even Khrum tutted at the sight of them, which says a lot for just how boisterous they were.

“Ara, here we go! Hide the crockery!” he grumbled, like he was any better.

But they weren’t enemies, just rowdy sometimes.

Many other animals showed up as well, including the Mothosun. Fluttering around, here and there, with wings as big and as bright as Atlas Moths’, these more ancient, more revered faeries were believed to have fought in more wars than any other species in existence. An admirable reputation, granted they never die, apart from by the sword. But that day was not about conflict. It was about mourning their precious mother.

No soul could ever wish for a more perfect send-off, and taking a fine breath of that wholesome air, the boy smiled with a sigh, “Worth fighting for indeed.”

Just then, beyond the lake, he saw an oblong stone with veins of marble and jade streaking through it. Looking almost as if it didn’t belong, it sat there aimlessly. And then it dawned on him. It was her tomb.

He was about to pay it a visit, when he was suddenly set upon by two young, face-pulling Trolls who did so as a joke. Endearing creatures really, in spite of what some petty folk might consider their ‘untraditional’ looks. It was so woeful to think that these imps, who happened to be twins, were orphaned in the late battle. For pity’s sake, however, it was kept from them until later years. By then, the girl, Yursé, would sail to the ruins of Lór, a missionary, to disinter the bodies of the fallen in an effort to grant them proper burials. Her brother, Korrpuc, would otherwise be on retreat at The Old Hive (otherwise known as ‘Wrythunn Abbey’), concluding his final studies; completely unaware of how the disastrous Seven Storms of the gHrún Sea were making Yursé’s voyage all the more perilous and complicated. Decades later, around crackling hearths on cold winter’s nights, her account would end up being an extremely popular tale of adventure. One of the many others since hatched from Lythiann’s ancient histories which, perhaps, you might learn of later on.

Smiling up at William through those adorable gummy grins, the Trolls pulled him along by both arms, huffing ‘n’ puffing, in a playful bid to help them set up their camp. How could he resist such innocent charms? Catching a dose of their infectious chuckle, he hoisted the girl up over his shoulder with an “H’up we go!” before slinging the boy under his other arm. He would postpone his respects till later, when he would have a little more privacy, so he headed back to camp.

A telling of dusk adorned the merging clouds come ceremony time, and the skies lit up with the fiery hues of a seasoned peach. After preparing their initiations in the privacy of the wood, a group of Elf-wives glided ceremoniously out into the clearing, garbed in sable robes. Dark cloth for dark dealings. So doing in single file, while in a true ceremonious fashion, their heads were down and, in prayer, their fingers were steepled angelically at their fronts. Everybody else congregated by the rock at the north end, where a stout Banshee, a floating Spirit, and a wise Grogoch were already waiting.

Time seemed to cease during those first few minutes. Everything was just so calm and unrushed, as one would suppose such dealings to be. A soundlessness netted the world entire; sighing nothing, save for the twin aisles of crackling torches which escorted the Elves along.

When they reached the rock, all six of them coasted into a sweet hymn. The creatures awaiting them joined hands so as to commence the ceremony with some olden incantations. In response to their chants, the slab, whose stripes now swirled, levitated upwards and hovered by their knees. Suddenly, a magical window materialized on its face, thereby exposing the resting body of the celebrated one inside. More entrancing than anyone had ever remembered her to be, Anun rested inside, a wound beneath her heart, in an everlasting repose for all to see.

Bereavement had by then infested the air with its tender touch. Like the fog in the wood, its ghost would surely linger for centuries to pass. People wept. People comforted. Even William kept a prolonged eye on his boots for fear of anyone seeing his hurt, the bulging of his throat, or his nostrils flaring. Nyna approached his ear with a hanky to her eye, to narrate the goings on.

“We must wash the body first,” she sniffed, pressing the hanky to both corner of her eye. “‘Tis tradition. Then the six’ll carry her up to that hill there, where she can look out o’er the grand ocean forever. That’s when we’ll be permitted to go say our g’byes. In twos, outta respect. Don’t want to be suffocatin’ her in crowds like. Everyone snivellin’ ‘n’ that. It wouldn’t do. ‘Tis tradition for great ones to be sent off peacefully.”

Complete with a winding trail of lustrous cobbles, that lush hill wandered up and up into a distinguishable slanted peak. Northward facing, it would make a perfect lookout over the splendid, green ocean. An idyllic point to admire the cycles of sunrises and sunsets; of winters being born into springs. It would be a final resting place of peace in her one true homeland of Lythiann. This was the very world which she herself had created, and it was the very world which she scarcely got to cherish, after being exiled from it for a life-age and more.

The six closed out their song and lifted Anun’s body out of the floating stone before escorting her into the water, where she was cleansed thoroughly from head to toe. Because this was something of a reserved process, the congregation were asked to express their veneration by giving them privacy, praying instead.

When the cleansing was through, the six laid the body carefully into her coffin again which, so you know, had since been attractively bedded with golden posies by the other three priests. When she was settled in, the Banshee crossed Anun’s palms for her, and the window returned to stone once more.

Placing it then on their shoulders, those Elf-wives conveyed the coffin to the top of the knoll, and the Dwelvin-Mites returned to watch from below. She would be set upon three rocks, and then placed under one last spell, which would guard her from the world for centuries to come.

“It’ll be nice for her up there, I’d say.” William said, as he joined the removal along with everyone else.

Agreeing with him, Nyna smiled. “Nicer still come sunset.”

“Why? What happens at sunset?”

“Why, that’s when the window opens again,” the witch explained. “You see, every mornin’ at sunrise, ‘n’ every night ‘round sunset, the window’ll become clear again. That’s when most’ll come ‘n’ visit her, I’d expect. ‘Round them times. When they can see her properly in her eternal youth.”

“And that’s when you should say your goodbyes today, William,” Icrick joined in, with Khrum on his left shoulder, holding his hat. “After all, you shall be heading home soon. It might be the last chance you’ll ever get to see her. You’ve earned that privilege at least. It’s okay, we’ve all discussed it.”

“Aye, boyo,” Khrum said nicely. “Ya should be the one ta see her off today, when the window opens. The resht of us, we can see her at dusk’s light anytime. I’m sure Anun would like ta see your ugly mug one lasht time before ya scarper. Then, once night falls, we’ll have a little shindig for the night that’s in it.”

Flattered but hesitant, the lad was compelled to ask, “But…who’ll come with me? Aren’t we supposed to go in pairs? Tradition and all that?”

“Why not ashk the lass?” Khrum suggested, with that twinkle in his eye.

He had a point.

As that red sun bled into those flaming waters, and dusk was settling in, William approached the girl and asked her if she wouldn’t mind escorting him to the top of the hill. Outside of praying with the children, she was doing little else, so she accepted. But not without some reluctance, which made the boy conscious. She came across, to him, as being somewhat awkward about the whole ordeal. I suppose he expected to compliment her, being his one and only invite. On the contrary, they were going to visit a tomb, so how happy did he really expect her to be?

On finally reaching the coffin, he thus felt the need to ask, “Is something up? If it bothers you to do this, you really don’t have to. I just thought you might like to see the person who brought me here in the first place. Because, without Anun, I never would’ve met ye. I never would have met…you…”

Wren said nothing. William couldn’t help thinking that, her being there, was the last thing on her mind.

“Wren…”

“William!” she urgently nipped, like it could no longer be contained. “Just…be quiet for one moment, will you! I-I need to tell you something. And, yes, I realise that my timing couldn’t be any worse, because here we are, about to visit the grave of somebody you clearly care very much for, and here I am waffling on about different matters. Nevertheless, I swore to you that I’d tell you. And now that everyone knows who you are…and what you can do…I’m terrified this may be my last chance to speak with you without worrying over prying ears. But I told you I would…so now I must!”

Into the ocean, the sun began to plunge, reanimating the window at Anun’s feet as it steadily lengthened like a shadow.

Wren was clearly flustered, so put his arms around her to see if it would make things easier for her. He hid his worry well, for he did not know what to expect, given how he already knew all of her secrets.

“You’re all wound up. You need to relax!” he spoke soothingly, in an effort to suppress old notion.

And what comfort, do you suppose, he got in return?

“I haven’t been honest with you…”

The window of light was revealing Anun’s body from the waist down.

“You weren’t?” he asked, preparing himself for the worst. “In what way?”

“Thedius reminded me of who I was. It was so far back, I’d almost forgotten,” she replied, unable to look him in the eye.

She then wrenching herself free of his arms and took two steps back. She looked at him. Be it a look of hatred, or of fear, or of readiness, he could not distinguish. Whichever it was, it was intense. A stare not easily forgotten; of one preparing for something. William hesitated.

Having all but submerged into the boundless seas, sunset’s window was at Anun’s neck and ever stretching.

“And who are you, exactly?” he grimaced, his heart banging against his ribs like a battering ram.

Bracing herself for what was to come, she closed her eyes, and pulled her jacket down over her shoulders, exposing a pair of ivory-feathered wings. The right, whilst malformed, had been bandaged up and was in the process of healing.

William stumbled back and ready himself to run. But he didn’t. He restrained himself.

Yielding to tears, Wren sobbed, “I was afraid I would disgust you.”

William wasn’t repelled by her, as she might have feared. He was just shocked. And in his shock, he turned to the coffin, to be set upon by another startling turn.

For there, resting within, was the goddess he once knew, however this Anun, who’d been entirely cleansed, donned hair as black as pitch. Suddenly, with a nauseous fusion of whirling memories which forced his belly to close up, it all slammed home as a cleaver to a butcher’s block.

His mind raced back to a time when the vindictive prophet, Vahna Webble, warned him against her daughter with the raven hair, and how she would attempt to deceive him with her charms, which Anun had some abundance of, if you recall. Her kiss was so soothing. Her voice, so serene. And such a hold she had over the Dwelvin-Mites. They praised her as if she was Saint Mary herself. Exploiting this kindness she not only ruled them, but she also claimed the best for herself, too.

She was Vahna’s daughter!

That was why she advised William to stay away from Redmun, and why she taught him nothing of the Symphogram. Not for him to ‘see it for himself,’ the way Icrick so wanted to believe. It was all some sort of trick on her part.

This also explained those jars of yellow dye in her chambers. She must’ve been applying it to disguise her old self; that wretch who folk would remember. Between this guise, absence, and maturity, she was bound to go unnoticed.

