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Chapter 1.
Training, straight talking, and a new challenge.

 


CRASH!! The
sword smashed into Rambusco’s shield,

making him
stagger back. His opponent laughed, “Now I’ve

got you”, and
swung his weapon again. Rambusco lifted sword

and shield
together to meet the blow, taking the full force of it

without another
step back. With his sword already raised, it

took the blink
of an eye for him to lean forward, and lower the

point to his
opponent’s throat. “Well done”, cried War, “Well

done,” and he
meant it.

At six and a
half feet tall, Rambusco towered over

War. Though
neither wore armour at this practice, he appeared

to be the
dominant figure. Of course, War had no need of such

physical
strength, his magic leant power to his arm, just as it

protected him.
As Rambusco felt the weight of the axe in his

belt, he
wondered if War would have been able to resist its

force when
thrown, as accurately. Rambusco smoothed his

rough, forest
green tunic, which contrasted with the fine linen

of War’s
decorated tabard.

He still had
every reason to feel well pleased with

himself. After
all, when one of the Four Horsemen of the

Apocalypse pays
you a compliment, that’s really something!

“Mind you, if
I’d put all my strength in that first blow you

wouldn’t be
standing now, it shows how skill can sometimes

overcome brute
force. Well, I think we’ve done enough for

tonight. Death
is cooking up some scheme or other, so we had

better have an
early night. Make sure the horses are well fed

and watered for
tomorrow. Remember, we leave for our

practice at
dusk; I’ve got a feeling we’re going to have to work

hard this time,
Goodnight Rambusco.”

“Goodnight War,
leave it to me. The horses will be

ready when you
are.”

All that hard
training, and regular practice was now

paying off; his
arm was stronger and his grip firm, he could

face any normal
adversary with full confidence in his strength

and
swordsmanship. Even against giants, trolls, and such like

creatures, he
knew he could give a good account of himself.

Not that there
were any creatures, fierce or otherwise, in his

own valley; but
he knew that, beyond the first mile or so of the

forest, almost
anything existed. A troublesome Giant, and

various Trolls
lived in that part of the wood, but they were all

wary of
Rambusco, not least through his connection with The

Four Horsemen.
They knew the forest edge was Rambusco’s,

and left it to
him. Whatever unpleasant, or bad tempered

individuals
there were living nearby, they all knew how proud

Rambusco was of
his home, his beautiful valley, and avoided

him
accordingly.

He had been
here nearly 300 years now and had loved

it from the
first. Guarded by the forest, and fierce rugged

mountains, snow
– capped even in summer. Watered by a

gentle stream,
gurgling its way down from the forest, the

valley was
always a great source of pleasure for him. Always

at his happiest
working outside, clearing dead trees for

firewood,
renewing fences.

A family of
Dwarves had been the previous occupants

of his large,
comfortable cave. When a fierce storm blew most

of the trees
down, except one, by the entrance, the morning

sun shone
directly into the cave. As is the nature of Dwarves,

they didn’t
like too much sunlight; and to have the sun

streaming in,
even to the remote corners, was too much for

them. It was
not called ‘Skuldenriplogtangenrudd’ (Dark split

rock beneath
Raven’s trees) for nothing. Rambusco snapped

up the bargain
when he heard they would swap it for a new set

of digging
tools. When they saw how captivated Rambusco

was, they
showed that they were not always bad tempered by

re-naming the
cave Lomhreddfristelstanbroom (New home by

the silver
stream in the land of sweet meadows)

He smiled as he
approached his cave; his wife would

have supper
ready by now, and Drangora’s supper was always

something to
look forward to. Sadly, his happy mood was

shattered on
his first step over the threshold.

She was not
pleased.

He flinched as
his wife started on the subject of his

lack of
success. “Well? Have you spoken to them about your

promotion?”
Seeing the look on his face, she sighed,

“Rambusco. How
much longer are you going to be the ‘first

reserve’? When
are you going to be one of the team ?” He had

no need to
speak, Drangora could read his face like a book.

Her dress
matched the green of his tunic, and was covered by a

long apron.
Long mainly because she was so slim, and a mere

half inch over
four feet short. Although sharp of face, she was

far from ugly,
and basically kind in nature. She had a way of

saying things,
that made any criticism feel more effective than

a sledge
hammer; and the object of her temper always visibly

shrank.

Most feared by
those who knew her, was her shrill

voice; its
biting edge quickly withered any opposition. It

towered over
everyone. It was rumoured that once, many years

ago, a fire
Dragon had fled before her tongue-lashing. Getting

lost in the
wood, it had wandered into Rambusco’s valley.

Seeing the cave
was occupied, and seeking directions, it had

coughed loudly
to attract attention. Unfortunately this caused a

blowback, badly
singeing the washing on the line. No one ever

knew what
exactly it was she said to it, but no Dragon, of any

description,
ever passed that way again.

Rambusco
accepted Drangora’s vitriolic tongue; on

occasions it
had been a powerful weapon in his defence. He

was resigned to
playing second fiddle to his wife at home, she

was the
organiser, the one who always got things done. He

braced himself
for another assessment of his past labours.

“When you
auditioned for the ‘Valkyrie Brothers’, the best

you could do
was put on the application form that you’d once

knocked Zeus
off his bike; you should have made up

something a lot
more exciting then that.”

“But how could
I have known Zeus was on the panel?

Honestly, being
first reserve isn’t so bad. At least I didn’t get

kicked out like
the triplets”

“Don’t change
the subject, I’ll come to them later.

What you don’t
see is ‘Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse‘

sounds stupid,
everyone knows there should be seven. All the

really big
things are in sevens; like the ‘Seven Hills of Rome’,

those ‘Seven
Simpering Sisters of Virtue’, and ‘Seven Pillars

of Wisdom’,
everyone has heard of them.”

“Aw, come on
Drangora. I couldn’t help it when they

sacked the
triplets; to be honest, I always knew they never

pulled their
weight. I can’t remember them being any where

near the front
when it came to a fight, so I for one don’t miss

them at work.
Anyway, I can’t stop to argue, I’ve got Tracy

and Eleanor to
see to”.

“That’s another
thing. When are they going to let you

keep them with
the other horses? They make such a mess in

the cave, and
Grandma is getting fed up sweeping up after

them. Not like
your old garwulff, at least it lives in a cage.”

“Now don’t you
start on about Splatattack, he’s a good

pet, and it’s
only once a month he gets hungry. I did tell

Grandpa not to
open the door; but you know what he was like,

never took
advice from anyone. You must admit, Grandma

doesn’t seem to
miss him that much anyway; I suppose he was

getting to be a
bit smelly.”

“All right, go
and see to your rotten old horses, and

have a word
with those losers. You should never have offered

them a corner
when they lost their team places. I went to

school with
their Mother, and used to help changing their

nappies. They
were a whinging lot then. She always said that

given a choice,
she would rather have had three of the Seven

Deadly Sins
than that lot. “But then,” Drangora reflected, “but

then, I suppose
she always was inclined a bit that way.

Anyway, while
you’re at it, remind them their 100 years notice

is up, they
should have been out by the Millennium. When the

Seven Horsemen
of the Apocalypse took you on as first

reserve, I told
you to watch out for the triplets. Let’s face it,

when everyone
else was dumping on the Israelites, those three

went on
holiday. No wonder the others voted them out. You’re

going to have
to put your foot down.”

“By gum, you’re
a hard woman Drangora.”

“I know. Maybe
I should go for the jobs instead.”

Rambusco
sighed, and made his way outside. Going

into his wide
valley, he knew that in spite of not being the

spectacular
success Drangora wanted of him, he was not doing

badly. He also
knew that if she wasn’t really fond of him, she

wouldn’t still
be doing all the washing and cooking. Behind

that tongue
there was a loving companion, someone who even

had some
compassion for those stupid triplets. ‘After all’ he

laughed to
himself, ‘she’s still feeding them’.

He wasn’t too
sure where The Four Horsemen lived, but

their horses
roamed with Rambusco’s in his pasture. Going to

where the
horses were grazing, he stroked Tracey’s neck

affectionately,
“At least you don’t shout at me.” He sighed

deeply as he
realised that Drangora talked a lot of sense; she

might shout and
call him names, but he knew that if ever he

was in a tight
spot, she would be at his side. But, his life did

have much
compensation for all his hard work.

This lush,
green haven away from the outside world; the

one place where
he could relax. Standing within earshot of his

gently burbling
stream, he could fall into a day dream at the

drop of a hat.
And his home; it was too good just to be called a

cave, Drangora
kept it so clean, warm, and comfortable, it was

a real pleasure
to return to. A big chair by a roaring fire, his

little wife by
his side; they spent many long hours simply

enjoying each
other’s company. She was not what could be

called a ‘long
winded nag’.

Slipping
bridles on the horses, and tying them to the

gatepost, he
cleaned the soil from their hooves, before leading

them home.

As he
re-entered the cave deep in thought, he had to

acknowledge
that his wife was probably right. It was pretty

unlikely that
he would ever make the team. After all it would

be a very
strange day if Death, War, Famine or Pestilence even

got injured,
much less killed. So he was going to be first

reserve for a
very long time; sometimes he got the feeling that

they had
originally taken him on because they felt sorry for

him, but he
knew he had since proved his worth.

“Watch where
you’re taking them, we’re having our

tea here
shortly.” Drangora’s crow like voice brought him

back to
earth.

He mumbled
“Sorry,” and led Tracy and Eleanor

through to
their quarters. “There you go Tracy old girl,” he

said as he
spread the straw for their beds, ignoring the snigger

from one of the
triplets. As he came back, bringing the fodder,

the triplets
were muttering, casting devious sidelong glances in

his direction;
he knew their snide comments were directed at

him. Angry now,
he turned on them. “Now listen you lot,

you’re lucky to
be here. If Drangora had her way you’d be

back in the
woods, and serve you right. Fancy going on

holiday when
you knew there was a job coming up, everyone

else was having
a go at the Israelites; but you knew you

wouldn’t even
frighten them, so you went off to Ibiza! Listen

to me, Tracy
and Eleanor stay here. Right??”

“All right
Rambusco, you don’t have to go on so. If we

want to get
back on the team, we have to have someone to

practise on,
it’s nothing personal,” said Dragonbreath;

standing to
face Rambusco.

“That’s right”,
said Feltfeet, “nothing personal”. He

should have
been called Fleetfeet, but his father couldn’t spell.