Next to slot into place was why her servant, Glorgan, was visiting Lór that night, and why he didn’t fear Anun as a threat, for there was no threat to fear.

It wasn’t Wren whom William needed to beware of at all. It was her. Anun. Wren, the poor girl, after all the guff she’d taken from William in the past, had only yearned to protect him, not harm him. She was telling the truth this whole time. She wasn’t caressing old lynch wounds; she was caressing a tender wing. Now William could understand the meaning behind Thedius’ remark that night, for he did have a guardian angel. And the only reason she kept from him was because she was afraid of William not loving her back as a result. She was scared stiff that he could not love someone who was so different from himself. Someone who was, not only dissimilar, but whom he might have deemed as having forbidden blood too. Blood of an angel. A guardian angel. His guardian angel. Even with all this, she simply could not help her feelings for him.

Regardless of some of his questions being answered, causing him true indignation and despair, many others were niggling him to the core. For instance, if he turned out to be right about this, then how come Anun came marching to his rescue in the end? Was it, possibly, because she’d learned the ‘error of her ways?’ What of all those times he’d heard her whisper guiding him? Could this have been for the same reason? If nay, then whatever would she have to reap from such peculiar treachery?

Whilst elated that he’d been mistaken about Wren, William felt so utterly trumped by his own confusion that he slumped, heartbroken, onto the grass. What was he to do now? Inform the Mites of his revelation? About Anun’s somewhat ostensible deceit? What if he was, in some way, mistaken? Supposing he wasn’t? In the event of the latter, then everybody deserved to know the truth, did they not? Meanwhile, trapped in the middle of this ungodly mess was Wren, who was in anticipation of some response, after coming clean. But what meaningful words could he offer?

William was at a total loss of what to say or do. Time was ticking. He knew he had to do something, but what? Of a sudden, his mind wandered to the distraction of a bizarre tearing wind that ploughed in from the south, like a comet entering the earth’s atmosphere with an indissoluble descending charge.

Pointing up into the sky, Wren screamed out, “What on earth do you think you’re doing?! William! Mind-out!”

“Mind-out for what?” he wondered. In a sudden, sodden snap, everything went from noisy, adrenaline-pumping anarchy, to abrupt, unlit silence. He first thought his eyes were shut, until he felt them blinking.

When his adrenaline stabilized, he grew sickly aware of a hot, overpowering stink, as that of stale meat mashed together with flat saliva. The floor beneath his hands was all warm and slimy. He then noticed faint pyramidal contours of sunlight, ebbing and flowing before him, not three feet away; and how the low roof, under which he was balled-up and stooping, was of a smooth, pallet-like texture. Assuming closer examination, he came to the just conclusion that he was in something’s mouth, and that these pointed objects were, in fact, teeth.

Jamming his eye against one of the gaps, while in a jarring panic for being inside something’s gob to begin with, he noticed how he was soaring amongst puffy clouds on a gorgeous, golden eve. He then came to realise that, the more pressure he put on the gap, the more the mouth would open, which implied that he was more of a passenger than a meal; or worst-case scenario, a hostage. Believe you me, if this creature was going to eat him, it would’ve done so already.

When he finally got his head out into the open air, where it was far fresher than it was inside, he slouched his shoulders in respite, having recognised those crimson scales only too well. He was inside Jimzin’s mouth, and was, perhaps, being transported to some undisclosed location. But why?

“Jimzin, where are you taking me?” he demanded, after being snatched up so rashly. “You need to take me back! I have to tell those people something and it can’t wait! Can’t you hear me? Where are we off to?”

The dragon answered him with a snort and a kick of his thorny head. And, there, in the outlying distance, the boy discerned the dewy shoulders of the great Andin’s Shield. It wouldn’t be long before they would touch ground there. He was flying by dragon, after all. And even the slowest of dragons could challenge the wind.

A short time later, more of those clouds were becoming familiar to our William. There was a certain uniqueness to Ebyulán’s dreamlike landscapes. Old Thedius was awaiting their arrival, just like before, and he looked as jolly as ever, with his arms open to William’s visit. Jimzin, dropping his paws onto the cloud, then lowered his mouth so William could climb free.

“Praises to you, my dear, dragony friend!” King Thide said, and laughed with a fine clap. “Praises to you, indeed! Don’t be a stranger now. And be sure to give Varmanna and Turogoth my best.”

Taking this as the polite dismissal it was, Jimzin left them to their business. As stubborn as dragons can be, it turns out that even they cannot refuse the charms of this majestic place, or Thedius, either. Certainly a rare thing that not even young Wren had the good fortune to experience.

Before launching off, Jimzin acknowledged the boy somewhat more gently than William was ever accustomed to from him. As if to say, ‘keep your chin up, lad.’ He smiled back at the dragon and watched him leave. Jimzin galloped into a takeoff, then disappeared into a cluster of blooming clouds, through which many rays had shone, and they were finally alone.

“Thedius, what’s going on?” William asked, approaching the king like a person stuck for time. “Why am I here?”

“I apologize for the rude pick-up.” Thedius grinned, settling himself in for what was to be a long discussion. “However, no matter who you are on this world, there is really no contending with the stubbornness of dragons. I asked Jimzin to carry you here, not put you in his mouth. Most distasteful, I’d imagine. Now, down to brass tacks, shall we? Did you say anything to the Dwelvin-Mites?”

Put out for not being given a straight answer, the lad asked confusedly, “S-Say anything? You mean about Anun, is it?”

“What else?”

“But how did—”

“I am the person who people go to for the answers, am I not?” Thedius merrily implied.

Not at all amused, William said, “Apparently so! Okay then, answer me this! After all this talk about deceit from Vahna Webble—which I know you know about, by the way—who was it? Was it Anun who deceived me?”

With a deflated sigh, the man answered, “Deceit, deceit. Oh, how worlds would be at peace without such a defection as deceit. Yes, it is true. Anun was the one who betrayed you.”

Part of William wanted to believe that he was wrong about this. But now that he was hearing it from someone else—Thedius Thide, no less—it struck him all the harder, like a tenderizing mallet to the heart, painfully softening its fibres. And the way he answered him so coolly made him even more flustered.

He then demanded, “So one o’ the few people I actually trusted…who I was actually protecting…happened to be the one who was lying to me all along?”

“Is it actually that difficult to believe?”

Baffled that he could even think this, William argued, “Yes! Yes, it is! And if you already knew about it, then why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you warn me? ‘Um, by the way, William…that one whose house you were in, she isn’t your friend at all. She’s your enemy. And she’s trying to kill you!’ That would’ve been nice! Was everything she told me a lie? What about all those things she told me in the Grollo? About the spell on Ballycongraggon. Was that just a load o’ old rubbish too?”

Clearly his jolly approach wasn’t helping, so sympathizing with William on a more staidly plane, Thedius explained, “Anun told you just enough for you to trust her. Had she not been so convincing, would you still have went on your journey?”

William paused.

“Precisely as I thought. Strange you should remember everything she told you, lad, while forgetting everything she left out. The most significant details of all, as it so happens. While everything she told you about the spell was true, she still kept you in the dark about your Symphogram, without which, it would have been next to impossible for you to defeat your enemy. Her ignorance of its whereabouts gave her choice of little else. Not only that, but she warned you away from Redmun, too; who ended up teaching you how to understand yourself, and what you stood for. It was only by unbelievable coincidence that he happened to have the Symphogram on him too.

“Essentially, she sent you out into a world of unimaginable peril, unprepared, whilst not knowing what to expect or what to look out for. And, comparable to her mother before her, she did occasionally mix her truths to throw you off. I am genuinely sorry for keeping this from you, my lad. I had my suspicions, though I was not certain of her intentions; until I saw her leading the Dwelvin-Mites out into the open that night. I prayed she might have recognised her mistakes before then, but unfortunately, it was not so. Once I saw the Grollo opening up, and those helpless creatures emerging, I knew that she intended to go through with her plan.”

“Plan? What plan?! But she was helping me. That night in the fields, I heard her voice. She was guiding me to Thérn’s tower.”

“Too right, she did.” The man smirked, more so out of disapproval. “And you almost didn’t make it out of there alive. If you can recall, she led you into quite a few dangerous situations. Trying to drain you of strength, I’d imagine. Demoralizing you for what was to come. Which reminds me”

Removing William’s walking stick from his bundle, Thedius snapped it over his knee, thereby freeing, from its shards a curious haze which, upon manifesting itself into a hideous spirit, cast itself down from Ebyulán, into the shadows of beneath, where it would forever cower.

“What was that thing?” the boy started, poised for something terrible, when Thedius explained, “That’s how she kept her eye on you, boy, through her enchanted staff. Funny, it didn’t even work that well half the time. Through it, you heard her voice. Common parlour tricks really, is all. All it takes is a few simple spells and a bit of imagination. But you weren’t to know that, being a visitor to the realm.”

“But what did she hope to achieve?” William asked, sitting next to Thedius. “I mean, why did she do all o’ this? Did she know Drevol? Was she working for him or something?”

“When the child, Anun, abandoned Webble all that time ago, back in the years of the Elderland, she decided upon her road. Worse yet, she committed to it. The long, grim road to deceit. Everywhere she roamed, she would lie to people; abuse their trust in order to gain whatever she wanted. Be it companionship, which would eventually curdle into a dictatorship, or things such as riches or land; you name it, she coveted it. She was very gifted in that way. Sadly, beauty can be the most dangerous gift of all. It can influence even the strongest of minds. A single kiss has the potential to crumble entire empires.

“Many died because of that young girl. Some were children. Some even babies. Eventually the people awoke to her ways. They became mindful of this girl who could manipulate anyone or anything into doing whatever her heart desired. Hence, they did what any angry mob would do. They took her prisoner, whilst some few of her victim’s kin bet her within an inch of her life.

“On the eve of her capture, however, young Anun managed to slip away long enough to stage her own death.”

“And how did she manage that?” William asked.

“She stalked a girl through the woods, that very night. A poor, dark haired girl. Pummelled her with a rock took, so that her face was virtually unrecognizable. And then she dressed the body in her own blood-smeared dress, before flinging her over a waterfall. The body was found by a group of fishermen a few days later, washed-up in a stream, bloated beyond all recognition. After that, Anun was proclaimed dead. Meanwhile, Anun herself was off changing her appearance, and her name.”

“Changing her name? You mean, it wasn’t always Anun?” The boy gasped.

“Gildrèdt was her birth name; the name people knew.” Thedius nodded. “Years then passed, when she made her return as a strange Samaritan, name of Anun, who nobody recognized. Her hair had been changed using yellow plant oils, and her face had matured. She resided amongst the good people, pretending to care for them, until such a time came that she could pick up where she left off, with her devious antics. Last thing she expected was to be foiled, for a Pooka was born. Anun saw just how powerful he was, and how impossible trying to oppose him would be. So, instead, she upheld up her guise as ‘carer of the people,’ of whom she led into safety, away from this tyrant.

“In her noble acts, they saw courage, and selflessness, and so it was that the innocent civilians of Lythiann soon became dependent on her strength and leadership. They looked up to her. And when they discovered the Grollo, there they remained, under her watchful eye, as it were.

“Night after day, in the solitude of her own keep, Anun obsessed over Briggun’s power, until she coveted it more, and more, and more. From this, a plan began to manifest in her treacherous mind.

“Employing her abilities of allure and beauty, she first came forth as the creator of Lythiann. By then the Mites were already so enchanted by her that her word was deemed void of any explanation. Still, to add authenticity, she offered one anyway.

“She explained that, the only reason she’d kept it secret in the first place was to show equality amongst her people. To avoid ‘fuss,’ was how she put it. A brash excuse; granted, it worked, all thanks to her charm. Her reasoning was actually regarded as humble, and they loved her all the more for it. Her allure was indeed strong, lad. You yourself know this better than anyone.

“From that blustery night henceforth, the Dwelvin-Mites branded her their saviour and creator; worshipping the very dust she walked upon, without any doubt in their minds. Already, this had the potential to be her greatest ploy yet. And now that she’d earned their complete trust, the first part of Anun’s plot was complete. Next she had to, somehow, meet with Briggun to strike the ‘bargain’ she’d been fabricating. A trade. Mysun’s heir and followers, for his all-powerful Pooka’s Claw.

“She planned on delivering to him—in person, I might add—all of the remaining Dwelvin-Mites from the great flee, and the boy who was destined to inherit the Wrythus, in exchange for that one small token, his Claw. For legend says that, once the eclipse burns red, Briggun’s Claw would infuse a portion of its undying power onto anyone who wears it, but only after the eclipse hails, or else it was useless, so her timing needed to be perfect. She needed the Claw fully charged before telling Briggun anything. That way she could bask in its power whilst Drevol had, in his possession, his own little trophy. You. Legend, nonetheless, is not prophecy, and so scarcely holds truth. Briggun knew so, too. Foolishly, Anun chose to believe in the Pooka’s Claw, having always trusted such folly as you well know. She believed that she could be just as powerful as him, when the time came.

“Because she needed to time everything in conjunction with the onset of the eclipse, the exchange could not happen right away. Otherwise the Pooka would simply take his prize, leaving her powerless and exposed; a useless Claw in her possession. However, with the Claw in her grasp, and the eclipse, soon on its way, he might think twice, she thought.

“To avoid raising eyebrows in the Grollo, in the meantime, Anun would first need to send the youngling out on his adventure, as written in the prophecy, only she would do so in such a way that he would embark unprepared. And with her being the self-styled ‘queen of the universe’ by that stage, she knew she had the ability to pull this off without a hitch. All she needed to do was sabotage Mysun’s inevitable return, by telling the unwary child only part of what it was he needed to know. Enough to make him go through with it—case in point, his homeland curse—yet less for him to be successful, lest he should prove an honest threat before the end—case in point, the Symphogram. Then, once the boy had been destroyed, Mysun’s soul would be forever gone from this world.”

“Why did she have to lead the Dwelvin-Mites herself, when the time came?” asked William.

“She would need to lead the Dwelvin-Mites herself,” the king answered, “to dampen any other suspicions. She would need to convince them that you were danger for them to march behind her.”

“And how did she plan on making this deal with Drevol?”

“In order to convey all of this back to the dark one, she required a creature who could make it in and out of the Grollo unseen. One who could travel through the earth at speed. A perfect beast to do her bidding.”

“Glorgan!” William deduced.

“Yes, Glorgan, who too was bewitched by her spell. With everything arranged, he set out to see the Pooka on Anun’s behalf. Needless to say, it was some days after this meeting, when he was running one of his routine reports with his kin, that you ran into him. Pity he wasn’t gotten to sooner. For the Glog explained everything to the demon, that first meeting. And Briggun actually listened with surprising interest, and agreed to it, but not before warning the Glog against any funny business, otherwise both he and Anun would have hell to pay. The Glog swore it wouldn’t come to that, so the Pooka gave up his Claw and returned to his slumber until more tidings emerged. Surrendering it was of no major loss to him. He valued it, yes, as a decoration, but that was all. He had nothing to lose.

“Anun, thinking herself lucky with the Claw now hidden on her person, did not risk disappointing the demon. She feared his threat too much. She would guide you as far as she could from the Grollo, while breaking you down as much as possible along the way, using Barren Cities and ominous towers. This would leave you weak. An easy target. Incidentally, if it’s any consolation, she never underestimated your strength. She somehow knew that you would survive those trials by the skin of your teeth. Either that or it was a rash gamble on her part, should something or someone else steal the Pooka’s ‘prize kill’ unknowingly. And yet she did almost break your spirit. For you nearly gave up before the end, if you recall.

“All as it was, mysterious events such as the eclipse are tricky to gauge, unless one studied it avidly, such as your Erethaoí friend down there did. And when she eventually received a less than rough report of its onset, Anun had her pet Glog honour her side of the bargain by paying a visit to her wicked affiliate with news of your arrival, while she gathered forces in the Grollo.

“Little did she know, that the Pooka had already dealt with matters after learning of your presence from the prophet and was, instead waiting for her and the Dwelvin-Mites to walk right into his trap. This would be his final extermination. His banner to an unclaimed summit. To massacre the rebels who’d slipped his grasp. It was all prepared for Briggun’s taking. All of it. A roasted hog on a gilded platter. Meanwhile you, William, you were already dead, as far as he was concerned. Incinerated by his tornado. Last but not least, he could almost taste the flesh of the one who tried so foolishly to bargain with his malice. Anun; who was secretly brandishing his most cherished trinket, which he craved back. And his Nightleaf were on the way!

“Without hesitation, he deployed his nightly assassins to cut them off and slay them all. The first of which retrieved his Claw and ran straight back to his master with it. Meanwhile, the ambush had begun. Every one of those misfortunates were like sitting ducks, out there in the open. Of course, the Dwelvin-Mites believed in you so deeply, William, that they didn’t think twice about it; not to mention the influence Anun had over them behind closed doors. None would have survived, had it not been for three stealthy dragons. One struck with Ice, and the other two, with poison and fire. Even Briggun thought everything had been taken care of that night.

“So you see, William. Had you disregarded the old woman’s advice, way back when, as Anun would have preferred you to, then in all probability you never would’ve learned what you did. Your curiosity did indeed work well to your advantage, young man.”

“Not well enough, by the looks o’ things,” William smirked, out of embarrassment.

Again taking pity, the king said, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, lad. Anun played a sly card. She had everyone fooled at one point or another. Even I! There wasn’t much you could do about it, especially when you had everything else to contend with. So ease off on yourself a bit. You did really, really well, bearing in mind what little you had to go on.”

It would have been nice to share in his optimism. Still, the fact remained that William did sometimes question her methods, and now that he turned out to be right, he was disgusted with himself for ignoring his gut.

Plastering over his humiliation with a layer of guilt, he then found himself asking, “Can you explain why I wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone about Vahna’s vision? The entire time, I thought it was Wren who was trying to pull the fast one, and I couldn’t say a word about it to anyone! That whole time, I was blaming the wrong person…like some fool! I should’ve known better.”

His voice weakened under the burden, and Thedius could see that it was doing him no good.

“Lad, come now, you are only upsetting yourse—”

“Please!” William insisted, looking gravely ahead. “I want to know everything. I’ve earned that much!”

“Very well. We feared this could happen,” the king eventually answered, with all the pity he could offer, “for your civilization has been ever prone to misinterpretations through the influences of others. You tend to pass judgements about someone or something without passing honest hearings first. You have always betrayed your guts by acting on what the eyes see and the ears hear, taking either as instant truth, without truly trying to fathom the real reasons behind things, which are mostly hidden. Through no fault of your own, you simply grew up this way. It is in your nature. Remember those boys back home, in the schoolyard? Teasing, judging, gossiping? That’s where it began, for all of you. Then this habit of mindless assessment simply…rubs off.

“You have the tendency to think yourselves know-it-alls and mind readers. Then, under these assumptions, this most of the time leads to the damaging of either oneself…or others…or, in some cases, both. All over something as puerile as a guess.

“Another reason why it’s not always wise to spring to rash conclusions is because, as a rule, you—the faultfinder—are the one who winds up looking foolish. You then become distrustful and sly in the eyes of others. We should never be hasty to judge others by what we think we know of them. Hard evidence can be so vital. Rumours, after all, are but the frustrated hatchings of the shallow-minded, and you’re better than that, William my lad. Instead of trying to condemn people—over hearsay from Vahna Webble particularly—we should learn to leave them alone.

“Lucky for you, you decided to judge your guardian angel with appropriate reason before it was too late. And it is such reason, William, that the greatest hero of our time chose you to represent him; what with your ability to use your own heart to see beyond the fires into truth. Or giving situations the benefit of the doubt, while also learning when to be impartial.

“Had you accused Wren of treachery, she would’ve surely felt unwanted, thereby abandoning your group. In which circumstance, who would have been there, just in the nick of time, to catch you after you’d stumbled in the catacombs that night? Because nobody else would have reached your hand, despite their best efforts. And, indeed, without you, we would have been doomed! In all, what Webble told you did have some truth to it, depending on how you look at it. I can only thank God you found your wit and bit your tongue before you let the cat out of the bag. Otherwise we would not be talking now. He certainly has pulled through for you in more ways than one, lad! God. You would do well to remember that!”

William then gave off a “Humph,” amused in some way.

“Am I missing something?”

He didn’t reply straight away, though he had to say something to stop Thedius from staring.

“So you knew about Wren?” he asked, hoping it would do.

“Of course I did!” Thide said. “It was I who sent her down to Lythiann. It was so many years ago, I can barely remember when. She grew up down there. Raised by dragons and the one whom she called her aunt. Unfortunately, she was born with a broken wing. I mended it for her though, when you lot came to visit. She should be back on track in a matter of weeks.”