While the third
triplet, Rearwind, simply nodded. He had a

similar
problem, being given Rarewand as a birth name, his

father spoilt
it when he registered it. Dyslexia is much more

widespread than
most people realise. Yet, strangely, his name

suited him
perfectly, due some sort of digestive problem.

Rambusco
coughed, and stepped back from

Dragonbreath,
turning his face from the fumes, “Yes. Well. So

long as you
don’t upset the girls.”

“Have you
reminded them that their notice is up?”

Drangora’s
voice boomed from the front of the cave. “I don’t

care what the
Trolls say about them, they’ll just have to put up

with those dim
nincompoops; it’s not our fault they’ve

nowhere else to
go but the forest. Now, come and help me

with these
curtains. I want this place looking nice when our

Brandleburga
comes next week.”

Rambusco
groaned, he really didn’t like his sister-inlaw’s

visits. It
wasn’t her so much, but her husband was

always going on
about how he swam round the world at the

time of the
great flood; insisting on repeating the names of all

the great
mountains and continents he passed. Part of his

interminable
rambling included the story of his escape from a

huge whirlpool;
probably caused, by the sudden filling up of

an underground
cavern. About to pull him into the depths of

the earth, the
cavern must have filled up at the crucial moment.

The fierce
vortex ceased, allowing him to swim onwards.

Rambusco forgot
how many times he had wished that cavern

could have been
a few hundred feet bigger.

“I’ve got to
take Splatattack for his walk first, I’ll not

be long”.
Fixing the heavy chain to the garwulff’s metal collar,

he braced
himself as he led it to the cave entrance. He knew

that as soon as
Splatattack saw the trees he would be pulled off

his feet, as
his pet rushed to chew the branches. Recovering

from that first
mad flight across the field, he straightened his

breastplate,
settled his axe back into his belt and watched

happily as
Splatattack chewed bark from all the lower

branches,
grinding most of the smaller ones to sawdust.

The horses ate
comfortably in that lush meadow, lifting

their heads
occasionally to watch a couple of foals run, and

play together.
There wasn’t a lot he could remember clearly

from his own
childhood. Only a few happy times shone

through his
rough, but, always lonely existence. There was

nothing in his
memory to compare with the pleasure he got

from this
place.

The spring air
still had that hint of winter, and the

gentle breeze
barely ruffled the new grass as it rustled the old

leaves on its
way through the valley. Rambusco gazed about

him
contentedly, giving his imagination free reign as he

watched the
cloud ships over his head, sailing majestically by.

So it wasn’t
surprising that, at first, he didn’t notice the

two Gnomes
hiding behind a rock.

“It’s him”, one
of them whispered excitedly, “I knew

we were coming
the right way”.

“Looks very
strange for a Warlock, just like any old

garwulff.”

“He’s not a
proper Warlock. He just happens to be an

excellent
catalyst.”

“Looks more
like a monsterlyst if you ask me.”

“So, all we
have to do is get him away from that funny

character.
We’ll have to be careful; he looks fierce. Have you

seen the size
of that axe in his belt? I wouldn’t like to get on

the wrong side
of him.”

“Perhaps he’d
sell the garwulff, or maybe we could tell

him it’s really
ours that ran away.”

“No. If we’re
going to kid him into letting the garwulff

go, it’s going
to have to be a better story than that. He doesn’t

look daft to
me,” stroking his beard as he looked thoughtfully

at Rambusco,
“maybe it’s not a good idea to get the garwulff

away from
him.”

“But we’ve got
to take it back for the Grand

Whizzarde.”

“I don’t mean
not to take it back. It’s just, well, I’d

forgotten how
big and strong some of those garwulffs can be.

He seems to be
able to handle it pretty well, so why don’t we

persuade him to
come with us? At least we’d know the

garwulff would
be all right with him looking after it.”

They were so
busy discussing what to say to

Rambusco, that
they forgot to keep whispering. The discussion

soon became an
argument, and Rambusco began to wonder

what was going
on behind the rock. Tying Splatattack to a

tree, he crept
around behind the two Gnomes, and soon

discovered that
his pet was the subject of their argument.

They looked
pretty much the same as other gnomes

he’d met; their
pointed hats bent over, and baggy trousers that

seemed to start
from the neck instead of the waist. Looking as

fierce as he
could, he grabbed them by the scruff of their

necks, lifted
them off their feet, and growled, “Now, you two,

tell me why you
want my garwulff, and no fairy stories.”

One gave a
rather weak smile, and said, “I met a fairy

once.”

The other drew
himself up to his full height, or as near

as he could
while being held by the neck, “Be quiet Harbungi,

let me deal
with this person. My name is Turungi the Truthful,

and I never
tell fairy stories.”

“I know, that’s
because you’re a Gnome,” said

Rambusco, “but
that doesn’t mean that you always tell the

truth. Now tell
me what you want with Spatattack, or I’ll bang

your heads
together. Hard.”

The Gnomes
looked at each other and burst out

laughing, so
much so that Rambusco had to shake them hard to

make them stop,
before he could ask what was so funny.

Turungi gasped,
“You can’t call a garwulff Splatattack. It

should be
called something fierce sounding, like Hekrat the

Slayer, or
Bradnog the Deadly.”

This time
Rambusco laughed. “You obviously haven’t

stood behind a
garwulff after feeding time.” Seeing that the

Gnomes weren’t
all that frightened of him, he knew he was

going to have
to ask his questions very carefully, if he was

going to find
out what they really wanted. Lifting them up so

their faces
were level with his, he looked them both in the eye.

This was
tricky, their particular tribe of Gnomes had an extra

eye in the
centre of their forehead. He said, “If I put you down,

do you promise
not to run away?”

“Oh. Yes,” they
chorused.

“And, tell me
what it is you want? On the Great

Gnomes
Bones?”

They looked a
bit crestfallen at this, but agreed, “Oh all

right, on the
Great Gnomes Bones.”

“Now will you
tell me what this is all about?”

They looked at
each other and knew, having sworn

what was the
most serious oath any gnome could say, they

would have to
tell the truth. There was no other way out, or, in

this case, no
other way down. Turungi hesitated before he

spoke, “Only if
you promise to help.”

Rambusco was
becoming irritated, “I can’t promise to

help, if I
don’t know what this is all about. If you want me to

help, or
whatever, you’re going to have to tell me the whole

story.”

”I suppose so.
What do you think Harbungi? Do you

think he’ll
keep our secret?”

“Well. I
suppose we could trust him if he was to swear by his

Sainted
Aunt.”

“Yes, that
seems to be the strongest oath they have.”

“All right
then, you ask him.”

“It was your
idea”.

“But you’re the
oldest, it’s your job.”

Feeling his
blood getting close to boiling point,

Rambusco
shouted, “Will you two stop waffling? I swear by

my Sainted Aunt
that I will keep your secret. Now will you tell

me?”

Shaking his
head to try and stop the ringing in his ears,

Turungi took a
deep breath, and began, “It was only a couple

of years ago
that the trouble started, and it gradually got

worse. Spells
going wrong, Magic happening all by itself. It

got so that
nobody could be sure of anything any more. The

Whizzardes were
in a terrible quandary at the way things were

going.”

Harbungi broke
in “Another year on, and they still

hadn’t solved
the problem. It was young Merkle who found

the
answer.”

“Yes, they all
used to sneer at him for reading the old

books, but he
discovered that it had happened once before.

Something to do
with sun spots, the Magic somehow stops

going in
straight lines,” said Turungi.

“So they’ve had
to stop using Magic until it gets sorted

out. All the
Spell checks have had to be erased.”

“And all Gnomes
were sent out to search for the

necessary
elements to get them re-aligned with one gigantic

spell.”

“So we got the
job of searching for the grandson of the

Grand
Whizzarde’s garwulff.”

“We think
Splatattack is the one.”

“And we need
hairs from his neck.”

“Back.”

“Neck!”

“Back!”

“Neck!”

Turungi sighed,
“Now do you see why we need your

garwulff? We
are going to have to take the whole animal just

to be on the
safe side.”

Rambusco just
stared in bewilderment, “Hmmm.

Sounds a bit
like a fairy story to me, but I know you’ve sworn

to tell the
truth, so I suppose I’ll have to trust you,” Rambusco

pondered for a
few moments, and set them down. “Listen, I’ve

got a big job
on tomorrow, it could be my big chance; it’s to

do with some of
the Norse Gods being on holiday. Come along

to the practice
session tonight, and I’ll ask the lads if I can

have a few
years off. That way I could go back with you, in

case you have
any trouble with those forest elves. I wouldn’t

be a bit
surprised if the whole thing wasn’t something to do

with them in
the first place. Now then, we’ll be in the Swiss

Mountains in
the early evening. You can use my spare horse,

and we will
leave here at dusk. So if you want my help, be

here in time,
O.K.?”

The Gnomes
faces lit up, “Right, see you later,” they

chorused, and,
turning to face each other, they went on “From

his back.”

“From his
neck.”

“Back.”

“Neck.”

Rambusco shook
his head as he walked to where his

pet was chewing
the last bits of bark from the tree. “Come on

Splatattack,
let’s get home.”

It was just
starting to get dark that evening when

Rambusco and
the Gnomes arrived in the Swiss Mountains. As

soon as they
landed Turungi whispered; “We’ll make

ourselves
scarce, see you later,” and out loud, “Thanks for the

lift Rambusco,”
as they went off and hid in a snowdrift. Even

Gnomes walked
softly around The Four Horsemen.

Pestilence
looked up from sorting his bottles,

“Evening,
Rambusco.”

“Evening,
Pesty.”

“Rambusco. How
many times? I don’t like nicknames,

so cut it out.”
Frowning, he squared his shoulders, and tugged

at the lapels
of his white overall coat. Not that he needed it to

protect his
clothes, every mixture was done by magic, but

Pestilence felt
it made him look more intelligent, or perhaps

more educated,
he could never decide which.

“Sorry
Pestilence, it’s such a mouthful.”

“Lighten up,
Pestilence,” said War, “he doesn’t mean

any harm by it.
After all, it’s only between ourselves sweetie.”

“And you can
stop that too”.

“All right you
two,” Death interposed, “Anyway War’s

right, we might
need Rambusco in the morning.” he paused.

“Anybody got
any ideas on a plan? I reckon if we stick to the

old routine, we
should be all right. They won’t be expecting us

on a Bank
Holiday weekend, so we should be able to take

them by
surprise.”

War looked
thoughtful, “What about starting an hour

earlier? That
should really catch them off guard.”