Resting his shoulder on William’s, he then whispered, “I have no doubt you wanted to ask about the girl. However, I don’t think that’s what your little ‘humph’ was about just now. Do I lie?”

Knowing he could not fool him, the boy spoke his mind. Nor was he overly troubled if it offered insult.

“The way you said…’Thank God,’“ he confessed. “I just find it funny. Not in a ‘Ha-ha’ kind o’ way. More in a ‘give me strength’ sort o’ way. I wish I had your faith.”

“Ah, I see,” the king smiled, twigging where this was going. “The sceptic still questions all that he already knows true, am I right?”

“Not that any o’ this even matters right now, but if you’re on about everything I’ve seen on Lythiann, then yes, I do believe in Him. Sort of. I’m too afraid not to, I suppose. But that doesn’t mean I don’t struggle with it. I mean, where was God when Briggun was off torturing all those people? Or when Pew died? And those caged prisoners who were left to rot in Thérn’s stronghold, what about them? Or my father back home? You’re more of a god than He is! No disrespect meant, when I say it like that. At least I know you exist, is what I’m getting at. All we ever hear about heaven is…well…what we hear! And we’re supposed to just believe in it, with everything that’s going on in the world?!”

“Again, searching for the deeper meaning of things.” Thedius nodded. “You’re getting good at this, lad. What if I told you that these awful things—wars, cruelty, torture—are, in reality, results of our own bad choices, and that all God is truly guilty of, in the end, is giving us, not only the chance, but the choice too?

“We were given the gift of free will, a privilege, which we’ve managed to misuse over…and over…and over…and over again. So it is us who brings this cruelty about. It is us who are destroying the world. It is us who start the wars, who are slaying innocents. Not the one who put us here. But humanity is not entirely to blame, either, for it is often manipulated by meddlesome forces. For there can be no true good without true evil, can there? And there, behind it all, pulling the strings and working on a different agenda, is the foulest demon of all. It who dwells beneath the Nether-plain, who people tend to forget about. It who causes oceans to flood, pestilences to spread, and the earth to crack, destroying millions of lives for nothing more than its own sullied merriment. More’s the pity that such power is beyond that of our own, and therefore out of our control. But we can still try and work together to outlast it.”

“What? So, basically, God just sits back while the devil, or what have you, bashes away however he sees fit, is it?!” the boy quizzed, finding it all a little too hard to swallow.

“And what makes you so sure that He hasn’t already prevented an unending plethora of the devil’s other, more devastating, more apocalyptic, onslaughts?” the king put to him. “And you have to remember, the Nether-demon is brutally powerful, too.”

This quieted William, sure enough. He wasn’t about to admit it, but he could see Thedius’ point.

“Ever ask yourself why you are here, lad?” asked the King.

“Well, that’s the big question, isn’t it? Nobody knows.” sighed William.

“So you do think about it? That’s good. Now, supposing I was to say that we exist on this kind earth to prove ourselves.”

“Prove ourselves? How?”

“Well, what truly drives us is emotion. In everyday life, it is our emotions that fuel us. They play a vital link, without which this chain of logic can tow no authority. Think about it for a moment. It’s so obvious when you think about it. Especially for you, when you consider what you’ve learnt from the Banádh. Without happiness, hate, love, or even sadness, we would have no reason to carry on, rendering everything else invalid. Without these feelings, this emotional steam, we’d have no desires for anything…ever! Not even discovery! True, we might still possess our basic instincts, but they only go so far. We would remain sacks of lifeless meat, watching the seconds tick by. Eating. Sleeping. No better off than any poor, lost Úngmin.

“So what are emotions exactly? A mystery. How come we can feel beauty whenever we look upon a sunset or a piece of art? Why must we seek out those inner rushes? Why must we…appreciate? We constantly crave the urge to be moved. To be touched. To love or be loved. Oh, if love conquered greed then the world would be a fairer place than what it is now. Ideas and invention would be exchanged only for the good of mankind, not for wealth or glory.

“Our emotions affect our choices; our choices affect our actions; our actions affect our accomplishments. It is all related. One huge, everlasting circle. Our physical selves, while essential, simply tag along. A twig, to a branch, to a trunk, to a root. The fruit surrounding the seed, as it were. Emotions are a part of our spirit, lad. And who do you suppose granted us this deeper, more mysterious, side of ourselves? Some lifeless comet? A simple particle not yet evolved? Or maybe…just maybe…another unknown force of absolute beauty who wants us to see past the great mystery? To see if, when inspired by our own true passions and initiatives, that we have what it takes to pull through and believe in the impossible? Because if we can do that…then anything is possible!

“I asked you why we are here. We are here to prove ourselves, because we are being tested for a paradise far greater than the one already entrusted to us. A boundless utopia of our own distinct imaginings, where we shall be endlessly rewarded for our honesty, our achievements, our courage, our charity. Everything our sweetest of emotions have brought us to pursue. A place that is far and free from cruelties of the Nether-demon.

“Creators do exist, my lad. In our time, anyway. Leí-Achr’noú, is what we call them here. They are not gods, as such. Not like the One I believe in, who I feel is responsible for so much more. No. Although more knowledgeable than some, these reclusive folk merely have a knack with nature.”

“So I presume Anun wasn’t one o’ them then? A Leí-Ach..Ach—” William struggled.

“Achr’noú,” Thedius said, helping him.

“Achr’noú. Not after everything you told me about her. With her cheap, broken, parlour tricks and that?”

“Anyone who is a creator of worlds does so for the benefit of the people who reside therein, and that is all. As with God—despite some beliefs—creators are humble, and they forge lands not for glory, or recognition, but for good. In fire, the secret law was inscribed, by the Gún-Achr’noú, the sky council, that no creator can seek praise for their own work, nor commend it themselves. For if history teaches us anything, it is that arrogance coaxes us onto dark trails often.”

The talking stopped.

“…So?!” William asked, surprised by his need for enlightenment.

“So?” the man replied, playing thick.

“So…who is the creator o’ Lythiann then?! God, I suppose.”

The humble king offered no insight. Easing into a little hum for himself, he got up off his backside, had a bit of a stretch then sauntered off towards the sunlit gardens where he could be alone, just as he always liked to do around that time of day.

Confounded, and fascinated, and feeling robbed, all at once, William beckoned, “You mean it’s not? After all that? Thedius? Where are you off to? You can’t just walk off and not tell me!”

Before his silhouette was erased by the wondrous light of his cloudy realm, the kind king hollered back, “Your portal has been fashioned for your homeward return, my dear fellow. Bless your heart for all you have done; both for our people, and for yours. And, should you ever need to revisit us here, remember these words: ‘Only by the dawning of the new light shall you find your path back to legend.’ Bearing in mind, this will work only once, and you will never be able to return home again should you walk the path. The clock of your Lythiann age will also start to tick once you step back onto our soil, so don’t say I did not warn you.”

“But—”

“So long, dear boy. And whether you believe in Him or not, He will be by your side, always. Through the thickets of times, and the thin.”

“He? Aren’t there, like, a hundred different Gods? Which one is the right one?”

“He is such a powerful anomaly, William,” the king answered, “that He is whoever we need him to be.”

Thedius Thide then diminished into a brilliantly snowy light, from whose searing intensity William shielded his eyes.

When it finally fizzled off, he found himself, back beside Anun’s coffin with Wren, who was still weeping like none of it had ever happened.

Suddenly, William heard a mysterious last whisper of Thedius’ voice, “It wouldn’t do any harm to leave the Mites in the dark about any of this. What good could come of it by telling them now, anyway? But, I shall leave it up to you. So long now, my brave young friend. So long.”

“Won’t…Won’t you s-say something?” Wren sniffed, her chin dimpling under a trembling lip.

All woolly-headed after his little adventure into the clouds, William, through acceptance of what he’d learnt, paired with the honesty she deserved, faced her and spoke, “Without you, we would’ve lost!”

She did not expect this. An argument, maybe, or for him to walk away, but not this.

“My home in Ireland, it would’ve been destroyed,” he continued, while being so astonished by his own honesty that he too was growing emotional. “And us, the Dwelvin-Mites, and Lythiann…would’ve all been annihilated, had it not been for you. And you’re afraid o’ me judging you, over a pair o’…wings? Which, now that I see them, actually suit you down to the ground!”

How he had the ability make her smile so. And how comforted she was for it, too.

“They bring out the fieriness in your eyes, they do.”

“Oh, I don’t know about all that,” she chuckled bashfully. “However, I am happy to think that I might have helped you in some way at least. Lord knows, you were there for me enough times! Besides, something tells me you had a lot more help from higher places.”

She said this as she caressed the rim of Anun’s coffin, whom she gazed upon with unbounded admiration and commiseration; longing to follow in such righteous steps one day. William heeded. Meanwhile, night was bearing down, as was her coffin window.

“She played her part.” he uttered, lifting her hand away, to rest it on his heart. “And we played ours. In the end, we won. Besides, when push came to shove, she was never happy. You wouldn’t want her sadness. Her sense o’…discontent. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“Look at you, William,” she replied, almost dreamily, “all grown up. I never would have imagined such words from that same moody fellow I met that day in the clearing. Remember? You were fit to kill me, and I you, to be quite honest. But now look at us. Me, an angel no less! Pfff! Who’d have thought?! And you, a born hero. A legend of the land. Wait till you see how royally you will be treated when—”

She restrained herself, for William wouldn’t be around long enough to be treated any such way. Not when he had to go home.

Rather than forfeiting themselves to this dark reality, they both surrendered to one another’s eyes. Despite how less painful it might have made their lives in the long run, neither of them could resist the desire to kiss, right there, right then. Angel or not. Holding one another all the tighter, William ran the backs of his fingers down her soft cheek. He was on the verge of doing as he’d always wanted. But then, with a screeching whistle, tailed by a resounding crack, a beautiful umbrella of avocado and marmalade sparks floodlit the navy yonder, casting a colourful reflection across the mirroring sea.

A second wave of fireworks launched thereafter, then another, and again, until the realm could not have been obscured by darkness for any more than a split-second before another one would pop off.

Between bangs, they heard the thuds of marching feet. Lo and behold, with torches raised high and huge smiley mugs, all of the Dwelvin-Mites were on their way up the hill to meet them, whilst being careful not to disturb the dead.

Stell, cheery as could be, was leading them. To his left, carrying a royal litter fit for two, were Grump and Dreckal, those friendly Grollo Trolls from before. Obviously the celebrations had begun, having committed their dear Anun to eternal peace. And not only were the festivities in honour of her, but of William, too. A farewell gathering. And a celebration of Briggun’s end.

“What’s going on now?” asked the lad.

“Come off it, William!” Stell laughed, throwing his flagon-grasping arm around him and pulling him into a half-headlock. “We saw your portal manifesting down by the wood there. And we decided, what better to do in your final hours, than to get some festivities up and running. I hope you’re ready to do some dancing. Both of you!”

To have shared in that one precious kiss would’ve been a more perfect end for William. But what could he do, after they’d gone to so much trouble on his behalf? Wren shared his disappointment, but she had no choice in the matter, either, other than to accept it for the better.

With some amusing persuasion from the boisterous mob, William took Wren’s hand and assisted her onto the litter, whose curtains were rolled back on all posts, preventing any decent privacy. Then he climbed in himself, to be transported back down to the glade like a king and queen, where everything was ready for a grand old bash.

Everybody else were hooting and dancing around them along the way. Their giddiness rubbed off on them a smidgen too, which was a good thing, considering what they’d just missed out on. And, before long, they were clapping along to the sounds of drums, fiddles, and tin whistles, with everyone else.

The feast itself consisted of slow-roasted goose with herb stuffing; mashed spuds, topped in butter and cream; sides of boar, basted and done on smoked maple chips; steaming, buttery corn cobs; white pudding sandwiches; wheels of soda bread with jam of all fruits; jars of rich gravy and pickled chutney; toffee puds; hot cross buns with lemon curd filling; treacle cakes; butternut soup…and that was just one of six tables. The remaining five had much, much more, including a chocolate sculpture of our heroes themselves. And if a bite was taken out of it, it would just grow back. It was more for fun than anything, and William got a great laugh out of it when he saw it.

In the drinks department (Khrum’s favourite) they had a list of wine as long as your arm. To name some, there was cherry wine, gooseberry wine, plum wine, and strawberry wine, all of which contained little alcohol, yet carried enough punch if drank in large quantities, which was normally impossible to avoid, given how tasty it was. The mere mentioning of these beverages would make the cheeks tingle, like when you imagine biting into a fat slice of bitter lemon. A more traditional grape wine was in store too, along with some barrels of tangy beer.

Being very fond of ‘the good shtuff’ as it is known, the great hounds were catered for with some bottles of fine whisky, which was stowed safely away in a special cabinet called a ‘No-No,’ under lock ‘n’ key, and a magical password. You already know why, I’m sure. Khrum managed to procure all (save for the last) of these items one night, about thirty-odd years ago. Chancing his arm, he went to open the ‘No-No,’ but in so doing, he spilt diarrhoea in his knickers and hee-hawed like a donkey for two days solid. It’s safe to say his cat-burgling days were pretty much over after that. And there was he, slagging Icrick off about his little incident with the Gremlin den that time. Some cheek.

As everybody went about helping themselves to food and drink, William nosed off by himself for a tad. Not far. Just over to the wood’s edge, where he could take a look at the portal. A strange sense of coldness overshadowed him when he saw it, forcing the hairs to stand up on the back of his neck. Perhaps this was down to it being a more serious matter than the joviality elsewhere. Either way, it made him shudder something awful.

Tucked away just inside the darkness, the vortex eddied like the whirling of a plughole; two robed guardians stood either side of it, holding huge glaives, with pelted humps, and patterned helms of fine silver. The vortex churned without end, making spirals of any boughs that got caught up in its flow, like blotches of paint being tipped into ripples. By rights, young William should have felt a lot happier than he was, only this icy sensation was preventing him from feeling so. It reminded him of the loneliness he’d felt before. But then he remembered his mother, and only through this memory was he ready to make peace with his return. And while spending an eternity in the serenity of Lythiann was a dream of dreams for him, it was not where he belonged.

Permitting the magical gateway one departing glance, he ambled back to the party. One tiny white flake that swirled out from within, as he wandered away. It landed, like a feather, upon grass where he’d stood. Latching onto a puff of wind, it then blew away into nothing.
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Rosefinches were out stalking worms in the dew by the time the celebrations had retired, and what a merry night it was, too. The whole time was spent dancing, eating, and drinking. Even William had a jig or three around the bonfire. He was partnered up with Wren mostly, and who could blame him? Anytime he wasn’t dancing, he was being given the king’s-chair by merry Mites, so often that his backside went numb. In which case, the bumps were called for, which wasn’t much better, but he didn’t complain. He found it hilarious, if anything. And, disappointments aside, both he and the girl had a fantastic night in the end.

Icrick and Khrum spent much of it sitting amongst friends whom they hadn’t seen since they’d left. The Dullahan joined them later on, only to doze off after swamping just under nine gallons of that gooseberry stuff. Ifcus needed no better invite to indulge in a snooze, so that was them out of the picture for the evening.

Around their cosy little campfire, Icrick was on the Uíleann pipes, playing a soft tune. Meanwhile, Khrum was knuckling down in his drunken state, trying his damnedest to woo a leprechaun Cailín name of Roisín. “Bit of an aul’ vampire’s head on her,” was how he so delicately put it. “Sure, any port in a shtorm!” He was employing everything from his self-acclaimed ‘famous arsenal;’ from tawdry poetry which sounded more like Limericks that weren’t even funny, just rude, to daring stories from the road, in the hope of making himself sound mighty altogether.

He even tried referring to his trusty ‘arsenal’ at one stage, only to end up slurring, “Let’s see w-what I’ve got…for ya…here in me aul’ arse.” and the expression on poor Roisín’s face was a far reach from hopeful.

To make matters even more cringe-worthy was that his breath stank from beer belches and the three or more onion cakes (human-sized) which he’d wolfed down minutes prior. Not to mention all the bread stuck in his teeth. Suffice it to say, it was all going south with Roisín, rather rapidly. Besides, she was already married to his cousin, Khlaun, whom he never really cared for much, for he was always quite good at making a proper twit out of Khrum. He kept at her nonetheless, to no prosperous end. One had to admire his resolve, though.

You might also be pleased to know that they were paid a visit, that same night, by someone whom they did not expect to meet. Old Percy, of all people. He just happened to be ambling by on one of his late-night shrub-checks, when he heard all the commotion. Deciding to investigate, he rode in on a fat beech, which reminded them greatly of the trees in Girtilboun’s Forest. Yet this one appeared far more content, being one of Percy’s well-tended-to flock.

“Well blow me over with a feather!” was how he put it. “What are the odds of running into you lot here? And the celebrations have already begun, I see! So…” he said, settling himself down, “where’s me drink?”

He had already heard the extraordinary news of the Pooka’s end from the Moss People, though he hadn’t heard it all. So Stell gave him a first-hand account of everything over drumsticks and whisky shots. Percy hung off every word, and was virtually acting out the battle scenes, unbeknown to himself, as Stell was telling them. You know him. Quite the storyteller.

Unwinding up in a cedar tree just shy of the festivities, Redmun was picking away at a handful of sunflower seeds. Ostly and Merkel were fast asleep on his lap. Some might deem it somewhat antisocial, sitting outside the celebrations like this, had they not known the Erethaoí. But this was how he enjoyed his gatherings. Out of habit more than anything. It was a legacy, I suppose, from his days of keeping watch. Had he not done so, he probably would have had an awful time altogether. To no surprise, no such peril ever lurked, making it a splendid party until dawn.

* * *

Beneath the noon sun the following day, everything was getting tidied away for William’s send-off. Everyone was so quiet; walking about, heads slumped, not talking, only cleaning. William barely slept, for his most difficult farewells were drawing so painfully near. Saying goodbye felt worse to him than the other dangers of that curious world. Worse than his inner-conflict. Worse than the battle. Worse, even, than Briggun himself. But he’d made his choice.

He got out of bed and asked Khrum if he wouldn’t mind convening the others in the privacy of the forest’s north end, which Khrum did. After removing his armour, to change back into his old clothes for his journey home, William followed Khrum over. It felt so odd to be wearing his old baggy uniform again. At one time his kilt might’ve felt completely odd, while this uniform felt normal, but now it was the other way around.

During that stroll—which went by all too quickly, as far as he was concerned—William was giving himself a stern talking to, in an effort to pull himself together. “C’mon now,” he thought, “be a man! Don’t go getting all upset; looking like some amadan. A quick handshake, a quick ‘good luck,’ then let that be it! You’ve held it together this long, surely you can keep it up an hour or so longer!” But he knew as he was saying it, that it wasn’t going to be that easy.

Already, he was feeling sick with despair. Even then that dull ache was nothing to when he found them waiting amongst the ferns, looking so silent and inconsolable, as beams of jade stole in from the high, leafy canopy. If he didn’t know any better, he might have said that they were each giving themselves the same talking to, for they weren’t speaking to one another when he arrived. They were just wandering about anxiously in that single patch of undergrowth. All of William’s original intentions then flew right out the window.

Out of his cherished companions, there was Icrick Tum; his dear guide who would have done anything for William, no matter what cost. Khrum; the boisterous one, but with a heart as gentle and as large as any of the rest. Stell Crimpleton; the virtuous, who was more a brother to him than a friend. Crosco; the knight of two halves—the snobbish and the noble—without either of which they would not have proved themselves the one brave individual they turned out to be. Ifcus; the final addition to Crosco’s trio who, despite his struggles, never gave up on himself or his friends. As for Redmun and his adored Wren, they were nowhere around.

“She went off for a stroll I think, lad,” The Head explained, when he saw William pondering their whereabouts. “She should be back shortly, I expect. No cause for concern. As for Redmun, he was off having a private word with Percy, last I saw him. He was giving him a bundle of something, as far as I know. Who knows what? Probably a bundle of magical pig’s ears or something, knowing him! Haven’t seen him since. Though I can’t imagine him leaving without saying goodbye.”

William would have preferred everyone to be there. That way he could get it over and done with as swiftly and as painlessly as possible. What else could he do but put their absence down to good reason, while making do with whomever showed.

When he first went to address them, his voice croaked under the strain. Fighting the tears away was even harder.