“Good idea”,
said Pestilence, “and we must take

something to
eat with us if we are going to have to be up too

early for
breakfast.”

Rambusco spoke
up; “I’ll get Drangora to make


sandwiches.”

“All right, but
no onions this time,” said Pestilence,

“they make my
breath smell something rotten.”

“Evening all.”
Famine strolled into view, looking as

elegant as
usual. Tall, slim and good-looking, he was always

smartly
dressed, No one could wear armour quite like him,

he’d had it
shaped like an ordinary suit. “What’s this? Not

started yet? We
do need to practice more. What would happen

if one of us
were disarmed?”

“Hit ‘em with
me handbag of course,” said War.

“Oh. Very
droll.”

“We are just
arranging for packed lunches,” said

Death,” Without
onions this time.”

“Oh! We’re not
having one of those dreadful early

mornings
again?” exclaimed Famine.

“As War said,
if we get there really early, we’ll catch

them off guard.
We’ll need the sandwiches if we are going to

miss
breakfast.”

“But that’s my
favourite,” said Famine, “best meal of

the day.”

“You stop other
people enjoying it sometimes,” said

Pestilence with
a sly look.

“That’s my
job.”

Hoping to stop
it getting to be an argument Rambusco

spoke up,
“Right then sandwiches it is.”

“Better than
her game pie, I hope,” laughed War.

“Yes. Fancy
cooking rabbits with their jackets on!”

said Death,
“and those feathers.”

Rambusco
blushed, “Well, Drangora said if it was real

game pie it had
to have a bird in somewhere; and she does like

to use all of
the natural ingredients. Look boys, now that

you’re all
here, can I ask a favour?”

“Don’t push
your luck Rambusco,” Death interrupted,

“be happy with
the catering contract.”

War said
sympathetically, “Fair do’s lad, when your

Drangora did
the buffet for the Celtic Club’s New Years bash,

they lost so
many members, they are thinking of joining up

with the
Druids.”

“No, it’s
nothing like that. Some people have asked me

to help them;
they need Splatattack, and I’m the only one who

can handle him
safely; it’s something they’re doing for the

Grand Whizzard,
so it must be important. How about it? I

could do with a
couple of years off.”

“I bet it’s
involving those gnomes I saw you talking to

this morning .
. . who are probably the ones hanging about on

the other side
of that snowdrift,” said War, adding; “well, if

you remembered
to get them to swear on the Great Gnomes

Bones, then you
can rely on them. And if they need your help,

you can be sure
they’ll look after you”.

“I don’t think
Rambusco would ask unless it was

important,”
said Death “anyway, he hasn’t had a holiday in

200 years, so I
suppose he’s entitled to some time off.”

Famine looked
around the group, “O.K. So we’ll give

Rambusco a
couple of years off, after we get back from

Norway.
Agreed?” The others nodded.

“Well, thank
goodness that’s sorted out. I thought we

were going to
be hiding in that snowdrift all night,” said

Turungi as he
and Harbungi emerged, brushing snow off their

clothes, “it
might be a good idea if we came with you

tomorrow, we
could help Rambusco if he needed it.”

“Keep an eye on
him, you mean,” said War smiling,

“told you
they’d look after you Rambusco. Now let’s get some

serious
practice in.” So the next couple of hours were spent

throwing huge
boulders about and starting avalanches. Which

is one of the
reasons why Switzerland looks as if it has been

knocked about a
bit; because, as a practice ground, it has been

knocked about a
bit, quite regularly.

Bright and
early next morning saw all seven on their

horses, ready
for the off. The Horsemen and Rambusco looked

very
impressive, with their burnished armour and equipment

sparkling in
the rays of the slowly rising sun. The horses began

pawing the
ground, anxious to be off. As before, the Gnomes

were able to
share Rambusco’s spare horse, and, with a great

deal of
encouragement, were just about able to keep up with

the others as
they flew across continents and seas on their

journey.
Skimming the tops of the trees, startling the still

sleepy crows.
People who were astir in the houses they passed

over looked out
of their windows, wondering at the sudden

wind.

They were in
for a disappointing time when they

arrived.
Pestilence was upset because most of the plagues he

had brought
with him died in the fierce cold, and Famine was

having a very
difficult time of it, discovering that not only had

the harvest
been safely gathered in, but that it had been a

particularly
good one.

War and Death
were preparing to do their worst, or

best, depending
on how you looked at it, when, without any

warning, the
Norse Gods rose up into the sky, all together.

The holiday had
been cancelled!!

Weapons raised,
they were all ready for action.

Odin flashed a
mighty thunderbolt to cut off the

attacker’s
retreat, Rambusco was in the line of fire; luckily the

Gnomes were
able to foresee this, and pull him out of harms

way. Even so,
the lightening missed him by a mere millimetre.

Hearing the
noise and smelling the heat of battle, the

Ghouls,
Spectres and Shades of the dark valleys gathered

around the
battlefield. They came howling and screeching, like

banshees. With
their vicious claws out and horrible black

wings flapping,
some flew in the air above the warriors, urging

them on, they
were only happy when blood was being spilt;

while others
prowled the outskirts looking for wounded to tear

to pieces.

The battle
raged back and forth for three days and

nights, neither
side giving a step; all of them growing more

and more weary,
as the time went by. Not being mortal, both

sides had that
special protection which only Gods and special

deities have;
none could be killed. Rambusco and the Gnomes

managed to
creep away from the fighting, and snatch a few

hours sleep
each night.

The fearsome
weapons swung and clashed, making the

most terrible
wounds, but these healed in seconds. The winner

was going to be
the last one able to stand, and it was going to

take many days
of fierce fighting to tire any of these

combatants to
the stage where they could no longer remain

upright. War
could see that the Norse Gods were fully up to

strength, and
shouted, “We’re going to have to pull out, this is

not the
time.”

“Never,”
shouted Death, “I haven’t got my first victim

yet,” as he
aimed his black net at Loki. As he was on the Norse

God’s second
team Death thought he would be an easy target,

but the Goddess
Freya froze the net in mid air, and caused a

huge icicle to
grow on the end of Death’s nose. “Aaarrgh,” he

shouted, and
threw his axe at her head. She made it go straight

through her,
and it circled back to him; he caught it, and stuck

it back in his
belt. He knew now they could not win, so, to

make a better
excuse, he loosened part of his horse’s harness.

This caused
what was left of the packed lunches to fall off.

War saw this,
and called, “It’s no good, we’ll have to

go, we can’t
beat them now.” Famine and Pestilence were

really hanging
back; they weren’t happy about getting too

involved in
this kind of icy fight, especially when their

particular
speciality had failed. They didn’t mind uneven

numbers when
fighting mere mortals, but being outnumbered

by Norse Gods
was another matter.

“All right,”
shouted Death, “I’ve managed to get one

victim, we can
go now.” His so-called victim was a shepherd

who had been
surprised by all the commotion over his head,

hadn’t looked
where he was going, and fallen over a cliff.

What Death
didn’t realise was that the shepherd’s daughter

happened to be
at the foot of the cliff. She was able to carry

him home, and
would soon be nursing him back to health.

The Four
Horsemen turned and raced for home, with

Rambusco and
the Gnomes close behind. Bolts of lightning

from Odin
flashed near them, spurring them on. The sun was

high in the
sky, and everything on the ground was basking in

its gentle
warmth; for ordinary people it was another lovely

spring day. But
when the fleeing group passed overhead,

people
shivered, and said to each other, “I think someone’s

just walked
over my grave.”

Over the
mountains and wide seas they galloped

swiftly,
leaving the raging Norse Gods far behind; heading for

that hidden
valley at the edge of the forest. Landing safely in

the field where
the horses grazed, Rambusco helped to take the

armour and
equipment off the other horses, but kept his own

ready for his
next journey.

The poor
animals had rarely been ridden so hard, the

first thing
they all did was head for the stream at the bottom of

the field, to
wash down the special feed the Horsemen used

when fighting.
As Famine watched them drink, he turned to

Rambusco, “Has
your Drangora got any of that mead left? I

could drain a
barrel right now.”

“Never mind
that,” grumbled War, “we’ve got to have

a special
meeting to find out what went wrong.”

“A council of
War you mean,” laughed Pestilence.

“After 3,000
years, that’s not funny any more.”

“You don’t
think it was a deliberate trap, do you?”

asked
Rambusco.

“You might just
be right, that occurred to me as well,”

said Death,
looking speculatively at Rambusco, “well spotted.”

Rambusco
flushed with pride, “It’s just that I’ve never

trusted that
giant. He was the one who said some of the Norse

Gods were going
to be away. Just because he’s big doesn’t

mean he’s
always right.

“Maybe,” said
Famine, “and maybe he wants to get in

with the Norse
Gods, maybe he even wants to be on their

team, and
thought this fiasco would impress them. Remember

that time he
told us about Jericho? Then we found that the

Israelites had
got there first, there wasn’t one stone standing

on top of
another. I think Pestilence should pay him a visit one

dark night;
that would teach him a lesson he won’t forget. We

can’t have
people messing us about, it’s very bad for the

image; we must
do something about it”

Turning to
Rambusco, “Right Now that you’re leaving,

we all wish you
success on your journey. When you get back

we might be
able to fit you in the team. Try to remember,

when those
Gnomes tell you to do something, however daft it

seems, just do
it, they always know best. So. Goodbye and

good luck.” The
others joined in the farewells. As this

involved a lot
of hard handshakes and vigorous back slapping,

Rambusco was
feeling quite sore by the time he left for home.

As he headed
back to his cave, he smiled, and thought, ‘They

are not such a
bad bunch after all’.

He had one task
before he left, to tell Drangora he was

leaving. This
brought the sort of reaction from her that he

expected. Not
exactly what anyone could call a cry from the

heart, but it
was a heartfelt cry “So what are Grandma and me

supposed to do
now?” she screeched, “while you go wandering

off with those
fairies.”

“They’re not
fairies,” interrupted Rambusco, and

immediately
felt a tremor run along his spine. He’d never

interrupted
Drangora before, and it felt really strange. So,

before she
could start again, “they are Gnomes on a special

mission for the
Grand Master of the Whizzardes. Anyway you

still have the
catering to do for The Horsemen; you know

you’re safe in
the valley; and I’ll be safe with the Gnomes.

They need
Splatattack for something special, so because he’s

my pet I have
to take him to the Grand Master. Don’t worry,

I’ll be all
right.”