Taking a moment, he gathered himself to say, in the merriest way possible, “Well, looks like this is it for us. We did what we set out to do. The Pooka is gone. You have your home back. And my village should be back to normal by now.”

Like it carried all the weight of the world inside itself, a tear then forced his head away from any judgment, if ever there was any.

“Funny thing is,” he continued, whilst almost annoyed at himself for showing his vulnerable side like this, “I never really understood the meaning o’ true friendship until I came here. Back home I…I…knew some people, yeah, but it really is a darker life compared to the one I had here. You might find that hard to believe, but it’s true. People don’t always treat one another the way they should. Not all the time. It’s like, the older you get, the harder it is to get along. People have too much to prove and they’ll try and drag others to the bottom if things don’t go their way. Not like people here. Not like you; who accept folk for who they are and put up with them, no matter what. There are no Drevol Brigguns where I come from, but it’s as if we’re trying our hardest to make up for it in other ways. Ways we learn to live with. We shouldn’t have to, by rights, but we do. And now that I’ve seen what real friendship is like, it upsets me to think I might never see it again. You’ve been a real family to me. And I’ll miss you all, like you wouldn’t believe. But, home is home. And I know that the people back there have it in them to change.”

Finally understanding that he had no reason to be conscious of his tears, not around them, he lifted his head to find them weeping, too.

His fur dark with tears, Icrick sniffled, “Lythiann has returned to us again. However, she will never be the same without our William here to share it with us. We shall never forget you, my dear boy. Not while we live and breathe. And may you never forget the magical home feeling you had here, too.”

“Aye,” Crosco said, with Ifcus by his side, eyes of a cub dismayed. “It won’t be the same without you, lad. Yet whenever the leaves rustle or the birds call, it will be a reminder of the brave, young soldier who gave it all back to us.”

Then the Elf smiled. “You shall live on throughout time in stories of your own here, William. Stories of how young William Muldoon, a stranger from another kingdom, was suddenly swept from his home to take on a terrible curse. The boy who became the warrior. Songs will surely follow. Never forget us, my friend, for we shan’t forget you.”

Suddenly, with a rope of gooey snot dangling from his nose to his beard, Khrum bawled, “Whose shoulder am I supposed ta sit on now? Icrick’s? Damn fleas dartin’ about! Ever see the size o’ one o’ those yokes in comparison ta a leprechaun? They’re rat-sized! An’ damn ye too for makin’ me whinge like this. Ye ‘n’ your bloody teary send-offs!”

Dropping to his knees, with his hands clasped white, he then begged, “Don’t go, boyo! Shtay! We can find some other evil fella’ ta fight. Plenty o’ them around. I knew this one lad, used ta live in a barrel down south, name o’ Crunny Middin. Bit of a weirdo. He used ta shteal women’s shtockin’s off washin’ lines ‘n’ make off with them. Probably shtill at it too, the aul’ pervert. Shniffin’ at them or somethin’! He’d be a decent shtart ta a new adventure. Jusht sayin’.”

Scooping up the leprechaun, William uttered, “I’m sorry, Khrum, but I can’t. I’d like to stay. You know I would. But Ballycongraggon is where I belong. It’s home. And my mother has already gone through enough with my father passing, without me disappearing, too. You understand where I’m coming from, don’t you? Besides, I’m sure Crunny Middin—or whatever his name is—has grown out o’ robbing dirty knickers by now. I hope so anyways.”

“Either that or he’s moved on ta long johns!” Khrum joked, but he was still very upset. “Bah…you’re probably right, William lad,” he surrendered, sulking like a child who was too exhausted to sob anymore; sacks dangling under his eyes, and that mucus-green string now touching his brogue. “I undershtand ya all right. Jusht don’t ya go thinkin’ I’m happy about any o’ this, coz I’m not! Shtill, credit where it’s due, you’re some young fella’ so ya are. Full o’ shtrength! An’ a right friend ya are, too. Never was anythin’ such an honour. Never in me life!”

William’s feelings were more than mutual. And yet, his heart almost cracked like a clay plate too long in an oven when he saw how hurt Khrum actually was. Out of everyone, he was expecting him to be the strongest, only he wasn’t, and the boy ached all the more for it.

Passing him back to Icrick, William wiped his face, and announced, “If it’s all the same to ye, I might just go for a quick wander. See Lythiann one last time. Would ye mind?”

“Do whatever you must, William,” said Stell, as the others gathered in. “We shall wait for you by the gate. Take all the time you need.”

“I won’t be long. Icrick, if you could come get me when everything’s ready?”

“I surely shall, William,” the Grogoch smiled. “Now, go, do as you must.”

Further north of their rendezvous was a small, round hill, which William hiked towards. From there he probed the land’s beauty, then on into the sea, endeavouring to soak up as much of it as possible before departing it forever.

A voice behind him then asked, “Is it time?”

He didn’t need to look.

He simple said, “Yes, it is.”

Joining him, she watched the lands of Lythiann embracing this new era. William, on the other hand, couldn’t help admiring how Wren glowed under the soft golden light of the mild day.

“It’s so…beautiful, isn’t it though?” she sighed lovingly, taking in the view.

Savouring the softness of her voice, he said, “Beautiful…” waking her from Lythiann’s spell, to place her under his own.

That one word could have had a thousand other meanings, but she knew which one he meant.

Holding his hand in hers and, heedless of how much strength it must’ve taken for her to do so, the girl whispered, “She is waiting for you, William,” with a considerate smile.

An ache went from the top of his throat right up to the bottom of his heart, as of silk being twisted tighter and tighter. Her face told such a sorrowful tale. And even though her lips smiled, it would not be long before her guard failed, and she let loose her true feelings. In that exact moment, given her gaze, William knew that there was someone out there for everyone. Whether they are right in front of you, or a million miles away, they’re there. It was just a matter of searching for them.

Finding it harder to repeat herself, she trembled, “She needs you…so.”

Moving closer, William suddenly found himself asking, “Do you need me?”

With that, Wren let go completely. She couldn’t help it. William was about to ask again, but she just shoved him back before he could. She had to. For both their sakes.

“Go on,” she wailed. “Just head off!”

William didn’t know what to do. He stood confused, wondering what had just happened. Did he do something wrong? Did he not do something? What? All he was certain of was that he couldn’t leave it like that.

Then she flared her wings out menacingly, and yelled again, “Go, I said! Leave!”

Her red flesh boiled to the point where her hostility could not be questioned, leaving William to say these last regrettable words, “I’m sorry,” before walking away.

Every weighty stride was a painful squeeze to his heart. His one last ray of light seemed to just, puff, quench itself into nothingness. But before it could be lost altogether, the dim outline of its ghost returned itself from the dark.

“William!” she called out.

She was catching up to him, and for an instant he felt the broken shards rebuilding themselves again.

“Wren, I—” he went to say.

“Close your mouth and listen to me for a second!” she snapped, wanting to get her say in first. “Of course I need you! But I’m just afraid that you need her more, and I do not want to get hurt! I can’t contend with family, nor will I! It’s just not the way it should be done; for you to choose one over the other! Therefore, I have done it for you.”

What could William say? What could he actually say to that? For she told him that she needed him, alas she cared so much for him that she was willing to give up her love for what he needed most. He did need to find his mother again, if only to see that she was safe. To say how much he missed her. At the same time, he longed to have Wren eternally at his side, as she always had been since they’d met.

Unpinning the rose from her lapel, she placed it in his hands, closed his fingers around it, and pleaded, “Just promise you won’t forget me?”

“But—”

“Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.” she cut in. “Just promise me.”

With nothing else for it, he said, “I-I promise…”

Giving him a soft kiss on the lips, she swept back up the hill to where her old dragon friend had since landed and was waiting.

A power of notions poured through William’s mind as he watched her walking away, and all of them involved calling her back. But they’d all raced by so fast that he didn’t have the chance to snatch one and say it. Instead, he was left watching as she left him forever.

Tucking in her wings, she sat on her dragon’s shoulders who, with a royal roar, reared before Lythiann with a healthy blaze spouting from his mouth. Jumping into flight, the dragon’s beat gushed over William’s feet and flattened the long grass around him, with the rose hanging loosely from his hand. She hardly even gave him the chance to return a proper kiss. Nor even the proper opportunity to say a proper goodbye. Changing course, Jimzin swooped back over William’s head to find his way northward. William couldn’t believe it. She was actually leaving, and he would never see her face again.

“Goodbye…” he said, sadly.

Coming to fetch him, Icrick pardoned himself before asking, “You’ve finally figured it out, haven’t you?”

“Figured what out, Icrick?” asked William, his head down.

“That one important thing I was telling you of before.”

“You know,” William realised, watching her waning into the blue, “I think I have. It’s something simpler than love, but just as powerful.”

“Go on,” the intrigued Grogoch said.

“Worth,” replied the boy. “Just the tiniest grain o’ worth is all we need to survive in this world. Whether we find it in ourselves, our work, or somebody else. After that, everything else—love, health, purpose, happiness—it all slots perfectly into place. Find a little worth, then life makes sense all of a sudden. Am I right?”

“Spoken like a true scholar, William.” Icrick nodded. “Took Khrum the best part of a hundred and seventy-two years to figure that one out. He’s awfully self-involved, you know. Come. The crowd awaits.”

Back at the gateway, the congregation was of the many. They had all come to see the boy off. Their gratitude was too much for words, and his departure fell hard on them all. William, however, had since come to terms with what he needed to do, and was thereby a little bit more keen to get things moving.

“Well…looks like this is it,” he said, lingering at the portal’s edge, with everyone gathered around.

“Just a moment!” a voice hailed from the crowd, and Redmun emerged. “My apologies, lad. I had a few errands to see to. You didn’t think I was going to let you leave without saying goodbye though, did you?”

“I wasn’t sure,” the lad replied. “Just figured you weren’t really one for send-offs.”

“I would not miss this for the world, boy. Not after all you’ve done! You’ve left quite an impression here. And you have shown me things, lad, that I never could’ve imagined. You have done things that not even Mysun could accomplish. For this, you have my deepest respect.”

This reminded William to ask, “While we’re on the subject o’ Mysun, I was wondering, about that night in Lór…”

“What of it?”

“When Briggun was in his hydra form, I felt myself…changing. Changing into…something! What was it?”

Redmun, hesitating for a second, put it the best way he knew how, by saying, “Do not burden yourself with these details now. The Pooka, he is dead, and now your home awaits you. These other details, you shouldn’t concern yourself with. Now a handshake, I understand, is customary?”