By now Drangora
had got her breath back, “What do

you mean
‘you’re going to be all right’? What about me? I’m

not going to be
‘all right’; and just how long do you think this

‘special
mission’ is going to take?”

“Oh. Not that
long. Just a couple of years or so,” he

said, edging
around towards his pet’s cage.

“What!!??” with
a screech that made Rambusco’s head

ring, “a couple
of years or so! Just a couple of years he

says!!!”

Dashing past
his wife, he grabbed Splatattack’s lead,

flipped the
catch on his cage, and shouted, “Come on boy,”

running for the
cave entrance before Drangora could start

throwing
things. She was very good at that, so he knew she

really was
going to be all right when he was away.

Running across
to his horse he called back, “I’ll send

you a
postcard,” and jumped astride his faithful mount,

dashing off to
join the Gnomes who were waiting patiently at

the edge of the
forest, ready, and mounted on Eleanor. Out of

breath, he
could only nod when they asked if everything was

all right.

 


 


Chapter 2.
Meanwhile, back at the ranch.

 


“Only a couple
of years, he says”, grumbled Drangora,

“I’ll give him
a couple of years to think about when he gets

back.” Working
off her frustration with the stiff broom, she

worried away at
the floor, even though it was shining; that

stone had never
gleamed like this before.

The triplets
knew that, in her present mood, Drangora

was to be
avoided, come what may. Choosing their moments

carefully, they
tried to sneak out singly, each time she was in a

darkened
corner. Or, more accurately, they almost sneaked

out. The first
two reached the great outdoors safely, but

Feltfeet
managed to trip over Drangora’s broom on a

backward sweep.
She reacted with her usual speed, and

ferocity,
swinging the broom so hard and fast, it caught the

offender as he
ran to join the others; now with a lump on his

head. “And
don’t come back, none of you”, she called after

them.

When she saw
Rambusco’s desperate run, Grandma

had decided
that a quiet corner of Tracy’s living quarters was a

sensible place
to be. She could stand a smell better than

Drangora’s ear
bashing. Listening, but careful to stay out of

sight, she
heard the triplets bid for freedom. “Two out of three

is pretty good
going for them, might have known they

wouldn’t have
the sense to lay low for a bit.”

There was
nothing thought worthy in the shouting,

swearing, and
the general grumballast that could be heard,

even that far
back in the cave. But she also knew that it wasn’t

one of them,
with more brag than sense, who was being

slamblasted by
Drangora. Curiosity changed as the sharp chill

of fear crept
through to her very bones.

Yes, she was
sure now, those were Elvish voices.

“Elvish,
Devilish”, she remembered her mothers words

clearly. If
anything goes wrong, it is often because Elves have

found out
something good is about to happen, and they spoil it.

That’s all they
live for, upsetting the most careful plans gives

them great
pleasure.

They must have
seen Rambusco leave, she reasoned,

and now are
trying to cause him trouble at home. Aware of

Drangora’s
fierce reputation, as was the whole forest, they had

arrived in
strength. Two of the triplets were quickly bound and

gagged, while
the third lived up to his intended name, and hotfooted

it into the
forest before he could be caught.

Drangora heard
the general kerfuffle as the triplets

were disabled.
Temper rising, she rushed outside ready to

shout at
whoever was making so much noise; but was bound

and gagged in a
trice by well practiced intruders. With a noose

and slip knot
at the ready, two tripped her and bound her

ankles, while
others tied the outstretched arms before she

realised what
was happening. Opening her mouth to give them

a verbal
roasting, a lump of rag silenced her.

Half a dozen
then entered the cave on tip toe, believing

it to be empty.
Pots and pans were tied into bed covers, and

carried off.
Fortunately Grandma had been able to burrow

beneath Tracy’s
straw, and emerged in time to see them carry

their captives
and booty into the forest. She was amazed to see

that they were,
in fact, dwarves dressed as elves

“I wouldn’t
like to be in their shoes when Rambusco

hears about
this,” as she shook her head at the audacious

foolishness of
capturing Drangora. “I need a pot of tea to help

me think.”

An old kettle
with holes that only let it hold one mug of

tea, was all
the intruders had left, but it was enough to set

Grandma
thinking, and muttering, starting with her mother’s

curse, “Elvish
devilish. Why steal pots and pans?” Talking

aloud now, she
went on, “Dwarves mine, and smelt the iron,

but elves are
the ones who fashion the metal. They must want

Rambusco to
think elves did this, for some reason; or, even,

for no
reason.”

“That’s why
they’ve put them down an old mine

shaft.”
Feltfeet’s words startled her so, she almost spilt her tea.

“Stop creeping
up on people like that, you gormless

gallump.” Then,
as if hearing his words for the first time, “A

mine shaft?
What? They’ve put my Drangora down a mine

shaft?”

“I don’t think
it’s deep, I heard the leader telling

someone to drop
a loaf down each day; he said the water down

there wasn’t
nice, but wet enough for Rambusco’s wife.”

“That devil has
bought himself more trouble than he

knows.”

“The leader
seemed quite pleased, but one or two of

the others
didn’t look very happy.”

“Happy? They
will forget they’ve ever heard the word

by the time
I’ve finished with them.”

Feltfeet
brightened up, “Ooooh. Does that mean there’s

going to be a
fight?”

“Yes, and
you’re going to be right in the middle of it.”

“Brilliant.
I’ve always wanted to be a hero.”

Grandma looked
sideways at him, “Is that why the

Horsemen kicked
you out?”

“I didn’t want
to go on that holiday, but Dragonbreath

said I had to;
anyway, Rearwind was paying, so I did what

they said.”

“And this time
you’re going to do what I say. Right?”

“Right.”

“Now, you
gather as much food as we can carry, while

I get some bed
linen to carry it in. Come on now, quick

sticks.”

Looking for
sheets and bed covers, reaching into the

back of a top
storage shelf, Grandma pulled out, and dropped,

a cloth wrapped
object. She was glad it just missed her foot, it

landed with a
solid clunk! Even though in a hurry, her natural

curiosity made
her investigate. What emerged from the

package made
her eyes sparkle, and a wicked grin light up her

face.

Two beautifully
matched pairs of throwing axes; so

bright they
reflected what little light was in that dark corner,

and made
Grandma’s face shine with joy.

One pair had
been hers, and the other she had

presented to
her daughter on her twelfth birthday. Drangora

had much
admired her mother’s skill, and, with her new shiny

weapons
practiced long, hard, and often. Soon she followed in

mother’s
footsteps, winning many competitions. Her ability

was such, that,
with an axe in each hand, she was never

defeated by
swordsman or horseman.

It was at a
county fair, watched by Rambusco, that she

sliced the
lance of a charging horseman into matchwood,

prompting
Rambusco’s companion to comment, “That girl

puts the demon
into demonstration.” Rambusco was too

enthralled by
the performance to reply; a completely new

sensation was
working its way through his head. He startled

his friend by
saying, “That’s the one for me.”

He entered the
same competitions, and when, for the

third time,
they were declared joint winners, she saw him in a

different way,
‘this is the one for me’, she thought. Their

mutual
admiration grew to the strong bond they have today.

 


 


CHAPTER 3. The
forest, and a new companion.

 


The trio were
soon trotting through the forest at a fair

old pace, with
Splatattack running from side to side of the

path. This was
a grand day to be setting off on a venture, felt

Rambusco. The
sun had dispelled the damp night chill from

under the
trees, its light sparkling on the last few drops of mist

on the new
leaves. He always took pleasure in the difference

between
seasons, even enjoying the bitter cold of winter; it

made his home
fire all the more welcome. Now he revelled in

the newness of
spring; soon the forest floor would come alive,

and show the
world its new many coloured cloak of flowers.

His horses
carried their burdens well, only a subdued

thud of hooves
was heard, on the carpet of leaves and twigs on

the forest
path. A grand day indeed.

Coming near to
the giant’s dwelling, they decided to

give it a wide
berth, they didn’t want to get into a discussion

about the
Horsemen’s raid; and would rather not come across

that unpleasant
individual in any case. Rambusco wasn’t

particularly
worried about meeting the Giant, but he knew that

any discussion,
or more likely argument, knowing the giant’s

temperament,
would only be a waste of time. Giants have a

reputation for
being quite unreasonable, and if they thought it

was going to
upset anyone, or in this case, delay Rambusco’s

journey, they
would be very happy to do that, just to be

awkward.

Unfortunately,
the giant was out hunting, and came

across our
friends while they were resting their horses in a

clearing. With
that sly look giants have, he asked how the raid

had gone, and
had everyone got back safely. “Of course”, said

Rambusco,
watching him carefully “we even got a victim or

two”.

This made the
giant angry. “Well, I think I’ve got a

victim or two
here,” lifting his club, ready to strike. Rambusco

had been
expecting this sort of behaviour, and had his hand

ready on his
sword. Even when standing, he only came up to

the giant’s
kneecap, but he was able to draw his sword, and cut

the giant’s
club in half. This made the Giant look quite silly

waving a little
handle about. The giant started to roar, and hop

around, waving
his arms. Rambusco thought this was a bit

over the top
for just a club.

Then he
realised that the giant had something else on

his mind.
Splatattack had mistaken one of the giant’s legs for a

tree trunk,
and, being bored with all the talking, decided to

have a snack.
When Splatattack chewed, he chewed hard.

While the giant
hopped around on one leg, Harbungi suggested

that this would
be a good time to move on. Calling Splatattack

to him,
Rambusco followed the Gnomes as they sped away

along the
forest path.

When they
stopped a few hours later, Turungi said,

“Perhaps we
should let your garwulff have a nibble at one or

two trees, just
in case he takes a fancy to one of us.”

Rambusco
laughed, “He wouldn’t do that.”

“We heard about
Granddad,” said Harbungi.

Rambusco
sighed, he thought someone would bring

that up sooner
or later, “As it happens Splatattack knew it was

his feeding
day, I had got him a sheep, but his eyesight isn’t

too good, and
he mistook Granddad for a sheep, that’s all.”

“I suppose that
makes it all right then,” said Turungi

sarcastically,
“all we have to do is make sure we don’t say

‘Baaa’. By the
way, I meant to ask. Why are we going along

the path like
this ? Wouldn’t it be much quicker if we flew

over the forest
as we did this morning?”

“Of course. If
only we could,” sighed Rambusco, “Not

being on
official business as it were, we can only travel like

ordinary
people. Sorry, but I’m only ‘first reserve’ you know.”

In the gentle
breeze, the branches and leaves swayed,

dappling the
soft mossy path with sparkles of sunlight.

Searching for
food, the animals had kept the area around the

tree trunks
pretty clear, giving the place a more open, friendly

feel about it.
This was no dense, thick forest, more a breathing

woodland, full
of life.

So it wasn’t
long before they arrived at a pleasant

clearing, next
to a small burn. It had been an exciting enough

day, they were
all feeling in need of a good rest; and this

would be a good
place to spend the night. Relieving the horses

of their armour
and other gear, they watched while the animals

drank their
fill and chewed contentedly at the grass, in

Splatattack’s
case chewed at the trees. Rambusco sighed, and

his stomach
rumbled. Turungi smiled, “Don’t worry, we won’t

go hungry. Look
what I managed to save this morning,”

producing the
packed lunches that Death had dropped. “I was

sure this would
come in handy too,” bringing from the other

pocket of his
travel jerkin a bottle of Drangora’s mead. “I

wondered why
Death had such a large bottle, when I knew that

it was
Pestilence who was supposed to have all the bottles. So

I thought I had
better make sure it didn’t get broken by putting

it in my pocket
instead.”

Rambusco’s eyes
widened at this wonderful sight,

“I’ve heard
stories about you folk, but I never imagined you

were as good as
this. So long as Death doesn’t find out who

pinched his
mead.”

“Don’t worry,
he’d pinched it first, and he certainly

wasn’t going to
share it with anyone.” Taking a sip from the

bottle, Turungi
passed it round, all joining in the toast “Here’s

to a successful
mission.”

Men and animals
soon had eaten their fill, and the

mead was
beginning to take its effect, making the travellers

feel quite
drowsy. This was a pleasant little glade, and the

small stream
made such a soothing sound, our friends

wouldn’t need
rocking to sleep this night. The new green

tender shoots
helped make a soft bed for everyone. The

Gnomes got the
horses to lie down with their hooves facing

each other, so
that our three heroes could wrap themselves in

their cloaks
and snuggle down in the warm space between.

“Tell me,” said
Rambusco, “how do you know the right

direction to
take?”

“Instinct,”
replied Turungi, “It’s something we all have

tucked away in
a corner of our minds. For instance, everyone

has a pretty
good idea where their home is. We use it a lot and

it doesn’t
often let us down.”

“My Drangora
has a lot of instinct,” said Rambusco.

“Really.”

“Oh, yes. If
I’ve been out drinking with the boys

instead of
training, she always knows.”

“That’s women
for you,” and Turungi was careful not

to let his
smile be seen. Rambusco remembered when he had

first made his
own fire; that was probably his best memory; it

combined a
great first achievement, with the taste of fresh

cooked meat.
Hunting with his father had taught him a lot of

the basic
skills of stalking, and trapping. Watching the way his

father had used
his bow to heat wood shavings and moss, so

that it
eventually gave a tiny flame, to be nurtured into a

comforting
fire.

When he was a
boy, the family used to go up onto the

high moors to
gather the sheep, and bring them down to the

softer,
sheltered, winter pastures. Camping in a different place

each night,
meant the horses had to be unloaded, and loaded

daily. Their
rudimentary shelter had to be erected each night,

sometimes
against a large rock, or stone wall; sometimes they

simply slept
under the stars.

Keeping the
sheep together meant walking 20 miles for

every 10 miles
of progress, even with dogs to help. Sheep have

no sense of
direction; anyway, all they want to do, is eat all

day. That came
to his mind as he thought of his verdant

grassland.
“No”, he thought, “Much too good for sheep.”

They all soon
drifted off into a deep sleep.

After a restful
night, the whole party were ready to

press on next
morning early. Turungi went to top up the mead

bottle from the
burn, but it wouldn’t take even a few drops of

water. He
quickly realised its value. Death must have used one

of Pestilence’s
bottles, which always remained full of

whatever was
put in. This was going to be really useful,

especially as
it was full of mead! Carefully he wrapped the one

or two
sandwiches left, tucking them all into his large pockets.

Washed,
dressed, they were once again trotting merrily along

the road, the
Gnomes alternatively taking the lead.

About early
afternoon they were going to have a late

lunch, when
Rambusco spotted a slender column of smoke in

the distance.
Thinking it might be nice to have their meal in

civilised
surroundings, and to hear what news there was, they

made their way
towards the smoke. They rather hoped it might

be from a
cooking fire. As they came closer to it, however, the

smoke grew
darker, and thicker. “That’s no barbecue,” said

Rambusco, “I
think we should be prepared for trouble,”

bringing his
scabbard round, loosening the axe in his belt,

ready for
action.

They were quite
close to where the smoke was coming

from, when
there was a sudden crashing in the bushes, and a

tall, slim
youth jumped out. Shouting, “What have you done

with them?”
threatening them with the sharp end of a broken

lance.

Rambusco’s
sword was out in a flash, but Turungi held

up his hand
saying, “Wait.” Then, as he got down from his

horse and
walked up to him, holding his hands out to show he

was unarmed,
“We mean you no harm. Tell us what happened

here.”

“I’ll kill you
if you attack my village again,” said the

youth, stabbing
with the broken lance towards the Gnome, “I

might not be a
man but I can look after myself.”

“Have no fear,
we did not attack your village. We saw

the smoke from
a long way off, and came out of curiosity. If

your village
has been attacked then there will be someone

there who needs
our help to see to their wounds. Come along,

you can see we
mean no harm.”

“What about
him? And his monster”, the boy replied,

pointing to
Rambusco.

“He only drew
his sword because you threatened us

with that
lance, and the monster is only his pet. Now put it

down, and take
us to your village; we want to help you”.

Reluctantly he
lowered his weapon as Turungi went up

to him.
Suddenly his shoulders slumped, his eyes began to fill

with tears, and
he cried his heart out on Turungi’s shoulder. “I

think they’ve
killed everyone,” he sobbed, “I was out a long

way into the
forest checking some traps when I saw the smoke.

By the time I
got here everyone was gone. I’m sure it was the

Vikings. They
attacked another village further on last year,

and left it
burning; empty.” He wiped his eyes on his sleeve,

and stepped
back.

“Come,” said
Turungi, “Let’s see what happened here,

we do want to
help”, and he walked forward, the others

following,
alert for any danger.

As the group
came around a corner they could see the

huts were all
reduced to smouldering ashes. There was no sign

of life
anywhere; not even a dog or a cat came to greet them.

Rambusco said,
“Wait here, I’m going to have a good

look round”. He
galloped right around the village, his sword

ready, but met
no one. Reining in, in front of the others, he

reported, “It
looks to me like they’ve taken them all prisoners.

I couldn’t see
anyone wounded or dead. If they were Vikings

who raided,
then I don’t think your people will come to too

much harm.”
Speaking kindly. “The Vikings are always

raiding and
capturing people, but they don’t kill them. They

take them to
become servants, and put them to work in the

houses or on
the land. From time to time, people escape, so the

Vikings have to
keep on raiding to get more servants to do

their work for
them.” He paused, then, turning to the others,

“there are
signs that a large party have gone along the track

leading out of
the far side of the village, that’s probably where

they will have
gone. It might not be not quite the direction we

were going in,
but if we all go together now, we might catch

up with
them”.

“Catch up with
them! What do you mean ‘catch up

with them’? I
don’t want to catch up with them, thank you

very much!”
cried Harbungi, “catch up with fierce Vikings

indeed. That
doesn’t seem to be a very good idea to me.”

“Don’t you
worry, I’ve had dealings with the Vikings

before,” said
Rambusco. “They’re a pretty rough lot, but they

know me, and
they know I’m not frightened of them; you stick

with me”.

“Then you won’t
mind very much if I just watch?”

“In my position
as ‘first reserve’ I’ve sometimes

carried
messages from The Horsemen to them, so they are

always careful
with me. Now with a little bit of luck, we might

just persuade
them to let us have some, or maybe all, of their

prisoners.
After all, what The Horsemen want, The Horsemen

usually get!
Come on, let’s be on our way before the trail goes

cold.”

“Are you
coming, boy?” asked Turungi.

“Yes. I must
find my people. And my name is not

‘boy’ it’s
Aruther”.

“Seems to me
like you are starting to sound more like a

man”, said
Harbungi. “What do you think, Aruther?”

Turning to look
at the two Gnomes, his tearstained face

serious. He had
come to an important decision. “I think you’re

right.” Then a
thought came to him, “before we go I must get

my traps, and I
have to see if my Uncle had made the arrows

he promised.
Hang on, I won’t be long,” and he dashed to a

lean-to at the
edge of the village, a thing too small for anyone

to bother
burning. He was back with the others in a very few

minutes, with a
quiver packed full of brand new arrows, and a

sack over his
shoulder holding his traps. With a thick blanket

over his other
shoulder, already in his tough, briar proof,

travelling
clothes, he looked ready for anything; quite a change

from the
frightened, angry youth of such a short time ago.

Picking up the
broken lance, Aruther pointed in the

direction the
raiders had left, “Let’s go.”

 


 


Chapter 4. A
new base, and Feltfeet goes mining.

 


With the axes,
food, and kettle carefully wrapped,

Grandma led
Feltfeet along a winding forest path. Eventually

coming to a
hillock on the other side of a stream, they crossed

by a small
footbridge. Around, on the dark side, was a

concealed
opening through thick bushes, Grandma had found

the cave she
sought. “An old dwarf owes me a favour, so I

know he won’t
mind us camping in his summer house.”

Feltfeet’s eyes
widened as he looked at the rough cave

walls, with its
stone floor, “Summer house?”

“It was a long
time ago, used to be smart then. Rich

hangings on the
walls, fresh rushes on the floor, always a

welcome for
neighbours.”

“A welcome for
neighbours? From a dwarf? Never

heard of such a
thing.” Felfeet was amazed.

“Like I said,
it was a long time ago. Me and Rambusco

did him a good
turn once; so, don’t waste any more time. Put

the food on
those shelves, the bedding in the alcoves, and get

something for
the fire, I need another mug of tea.”

“Won’t the
elves see it?”

“No. Because
we’re not worried about elves.”

“But….”

“They were
dwarves.”

“Dwarves?”

“Dressed up,
and talking like elves. We are facing the

hills. The
dwarves this place belongs to might see, but the

others won’t.
Now get a move on, we’ve got to be up early in

the
morning.”

Later, fed,
‘tea’d’, and in bed, Feltfeet closed his eyes

and fell into a
deep sleep; for all of two seconds. At least that’s

how it felt, as
Grandma shook him awake. “Quick. Up.”