Doing just that, the lad said, “You’re right, it’s over. I’ve been so long asking questions, I suppose it’s hard to stop. But on that note, what’ll you do now?” he smiled, for having asked another question.

“Well, as far as I know, a cavalry of Panther-Riders are making their way up north to hole-up in some abandoned strongholds. Ahueé again, would be my guess. There have been curious tidings from up that way, and something tells me they are up to no good. I shall make it a new objective of mine. But I may take my time with it, after all this.” He winked.

Wishing him the best of luck, William shook his hand, and made his way around the group to give them each a fine hug. Not counting Khrum, whom he patted on the back, because he was too small for a hug.

The leprechaun said to him, with no small degree of secrecy, “Hold your horses there, lad. Aren’t ya forgettin’ somethin’?”

“Forgetting something?” William asked, thinking back. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Ahem! A certain wish, perhaps?” whispered the leprechaun, from the side of his mouth.

“Wish? What wish?”

Pulling him to one side, Khrum explained, “In case ya didn’t know, I have the power ta grant ya one wish ‘n’ one wish only! But it has ta be somethin’ within reason! Us leprechauns are only shmall fellas, so we can only grant little miracles. So, what’s it gonna be?”

“You fairly kept that one a secret!” laughed William. “Could you not o’ told us about this when we were starving? And why didn’t anyone else tell me about this? “

“Ya have no idea how much I wanted ta tell ya!” sighed the leprechaun. “But, technically, I shouldn’t have said anythin’ at all! Those are our rules, ya see. You’re supposed ta catch a leprechaun ‘n’ demand your wish. Otherwise we keep our lips sealed ‘n’ say nothin’. Normally it’s three wishes, but only the older leprechauns have that skill. An’, ta be honesht, I can’t think o’ anyone who is more deserving o’ my one wish than yourself, my lad. As for the others, they thought I traded it for a glasseen o’ brandy one night, years ago.”

But William didn’t know about it. He never knew much about the leprechauns.

“What about your Grollo leprechaun whatchamacallit?” he asked him. “Aren’t you breaking their rules by doing this?”

“The G.L.A.?” asked Khrum, when lower still, he muttered, “Ara, let them feck-off with themselves. A bunch o’ dreary aul’ shites anyways!”

“Khrum!” an old Redbeard barked.

Thinking he’d been well and truly nabbed, Khrum straightened up, and said, “Klaomh! Is it yourself? Shtandin’ there long, are ya? Listenin’.”

“Ha? No, no,” the old Redbeard said, to Khrum’s relief, and was looking about like a chap who’d just misplaced his pocket watch, “jusht shwung by ta say well done on your mission there. Very brave o’ ya, it was. An’ I was told by the resht o’ the lads on the G.L.A ta pass on a message. Your seat has been reinshtated. Congratulations! Now, musht be on my way. Beer ta be had, n’ it won’t drink itself. Besht o’ fortunes, boy! Besht o’ fortunes!”

“Well I’ll be…” Khrum said, with a pleasant smile. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

“Well done, Khrum. You deserve it,” William said.

“Why cheers, lad,” said the leprechaun, still very surprised. “Now, back to business, shall we? One wish. Wish away!”

Glancing up at that summer sky, William uttered to himself, “…One wish?”

Staring high into where he’d last seen her, he already knew what he wanted, more than anything in the world. But he was also aware that some things were best left decided by time and not wizardry; whereas the selflessness of saviours was a lesson to which he’d become greatly accustomed.

In the middle of the crowd, next to Stell and Icrick, the Dullahan was tending to a little bundle in his arms. A solitary sadness filled his expression.

William needn’t have said anything. Khrum already knew what he was thinking.

Holding the boy in such high esteem, like he never failed to amaze him, he nodded, “Very well, lad. Very well.”

William then made for the tunnel entrance, and Crosco felt the bundle stirring in his arms. It squirmed like a waking babe. In his excitement, he unravelled the cloth to see two big brown Poppum eyes peering up at him. A sight he never thought he’d see again.

The creature was yawning and stretching out his little furry arms like he was none the wiser. None of them could believe it. Of course, later suspicions suggested that William might have had something to do with it. Khrum was equally as guilty, amongst his own crowd. But he’d always known that there were times during their quest that the daring Pew was far better off sedated, even if it was at the hands of the reaper. Such simple blooded creatures should never have to see such things.

Waving at everyone, William was halfway inside the portal when it started sealing shut.

“Travel safe, young William,” the Erethaoí said with a smile, as the crowd returned waves of their own.

After that, he was gone.

Only darkness was visible in the tunnel. But the more his eyes adjusted, the more he noticed a distant light. A faint glint of life, way off at the other end. He hoped to get a departing glimpse of his friends waving at him from the entrance, but it had already vanished, much like it had done when he first stepped foot inside the Grollo Halls, all those many months ago.

Our bold young hero was, indeed, aware of how much he would miss Lythiann, and all who dwelt there; succumbing to the fact that, the sense of adventure which had become such a big part of his life, would be shortly at an end. He could learn to live with this loss. It was the girl who’d truly captivated his soul, his devotion, his love. He would’ve given it all up at the drop of a hat, his life back home, to spend the rest of his days with her. However, to see the curse lifted and feel his mother’s warmth again was also something he needed to have.

“Goodbye…” he spoke to the darkness, before indulging in the rose’s sweet aroma.

His eyes softened at the familiarity of it. Of her. How all the more it scarred him then, when a single petal wilted to his feet.

William, questioning nothing of his choices, made a start on his long walk homeward.

The time went by slowly, yet it fazed him little. For he knew that, by the time he finally reached home, the sooner it would be before the flower had completely withered. He therefore gripped it tightly to his heart for as long as he could.

Ahead in both time and distance, the far light was ever growing, brightening the way of William’s path before him. He strode upon a giant wooden beam with great ribs of oak curving up on either side. It resembled the belly of some vast galleon, only it ran on and on, until it disappeared into the tunnel’s glow. The petals were withering quicker by then, until there was but one left clinging to the stalk for precious life. A silent outer wind then came and, almost with a sense of loving care, gently lifted the petal from the stalk and carried it gracefully back to whence it came. In that moment, what started out as a small bulb of light up ahead, suddenly exploded aloud, enveloping William in absolute whiteness, the sort of brilliance you would need to duck from.

And when William opened his eyes again, he gasped, “I’m home!” And so he was.

Spanned out, under the moon and stars, was Ballycongraggon, in all its treasured beauty. The soft touch of Irish grass beneath his feet, along with the wonted winterish smell of turf fires, relit memories of a simpler time. A time of books and strolls; of slingshots and sweet buttermilk. It all seemed so perfect, until he remembered the rose. He opened his hand to see if anything was left. But his palm was empty. Not even the faintest smell remained. His last bit of Lythiann was finally gone, so he treaded on home to see the one person who could put a smile on his face. His mother.

The thrill of seeing her again was starting to take as he picked up his pace across those fields he knew so well.

As far as Deirdre was aware, her son was only gone for a few hours, if not minutes.

He spotted the lake rippling with stars, and his little white cottage bordering it just as he’d always remembered it. He thought it strange, to see no lights burning in the front room. For he was half-expecting his mother to be waiting for him, so she could give him a long lecture about being a little late, which he was greatly looking forward to.

Unlatching the gate like it was no less tender than a butterfly’s wing, he snuck up the garden path and carefully twisted the front doorknob. He opened it with a delicate pop and stuck his eye in for a discreet peek around the tiny, dark hall. Nobody was around. Probably in bed, thought he, practically sniggering in anticipation. Closing the door gingerly behind him with a closed eye, he tip-toed to her room—the second on the right—where, as gingerly as before, he opened the latch so he could have a little peep in for himself.

Indeed, a lantern was burning on her nightstand; alas, there was no sign of William’s mother, and her room had been completely overturned.

Belting the door open with such a kick that it hopped off its top hinge, he stood shaking in the threshold with torturous fright. Her bedclothes were in tatters and tossed about; stools were buckled and flung into the corners; paraphernalia was blowing around in the wind, because one of the windows had been smashed; and all of her paintings were dangling every which way bar normal.

Fuming, frightened, and flustered, he exclaimed, “What the hell is this?!”

He’d been slapped so hard by terror that he wasn’t sure what to do, only traipse around the room, babbling.

Sums were whizzing around in his mind, setting out calculations of time differences between Ireland and Lythiann. But he slid so rapidly into a downhill muddle that he found it taxing to so much as subtract six from eleven. All he could come up with first was that, perhaps, his timing had been a little miscalculated. Or an even more plausible explanation would be that the Glog had being lying about the times all along, and he was actually years gone. Glorgan was, after all, a deceitful old wretch. Even so, he couldn’t rely on guesswork.

Stressed beyond means, he snatched up an old orange crate which his mother had used for storing things, propped it up against her wardrobe, climbed up, and grabbed the wooden box. If one were to ask him why he brought those guns with him, chances are he couldn’t say, not in his state. Perhaps he was worried there may be trouble ahead, and therefore he might need them, God forbid. And his mettle had been too finely attuned to say he might not consider using them. Not after what he’d been through. After the amount he’d already slain.

Packing them safely into his old backpack, he sprinted so fast towards Mr. O’Connell’s farm that his legs felt like they were going to get all tangled up and send him tumbling. Fortunately, he was too worked up to falter so.

“Mr. O’Connell! Mr. O’Connell!” he shouted, banging his palms furiously upon his red wooden door.

There was no answer. From outside looking in, his cottage seemed just as empty as William’s. With a slipping start, the boy sped around back to try the other door, when he discovered that two of the living room windows had been completely smashed in, whilst inside was an utter mess. Wallpaper was ripped off walls; records were in a heap; couches were gutted; pots and pans, flung about; whilst newspapers were scuttling around in the tunnelling breeze. For some reason, William could not but blame himself, what with notions of curses, Ahueé, Pookas, and dragons trundling around his brain like a whirlwind of apocalyptic scale.

“The village!” he said, snapping into a sprint, and running up the big green hill.

His haste lessened then, when all he could see over the brim of the hill was a dim carmine halo made more apparent before the dark veil. Afraid of what it might be, he stopped, speculating unkindly ideas. His hands hanging by his sides, like his jaw was to his chest, William slouched towards the hill’s peak where he saw his home of Ballycongraggon in smoulders. Black as a million matches after the lick of a single spark. Whether it was Mattie’s old jarvey, or his great, grey-bricked school, every corner of the village was either charred through, or lost within the hellish pipes of bellowing smoke. Not a soul was heard nor seen.