“It’s still
dark,” he squealed.

“So they won’t
see us.”

“Who?”

“The guard at
that mine, where they put my Drangora.”

“But all those
elves! I mean dwarves”

“They won’t all
be at the mine, probably only one

guard. We want
to get there before the one with the bread

arrives.”

“To get the
bread?”

“As well. Stop
waffling, and come on.”

Buttoning,
fastening his clothes, and pulling his boots

on, on the move
was something Feltfeet hadn’t even attempted

before; but he
didn’t dare fall too far behind Grandma. Partly

because he
wouldn’t be able to see her if she was too far away,

but mostly
because he didn’t dare fall behind.

Grandma stopped
at a place where tracks crossed, and

handed Feltfeet
a pair of axes.

“What do I do
with these?”

Grandma nearly
hit him with them. Holding up one in

each hand, she
said, “You hold them like this, wave them

about, and
growl out loud.”

“Growl? I’m not
sure if - -.”

“Just pretend
I’m going to cut your head off if you

don’t,” she
growled, “and if you don’t do as I say, I might just

do it.
Right?”

“Right.”

“Which way
now?”

“Just past that
big tree, not far.”

“You lead. Nice
and slow. Nice and quiet. When I get

behind the
guard, and lift my axes, that’s when you growl, as

loud as you
can, Right?”

“Right.”

Slowly making
their way forward, they were guided to

their quarry by
the snores which carried even through the

dense
undergrowth. This, and the rumbling snore, covered

their cautious
approach.

“Wait here
while I have a good look round.” Grandma

instructed
before setting off on a circuit of the mine shaft and

guard; which
didn’t take long. “Fools,” she whispered to

Feltfeet,
“they’ve only left one dwarf on guard, and one so fast

asleep that he
might as well not be there. Remember what I

told you?”

“When you get
behind him, I shout”.

“Right. But
he’s so sound I don’t think he’ll hear me

coming. So you
only need to shout if he wakes up. OK?”

“OK.”

Retracing her
steps, Grandma positioned herself behind

the peaceful
guard, and raised her axe ready to put him into a

much deeper
sleep with the back of her weapon. She was

about to
strike, when Feltfeet shouted, “Aaaagh,” and growled

his
loudest.

Put off her
stroke, and unbalanced, Grandma stepped

sideways, to be
startled as a huge club missed her by a

midget’s digit,
and felled the guard, who had jumped up at the

shout. Swinging
round to regain her balance, Grandma’s

flailing arms
caught the newly arrived dwarf about the head;

the arm with
the axe in it laid him out beside his companion.

“Did I do
right?” Feltfeet said; Grandma could only

nod, amazed at
the turn of events. He pulled a length of rope

from a pocket,
saying, “I suppose I’d better tie them up, I

don’t fancy
having to fight them, especially if they blame me

for their
headaches.”

Grandma
regarded him closely, “You’ve got hidden

talents my lad,
I can see I’m going to have to keep an eye on

you.” Feltfeet
grinned broadly, and pulled the rope a little

tighter,
finishing off with a double knot. “Dragonbreath never

let me do
anything by myself, he always said my ideas were

too daft.”

Grandma
replied, “Let’s have a look down this shaft,

perhaps we’ll
leave them down there.” Making Feltfeet grin

even wider.

“That’s an idea
that doesn’t sound daft.”

Hiding her
smile Grandma carried the guard’s torch to

the mouth of
the shaft. “Drangora!”, she called.

“Grandma?” came
echoing back.

“Hang on, there
must be a ladder, or something around

here, wait
while I have a look.”

“And hurry up,”
shouted Dragonbreath.

“Who said
you’re coming out? Now shut up till I come

back.”
Satisfied with the level of silence in the shaft, Grandma

searched
around, finding the rope ladder. Quickly hooked at

the top, she
lowered it down to the prisoners. “Drangora first,”

she called,
“And be quick about it, I want to drop these two

down before we
go, give them a taste of their own medicine.”

The prisoners
were soon back on the ground; Drangora

hugged her
mother, but when Dragonbreath went to do the

same, he got a
punch on the jaw that sent him sprawling on the

ground. “That’s
for not looking after my daughter; from now

on you’re going
to do as you’re told, and quickly at that.

Understood?”
Dragonbreath stood with his mouth open, no

one had ever
spoken to him like that since his mother last

smacked his
bottom. “Well?” He could only nod, but that

wasn’t enough
for Grandma, “You do what you are told. No

more, no less.
Right?”

“Right.”

Drangora looked
on proudly, “It’s a long time since

I’ve seen you
like this ma, you look more like the bundle of

fire that I
remember. I can see those dwarves are going to be

sorry they
started anything with you.”

“Well, it’s
about time I came out of retirement, not

much fun
sweeping up and keeping out of the way you know.”

“But I thought
you wanted to take things easy since

grandpa
went.”

“I didn’t want
to say anything, but, since grandpa

retired, life
has been one long drag. I just kept quiet so he

could relax,
but I never got used to it.”

“Don’t you
think we better talk when we’re in a safer

place?” asked
Feltfeet.

Drangora was
about to go for him, when Grandma

spoke up, “He’s
right; and he’s been a great help getting you

out. Got hidden
talents has this lad. So let’s move; like he said,

we need to be
somewhere safer, and we’ve got just the place.”

Dumping the
guards down the shaft, and taking the

ladder with
them, the group followed Grandma and Feltfeet to

the
summerhouse. Dragonbreath and Rearwind obeying

Feltfeet’s
instructions to cross back and forth across the track

to confuse
anyone who followed them; making it look like a

large party had
carried out the rescue.

When the relief
guards discovered what had happened,

one went to
warn their leader, while the other followed the

trail through
the forest. He came to exactly the conclusion

Feltfeet had
wanted, and went back to tell of the huge war

party, which he
believed had come to the rescue.

One of the
dwarves traditions was that, whenever

anything
changed, whatever it was, then its name was

changed. The
leader’s new name was quite unpronounceable

to us, but
meant, The strong one who leads a victorious new

tribe.

The news that
was brought to him made him feel

anything but
victorious. While telling his followers exactly

what he thought
of their ability as guards, he managed to

invent some
completely new words for them. These were also

quite
unpronounceable, but were definitely not for use in polite

company. He
finished off his rant by speaking normally, “This

was not meant
to happen” he shouted at them, “And nothing

like it must
happen again. Ever. Is that understood?” Even

those related
to him, could only nod.

Motioning two
or three to come closer, he said, “Now,

we’ve got to
work out a plan in case they come back.”

“Maybe there
are not that many, that’s why they came

in the
night.”

“You could be
right. Yes, I think you’re right. So we

better have
just a couple of guards on duty today, while

everyone else
sleeps. I don’t want anyone falling asleep

tonight.
Tonight we split into groups of four, some will keep

watch, and some
will set traps. I want all that side of the forest

well covered.”
They were dismissed with a wave of his hand,

“make sure
everyone knows what to do.”

Meanwhile, back
at the ‘Summerhouse’, a discussion

was warming up,
“I think we should wait till Rambusco comes

back, we can’t
do anything on our own.”

Grandma looked
scornfully at Dragonbreath, “That just

about sums you
up, anything to get out of a fight.”

“I hope you’re
not including me in that,” said

Rearwind. “I
don’t know why, but we always seem to do what

Dragonbreath
says. If Feltfeet can do something on his own,

then so can I.”
Turning to Dragonbreath he said, “And if you

don’t like it,
you can stay behind and do all the cooking and

cleaning, ‘cos
I think WE are ready to show those dwarves

they can’t push
US around.”

“Well said
lad,” Drangora slapped him on the shoulder;

it made him
stagger, but he was pleased by it, she went on,

“What we need
now, is a plan, a way we can get back at that

ugly lot.”

“I’ve been
thinking about that,” said Feltfeet. Everyone

looked round in
surprise. Being the centre of attention was

something quite
new to him, “If that’s all right with you.”

“Spit it out
then,” said Grandma kindly, “you’ve done

all right up to
now.”

“Well, since
there an awful lot of dwarves, the ones

that kidnapped
you I mean, we’re going to have to be very

careful about
not fighting them all at once.”

“That’s why I
said . . . . .”

“Shut up
Dragonbreath, we know what you said, and

we’re not
waiting for Rambusco.”

They all turned
to look at Feltfeet, who blushed as he

went on. “Well,
seeing as we, that is, Grandma and me,

managed to
disable two of them, I thought that we might just

keep doing
that.”

“Keep doing
what?” asked Dragonbreath.

Grandma gave
him one of her looks, “Keep putting

them out of
action one or two at a time, then, when there’s not

many left, we ,
that is,” looking meaningfully at him, “all of

us, will take
the leader prisoner, and see how he likes it. Right

Feltfeet?”

“Right!”

“I don’t know
about you, but I feel like starting right

away.”

“Now then
Drangora,” Grandma said, “don’t you think

we should have
a cup of tea first?”

“There’s still
at least a couple of hours till daybreak, I

feel like
getting my own back, I think we could put another

one or two
dwarves down that shaft; that’ll give them

something to
think about.”

“All right,”
said Grandma, “and we’ll follow the same

trail there and
back.”

Feltfeet
laughed, “They won’t know if we’re coming or

going.”

“Not by the
time we’re finished with them. Drangora,

can Feltfeet
borrow your axes, just for this time? I don’t think

he’ll lose them
or anything.”

“OK Grandma.
Just for this time lad, seeing as you did

so well. Then
we’ll have to see about getting you some of your

own.”

Since there was
no preparation to do, they were back

along the trail
they’d made, and were close to the shaft when

they first
heard dwarves voices. They seemed to be discussing

the tongue
lashing their leader had given everyone for what

had
happened.

Grandma
whispered, “We’ll do the same as last time,

there’s only
three of them. You stay in reserve while Feltfeet

and I show you
how it’s done.”

She crept round
behind the dwarves, and as soon as she

got there,
Feltfeet casually strolled up the murmuring group,

lifted the
axes, and growled as loud as he could. Taken by

surprise, two
of them were knocked out by Grandma before

they could even
think. But the third was able to shout “Help.”

before Feltfeet
knocked him out.

Crashing noises
in the undergrowth warned them of

more dwarves
charging towards them. Five huge dwarves, at

least five feet
tall, and five feet broad, tripped over their fallen

comrades as
they came out of the thickets. Everyone, even

Dragonbreath,
managed to knock at least one of them on the

head before
they could get up. Grinning at each other, getting

their breath
back, our heroes were feeling well pleased with

themselves.