White-orange sparks peppered the shadows thereabouts, as ruby embers trundled away from the winds which strove to extinguish them. Meanwhile, the stifling smell of roasted wood cast itself mockingly up into William’s face, as tiny white flakes of ash swooped up and drifted all around him. William, the poor, poor fellow, could not comprehend this tragedy before him. Was he not supposed to have anything?

What set forth as a sense of uncertainty, sluggishly evolved itself into a sense of being cheated. Like his side of the bargain was, somehow, a farce. Granted, he still couldn’t ensure if Lythiann had a part in this, or if it was just some horrifying coincidence. Or maybe he was, in some way, lucky? Lucky to have been spared this disaster, which could just as easily have been accidental as intentional. Something, however, kept on telling him that it was the latter and, moreover, that he had something to do with it; as if he could have stopped it somehow, had he been there. Or, grimmer still, that he was the cause of it.

“D-Did I cause this?!” said he, feeling sick to his stomach. “Was this b-because of me?”

His heart didn’t pound. It felt like it had stopped. Tears were too afraid to leave his eyes, and his face was of blank emotion. A sure calmness before a total breakdown. Down the hill, and into the wreckage, he languidly roamed.

Hours our lonely young hero spent, traipsing those ruins. Searching lifelessly, like a boy who’d just sentenced everything he loved to death. The church was burnt to its rafters; the Ghost and Calf was spread out flat in a pile of blackened logs; all other houses were mere smoking masses of rubble and, still, there were no indications of any civilisation of any kind. Not so much as a lock of hair. Had it all been burnt to ash?

Coming back full-circle to where the stone cross had stood in the town’s centre, he went unexpectedly still. Nothing of outside interest made him do this. It was simply him, vanishing inside himself. A snail slipping back inside its shell to die. Like some resurrected corpse, he hung vacantly in that same spot for some time, staring unblinkingly into nothing. All of a sudden, the dead quietness returned to haunt him, and he collapsed to the ground with a wail to make your stomach climb. Every aching tear he’d ever bottled up throughout his young life must’ve come gushing down his cheeks in that moment, painting his eyes blood-red.

After all he’d been through, this was his repayment? This? Dragging his limp body under the cross, he balled himself up into clutching arms, and wept until his throat felt raw. Hours this lasted, until eventually he withdrew into another blind stare, a loaded revolver in his hand.

Getting a feel for it, he pondered.

What was left for him? Lythiann? Why bother? The burning knots of grief had tightened themselves too stubbornly for him to see beyond his devastation, such that his ideas turned colder than even the steel that was in his hand. Solaces are often difficult to see when overshadowed by pain; by bereavement. Of blackened brick, a mental monument of pure shame had risen so tall above his conscience that nothing would ever eclipse it. It was a constant reminder of everybody he’d failed. Pain had won its final duel.

Clicking back that iron hammer, his heart fluttered at the merciful dream of long-lost serenity. He closed his eyes. Everything was at peace during those few seconds of knowing that it would soon be at an end. How simple it was. He need only place his finger on the trigger and squeeze. He imagined there being a loud snap…and, suddenly, darkness. A dreamless sleep. Complete emptiness. No more pain. No more worry. The sheer thoughts of it relaxed him to a quiet smile, until he was interrupted by something perching itself over his head, where it deemed it amusing to plant some of its nasty little droppings. This, as you can imagine, ruined everything.

With a sigh to say, “Can I not just have it my way, for once,” William glimpsed up to see a tiny brown sparrow perched on the end of a rather outlandish dagger. It was, I suppose, so dim out earlier that he’d failed to spot it. But now that dawn was on its way, everything was a little clearer. As of the faintest whisper filling the cruellest of caverns, a twinge of curiosity peeped through his murky mind, pressing him to investigate it.

It turned out that the dagger was impaled to a half-tattered, unravelled scroll. Signed with an emblem, it read:

“To whomever should discover this message,

The citizens of this village have been claimed as slaves, and their town, burnt to nothing. This is to declare the uprising of the Arts of the Hidden-world. Should anybody attempt to oppose us in any way, a price will have to be paid. Namely, heads will be taken.

Our Order, along with these slaves, have since been beckoned by the Shards of this hidden realm. And, upon our return, we will have endured the full teachings of an ancient, and very powerful sorcery, and we shall claim the rest of this country as our own, county by county, until we have it all, and other lands thereafter.

Make matters easiest for all our sakes and flee while you still can. The world will pay for what it has done.

Allegiance Forever!”

[image: ]

William read over the parchment carefully, making sure not to misinterpret it, and when he noticed the marking near the bottom, his eyes flew open. It wasn’t all that difficult to decode it, once he knew how. He came up with the letters S and G, knowing of only one title to support such initials, whereas the mentioning of Orders also gave him the fair clue. How they found use of this particular code was beyond him.

“The Shadow’s Guild!” he gasped, dropping the revolver by his foot. “But those were just stories! Weren’t they?”

Needless to say, after his adventure, anything seemed possible, and anything truly could happen.

“Th-They’re alive? My mother. She’s alive?!” he exclaimed.

He read back over the parchment a couple more times to make sure he had everything right. Lythiann had to have been involved somehow, but he couldn’t just trust a hunch and return there, only to find out they’d been taken someplace else, leaving him stuck there. Unlikely, yes. For how many magical realms could there be? But he needed surer evidence, and that’s when one sentence stood out from the others…

“‘Beckoned by the Shards,’ it says. ‘The Shards?” he deliberated, and it hit him.

“The Krimmín stone!” he deduced aloud, frightening the sparrow off. “It’s still active. I knew it wasn’t broken. I just knew it! That’s what lured them to Lythiann! It was so powerful that it summoned the Guild, like it did with those monsters from the Elderland. Sounds like they were expecting it, too. Preparing for it even. I need to get back there. I need to get back to Lythiann!”

Racking his brains, our brave young William paced that square with newfound energy, pulling his hair out, trying to recall just how to return. Much had taken place since his last chat with Thedius that it put this rather vital detail right back to the far reaches of his already cluttered mind. Meanwhile, the sparrow returned to his perch. Nature was beginning to awaken. William knew what he had to do now.

Wasting no more time, he stowed the guns back in his pack, and then rushed to the top of the big, green hill, where the horizon’s bronze glow was spreading in from the east, thereby bringing life into yet another new day. He stared back down at those grim ashes of destruction. What he called ‘home,’ this once beautiful countryside, was what had nurtured him into the person he had become, and he wasn’t ready to let this go unpunished.

Stronger feelings ensued.

What began as both joy and relief disintegrated into hatred by a flock of those same vengeful wraiths from before. Stell had but one to contend with, after Goidoy. William was in for a legion.

In reminiscence of Thedius’ meeting, he recited, “Only by the dawning of the new light shall I find my path back to legend.”

Once he declaimed those words, the flaming depths of his soul blazed with the sound of the Banádh’s beating drums. Just for his ears did they beat. As if evoked by their rhythm, the westerly winds he so fondly knew blew the scent of fresh heather in from the shore. When it did, as with times before, it brought his chin to a rise and his eyes to a close. Turning around, he encountered the brightest of all sunrises coming through the trees of the Elder Grove. ‘Twas the most wondrous and most unique of all. The power of it made his breath heave cold, and his fists tighten with a deep longing for revenge. Looking back, he saw his own shadow lengthening before this new light, portraying the silhouette of a warrior much older than he, clad all in ancient attire.

This battler of worlds rose up his hand and pointed out the magical gateway of the west. William’s eyes followed it to where the green grass of his world frosted over into the snowy terrain of another. However, this nightly land was different to the one he remembered. What was once of leas and glens, woodlands and deserts, was now of a congested city maze of a Victorian age, whose tall and twisted rooftops, whitened with snow, blocked all view of whatever scarce grasslands may have laid beyond. Hulking machines coasted through the air with seemingly drone regularity, picking people up and dropping them elsewhere to go about their busy lives. Those streets were lit up in ways, the likes of which William had never seen before. Industry and congestion held sway. All but a far-off crown of an oak in guise was hindered, and a remote citadel long thereafter.

What passed as hours on Ballycongraggon clearly meant years on Lythiann, and so much had changed.

He would, of course, follow this warrior for now, as means of doing what he needed to get done. Otherwise he toiled to forgive him these hardships which had befallen him. Be it a life of glory or not, William had never asked for it, and what right had this man—hero or otherwise—to just whisk him away whenever he felt like it. Particularly when William had finally come to terms with having his old life back. It angered him.

Stepping foot over the enchanted border of this strange, new world, he suddenly felt himself growing past his young age, into a man of his late twenties, in but a matter of seconds. His Lythiann age had begun.

Thus it was that this hero, this heart of pure integrity, would set out on yet another journey. Only this time it would be empowered by the laws, justices, and punishments of his own making. Nobody would stand in his way.

The drums continued to beat, and the voices sang in his mind.

“Ooba-ra ni-ígh fui-sanná, uí dra-obaís kun tsuí. Hlu-sumaí trín thraíl-baran, dort mar-gorbá ur zhaoír. Bri-já, ur-at, gorfín, kwán, ur bán ismó ooba-ra aoith-insmará.”

(A hero like no other,

who came to evil’s slay,

and never sought the tribute,

for his distinguished day.

And always he will be,

a saviour to thy heart.

Never losing hope,

our light within the dark…)

To be continued…


Note to the Reader

Big thanks to you for buying this copy of The Other of One - Book Two. I hope you enjoyed it.

I would be really grateful to you, the reader, if you could rate this eBook on your site of purchase, or the equivalent. Maybe even write a sentence or two. It doesn’t have to be long. Reviews may seem unimportant to some readers, but to me, they play an absolutely critical role in me becoming the author that I’ve always aspired to be.

Book Three is currently in the works, so if you wish to continue alongside William on his journey, be sure to pick up your copy.

If you would like to find me online, you can do so by going to any of these sites (please ‘add’, ‘share’, ‘suggest’, ‘follow’ and ‘like’, when you get there):

www.brianburke.biz

www.twitter.com/theotherofone

www.facebook.com/theotherofone
(Facebook is the one I use most.)

All the best,

Brian.
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