Grandma was
first to speak, “Quick, lets get them all

down the shaft,
then we’ll have to run like crazy before any

more turn up;
we won’t be that lucky again.”

Together they
dragged the unconscious dwarves to the

edge of the
shaft, where Dragonbreath gave each one another

tap on the
head, as they were tipped over the edge. Only taking

a few minutes,
they were all on the way back to their hideaway

long before any
more intruders could arrive.

The leading
dwarves were in the middle of giving out

instructions
for the next night, when one of the relief guards

came running,
shouting, “They’ve done it again, the whole of

that watch is
down at the bottom of the shaft.”

Looking at each
other in despair, one said, “Who’s

going to tell
him?”

“Too late.”
Came in a fierce growl, as the leader came

into the room,
“Send a loaf of bread, and leave them there, I’ll

deal with them
later. Now, get the plans straight in your minds,

band make sure
you all have a good days sleep. Tomorrow we

shall have our
revenge, they will all be dead or prisoners.”

For the rest of
the time before dawn, and throughout

the day, they
all slept while two cooks kept watch.

 


 


Chapter 5.
Rambusco remembers. They find someone

needing help by
the desert.

 


The Gnomes
looked at each other and smiled; they knew

how quickly
young humans grew up in times of great danger.

Even though
Aruther was feeling deeply the capture of his

relatives and
friends, they knew he was being supported by

that inner
strength many of us find, often unexpectedly. He

was indeed
starting to act and feel like a man, his hurt took

second place in
his mind now. In any case, he had to

concentrate on
keeping his place on the horse behind the two

Gnomes, as they
bounced along. Not many people realise just

how the back
end of a horse behaves when it’s trotting,

Aruther was
feeling just how precarious his seat was.

As they resumed
their line of march, Rambusco saw the

determination
on the face of Aruther, and remembered his own

feelings when
he was in the same situation.

He still had no
idea who had attacked his own village, all

those years
ago, ravaging the countryside for miles around.

Like Aruther,
he had been on a long hunting trip, far from

home. Confident
that his skills equalled his father’s, he had

decided on a
month long journey, out into unknown lands,

determined to
bring home some creature that would cause

wonderment in
the village.

A huge roe buck
was his prize. So big, he had to make a

sledge with
branches to drag it along. He had outgrown all the

lads of the
village, and even some of the men, but he was

having to exert
all his strength to move this great beast.

As with
Aruther, Rambusco’s first vague sense of unease

came when he
was close to home. Struggling wearily through

the underbrush
with his heavy load, he had to concentrate so

much on just
putting one foot in front of the other, that it was

only when he
was clear of the woods that the deafening silence

struck him.

There was no
barking dog to greet him, no children

playing,
running, shouting. Not even a bird broke into this

stillness. A
passing bee would sound loud in this great death

filled
emptiness. Rambusco winced at how his heart had nearly

burst at
finding the first body; then more, as he dropped his

prize and
staggered into the village centre. No arrow, no sword

cut, no spear
had caused these deaths, no wounds to be seen at

all. This had
been the doing of some evil magic.

He shook his
head, but could not dispel those dark

thoughts. Head
bowed, he followed the others along the trail.

The party made
good progress before nightfall and

when they came
to a small stream, decided to rest there for the

night. Rambusco
unloaded the horses, while the Gnomes

prepared the
meal. The last of the food was shared out; the

horses grazed
contentedly on the sweet new grass, and

Splatattack
chewed his way round a tree or two. As the others

sat contentedly
around the camp fire, Aruther decided to repair

his broken
weapon.

Cutting a stout
length of hazel, he busied himself

preparing to
fix the lance head onto it. He cut out most of the

old shaft,
putting the sharp head in the fire to burn out the rest.

Making the new
shaft ready for the head, he burnt it slightly to

make it hard.
Resting the head with its side points on two

stones, he used
a large stone to hammer the new shaft into the

head. He had
judged the size just right, when the head cooled,

it was as tight
as any blacksmith could have made it.

While Aruther
was busy, the others sat lazily gazing

into the fire.
Rambusco spoke to Harbungi, “Remember when

we first met,
and you said you had once met a fairy?”

Harbungi
nodded. “What happened?”

“I was just
wandering along in the forest one day…”

“He used to do
a lot of that,” Turungi interrupted.

Harbungi
ignored him. “I heard the most awful

commotion, lots
of swearing, in different languages too. It all

seemed to be
coming from a large bramble bush. When I

looked closely,
there he was.”

“He?” asked
Rambusco.

“Why not?
Anyway, as I was saying, there he was

stuck, right in
the middle. ‘How did you get in there?’ I asked.

You wouldn’t
believe what he said, it was five minutes before

he stopped for
breath. ‘How do you think? You great

flumbering
clumpet. Why don’t you get your knife out and cut

these thorns so
I can move.’ I asked why he couldn’t magic

himself out,
but that only led to another blast. He couldn’t

even move his
arms, so he couldn’t do any magic. Carefully, I

cut into the
nearest thorn. I couldn’t believe it; there was such

a scream from
the bush itself, I hadn’t thought of it being one

of those.”

“One of those
what?” asked Rambusco.

Turungi broke
in, “I don’t know the name, but they are

very rare; the
best way to describe it as a living, moving bush.

Most people
have never heard of them, much less actually

seen one.”

“So I was
lucky?” Harbungi asked sarcastically. “The

ballumping bush
nearly grabbed me as well. Fortunately, the

first thing I
said was ‘sorry’ as soon as I heard the noise, even

though I didn’t
know where it came from. The bush said ‘what

did you say?’
so I just said, ‘sorry’. I think it was the first time

anyone had ever
said that; most people swore, and called it

names when they
caught themselves on a bramble bush. I

realised that
this was the only way the fairy was going to get

out, so I said,
‘say you’re sorry.’ If looks could kill, I wouldn’t

be here now, so
I said, make it ‘really sorry’ and you might

just get out in
one piece. The fairy opened his mouth to shout

at me, then I
saw that he recognised the sense in what I’d said.

He sort of
shuffled his feet, and said ouch when the thorns bit

his legs; but
he had the sense to look at the bush and say

‘sorry, I
shouldn’t have called you names like that, I really am

sorry, I got
such a shock when you wrapped me up.’ Slowly,

the long thin
branches began to unwind, and soon he was free

to step onto
the path beside me.”

“Was he
suitably grateful?” asked Turungi.

“At least he
didn’t kill me. He said I had enough

common sense to
see me through, so he would give a bit of

luck. He said I
wouldn’t always see when it happened, but it

would be there,
on my side in trouble.”

“So, with
another little bit of luck, we might just get a

good nights
sleep.” said Turungi, everyone mumbling

agreement, as
they all settled down.

Early next
morning as the sun was just peeping over

the horizon,
they were rudely awakened by the harsh cawing

of a huge
raven. “Awake. Awake! The Giant’s coming. You’re

for it now. The
Giant’s coming!” Ravens, like most other

birds, repeated
themselves, in case you missed it the first time,

but unlike the
others they particularly enjoyed giving out bad

news, “Awake!
Awake!”

“All right. All
right,” shouted Rambusco, “we heard

you the first
time. Is the Giant close by?”

“The Giant’s
coming. The Giant’s coming”

“Yes, we know.
We heard you the first time, and the

second time. Is
the Giant close by?”

By now the
raven had got his breath back from his

hurried flight,
and had stopped flapping his wings about,

“Close enough,
close enough. Looking for a fight, and he’s

hopping mad.
Hopping mad. Hopping on one leg.”

Rambusco looked
puzzled for a moment, then he

remembered
Splatattack’s assault on the Giant’s leg, “Well, I

suppose that’ll
slow him down a bit. Thanks for the warning.”

“You’re
welcome, you’re welcome. Pleased to be of

assistance I’m
sure.” It snapped. Not a bit happy at

Rambusco’s
reaction to its message. It flew off, quite upset at

the thought
that it might actually have helped someone.

With all that
commotion, the others were now wide

awake, getting
their thoughts together as Rambusco said,

“We’ve got
company, the Giant’s on his way. Splatattack has

done us a
favour in slowing him down; perhaps enough to give

us time to make
a trap for him. I might be able to fight him on

my own, but you
never know if he’s got any Elves with him.”

“I can help,”
said Aruther. When he saw the smile on

Rambusco’s face
he blurted out “I can, You just wait and see.

I’m not useless
you know.”

“O.K. I believe
you. I still think the only real chance

we have is, if
we dig a pit big enough for him to fall into, but

I’m not sure if
we have that much time; that bird didn’t have

any idea how
far away he was.”

Turungi spoke
up, “Supposing we did something with

that ravine,”
pointing to a deep narrow chasm nearby that no

one else had
noticed. “If we covered it with slim branches and

lots of leaves,
Rambusco could sit on the other side with his

back to the
trap and I’m sure the Giant would try to creep up

and capture
him.”

“Thank you very
much,” said Rambusco,”I’ve always

wondered what
it would be like to be captured by a Giant.”

Turungi looked
sadly at Rambusco, “You didn’t really

think we would
let that happen did you? Now, that tree over

there is big
and looks really heavy. If it were cut most of the

way through it
wouldn’t take much to make it fall. And if the

Giant’s head
happened to be in the way I don’t think he would

do much
fighting after that.”

“Brilliant!”
cried Aruther, “It will work, I’m sure it

will,” and
straight away set about collecting branches to cover

the trap. He
turned to Rambusco and said, “we’ll do this, if

you can make
your way round the end of the ravine. Find a

suitable log,
but before you sit down, you had better cut part of

the way through
that tree, so you can quickly cut through the

rest, and bring
it down on the Giant’s head.”

“Yes sir!”
laughed Rambusco.

Aruther
blushed, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound bossy.

It’s such a
good idea I thought we had better get cracking

while we have
the time.”

“Absolutely
right,” said Turungi, “it is a good idea.”

“And you will
be helping with the work too I hope?”

asked
Harbungi.

"Of course.
Let’s get to it!”

By the time all
the preparations were made, they were

able to hear
the Giant crashing through the forest. All except

Rambusco hid
themselves carefully, and waited. The Giant

spotted
Rambusco straight away, and limped near the edge of

the ravine.
There he stopped and let out a fearsome roar. Even

his pet Rairy
perched on his shoulder, shuddered at the bellow.

All the forest
creatures looked at each other, and wondered,

what on earth
is that stupid Giant up to now? As Rambusco

looked round
and saw that the Giant was still a little way from

the edge of the
trap, he tried to make the Giant rush at him.

“Oh it’s only
that silly old Giant making all that noise. Are

you trying to
wake somebody up?” But this only made the

Giant stop and
think,

“Wake who up?”
he asked, looking around. "Mice

from the sound
of that squeak.”

This infuriated
the Giant, “I’ll give you squeak,” and

with another
roar took a hop forward shaking his fists. This

still wasn’t
enough for him to fall into the trap. Aruther saw

how close the
Giant was and decided to help him along. He

rushed out of
hiding with his lance at the ready, and gave the

Giant a mighty
stab in the bottom. This made the noisy

monster take
the one last hop that carried him over the edge.

He tumbled down
the ravine, getting well and truly

wedged half
way, leaving just the top of his head level with

the ground.
Rambusco ran to the half-felled tree, and, with a

stroke of his
sword, toppled it onto the Giant. There was no

way now that
the Giant would be able to get out in time to

follow them any
further, it was going to take him a long time

to get out of
that trap. All that could be seen was the Giant’s

Rairy looking
down into the ravine in a quite bewildered way,

he had never
seen the Giant beaten before.

Aruther came up
behind the creature intending to tip it

in, when the
Rairy lifted it’s head from the chasm, looked

sadly at
Aruther, and said, “It’s a long way to - - - -.” before it

could say any
more, the whole party dissolved into hysterical

laughter.

There really
wasn’t any more that could be said after

that. Gathering
the rest of their things together, and packing

them once again
onto the horses, they mounted their willing

steeds, who
were more than happy to be going away from the

source of that
dreadful noise. Without any encouragement,

they trotted
smartly along the path Even the horses sensed

that another
link in our hero’s companionship had been forged.

In high spirits
the party passed through fresh bright

woodlands; the
morning sun bringing the trees to life, shining

like a beacon
on the road. With only one short rest, their

uneventful
journey, brought them to the far edge of the forest

by early
evening.

The brushwood
grew thicker here. Held together by

many saplings,
too many to survive, they were so busy looking

for any
openings, and for the tripping, clinging brambles, that

they were on
the very edge of the desert before they knew it.

And what a
desert it was. The rich growth gave way within

yards to the
soft sand, where it takes two steps to move one

step
forward.

The hot dryness
of it almost made them catch their

breath, there
wasn’t the slightest sustenance for even the

smallest of
plants. Any seeds unlucky enough to be blown out

there, must
surely shrivel, and perish, before it could show the

slightest sign
of life. What creatures there were, lived off each

other, and the
tiny drops of moisture which came from the dew

in the depths
of night.

The sight that
met them certainly wasn’t what they

expected; the
awesome hot sand, stretching away to the

horizon. This
vast desert stretched as far as the eye could see.

Looking to left
and right they could see that the forest stopped

abruptly; not
even the coarse rye grass ventured out into where

the rough
stones and sand began. It was as if someone had

drawn a
straight line, with the trees, and lush undergrowth on

one side and
the bare roasting desert on the other. In the

distance, they
could see the huge sand dunes, dust clouds

rising from
where, it seemed, a group of people were

travelling.
“That must be them,” cried Aruther, “If we hurry

we might catch
up with them before nightfall.”

The Gnomes
shook their heads, and smiled sadly, they

knew Aruther
was anxious to find his people, but they also

knew how
deceiving the desert could be. “If that is who we are

looking for, it
could take us a full day to get to where they are

now.” said
Turungi, “we have to be very careful in the desert.

I’m not even
sure we should be taking the horses out there.

They are sure
to need more water than we can carry. It’s

getting too
late to go on tonight, suppose we camp here at the

edge of the
desert and have a good talk tomorrow morning

about what we
should do.”

The others now
felt the aches and pains from the long

days ride and
all agreed reluctantly that Turungi was right.

They each went
about their tasks, working now as a team.

Rambusco cared
for the horses, tethering them where there

was grass
aplenty. While Aruther set traps for supper, to be

cooked on the
fire the Gnomes were preparing.

After a
satisfying meal of rabbit, and one or two other

small creatures
of the forest, they sat around the dying fire

quietly, with
just an occasional snatch of small talk. The

prospect of
venturing into the forbidding desert occupied much

of their
thoughts.

Harbungi and
Aruther retired early, wrapped in their

blankets they
were soon asleep, Rambusco gazed into the

embers
daydreaming, while Turungi went, in his minds eye,

over the events
of the day. He saw Rambusco smile, and broke

into his
reverie with, “A Whizzardes ransom for them.”

Rambusco
blinked, “What for?”

“Your
thoughts.”

“Hah! Not worth
that much. To tell the truth,” and his

shy, sideways
look made Turungi smile, “I’ve been thinking of

changing my
name. Something shorter, snappy, you know?

What do you
think of Rambo?”

“You didn’t
have to be that truthful,” Turungi laughed,

“No. Stick with
your name, it suits you. Rambo would never

catch on.”

Early next
morning, just as dawn was breaking, they

were awakened
by the sounds of a noisy fight between two

wild animals.
“That sounds like Hyagras fighting. If it’s

freshly killed
prey we could take it,” said Aruther, “it might be

enough for
breakfast, Come on, let’s chase them off.” and he

ran towards the
sound with Rambusco close behind. Near the

edge of the
tree line they could see a huddled figure. This was

obviously what
all the fuss was about. “Those Hyagras are big

brutes, but
they are cowards really.”

“Are you sure?”
asked Rambusco, “I’ve heard bad

stories about
them.”

For answer
Aruther ran at the fighting pair waving his

lance and
shouting. One of them stopped fighting and, without

looking to see
who or what was making the noise, ran off as

fast as it
could. The other was a different matter. It looked

around at
Aruther, who could tell by the look in its eyes that it

was thinking
‘I’ve just won my dinner and here comes

supper’.
Aruther shouted and waved his lance, but this hyagra

wasn’t going to
be chased away that easily.

Rambusco burst
out of the undergrowth just then and

pointed his
sword at the creature; it decided that two on to one

wasn’t fair,
and, with a mournful howl, slunk off into the trees.

Our heroes went
to see what the animals had been fighting

over and were
surprised to find a Gnome like creature huddled

under a bush.
This poor chap looked pretty sorry for himself,

one of his legs
was twisted under him, his eyes were closed

and he seemed
to be hardly breathing.

Turungi caught
up with them, and exclaimed,

“Goodness me, a
Gramall”.

Aruther looked
down in amazement, he’d never seen a

Gramall before.
At first sight he thought it was an injured

Gnome, but
quickly saw that the arms were far too long for an

ordinary Gnome.
“What are we going to do?” he asked

Rambusco.

“I’m not really
sure”, was the reply, “they aren’t

usually out
during daylight; their homes are all underground.”

He looked
around, unsure of what to do, “I’m not sure we

could even find
where he lives. Cover him with your cloak and

keep him warm
while I get Turungi. He’ll be able to tell

whether we
should move him or not. He looks in a bad way,

we don’t want
to do any more damage.”

The Gnomes
examined him carefully. “I’m not sure

about this
leg,” said Turungi, “if we bind it up with a piece of

wood to stop it
bending that should do till we get him home.”

“Home?” said
Rambusco, looking around again, “and

just where
might that be?”

 


 


Chapter 6.
Meanwhile, Grandma cooks for the ‘New Troops’.

 


“That was
delicious Grandma,” said Drangora, as the

others nodded
enthusiastically in agreement. “A meal fit for

heroes.”

“That’s us,”
said Dragonbreath.

“All we have to
do now is keep our reputation.”

“What? More
fighting?”

“That’s the
name of the game,” smiled Feltfeet,

“there’s more
of those rebel dwarves out there, just waiting to

be
clobbered.”

“Does it have
to be by us?”

“Of course.
Point of honour.”

Grandma
laughed, “You’re learning quickly Feltfeet,

keep on like
this, and you’ll make a real name for yourself one

day.”

“I’d like
that.”

“I hate to
bring everyone back to earth. That was a

brilliant meal,
but how much is left in the larder?” Drangora

asked her
mother.

“Not much.
Might just scrape up a bit of breakfast, but

that’s
all.”

“So, before we
get any sleep, we’ll have to go home

and bring as
much back as we can carry.”

Grandma felt
this was the right time to tell her daughter

about the loss
of the pots and pans.

“They did
what?” screamed Drangora, “if I’d known

that, I
wouldn’t have been so easy on those devils we put

down. We better
get some supplies before the dwarves decide

to pay another
visit to our home. And don’t anybody

grumble,” she
said, looking pointedly at the triplets, “I don’t

know about you,
but I don’t fancy trying to live on grass. Now

come on, move
yourselves.”

Tired though
they were, there was no getting away

from Drangora’s
logic; whatever else happened, they needed

food. There was
nothing else for it but to return home, and

rescue what
they could.

Grumbling, but
not loud enough for Drangora to hear,

the triplets
carried back sacks of flour, dried meat, and rice;

while the women
brought salt, fat, and spices. One journey

was enough to
empty the store cupboard in the cave.

When all was
stored safely at the summerhouse,

Grandma made a
last cup of tea before anyone fell asleep

where they sat.
They were all sipping quietly, but Feltfeet kept

shifting in his
seat. Grandma looked at him, “Come on then,

spit it
out.”

“What?”

“What’s going
through that mind of yours.”

“I was just
thinking.”

“Yes.”

“I might be
wrong, but . .”

“Stop waffling,
and spit it out.” Grandma almost

shouted.

“I don’t think
they will be expecting another raid

tonight; or, if
they are, they won’t expect us to raid their

larder.”

“I think you’re
right. They’ll probably stake out the

trail we left,
put a couple of ambushes ready, that sort of thing.

But if we made
a big circle, and got round the back. Coming in

from that
direction, I think we could take them by surprise,

and get some
more supplies into the bargain.”

“And get some
of my bits and pieces back.” said

Drangora. “In
the meantime, let’s get some sleep, I think we’re

in for a busy
night again tonight.”

So exhausted,
exhilarated, but completely shattered

were they, that
no one was surprised that not only midday, but

afternoon
passed unnoticed. What did surprise them though,

was a loud
‘rattattatt’ on the wall by the doorway, bringing

them all from a
deep sleep.

Fortunately,
Grandma got to the door first. I say

fortunately,
because, looking very annoyed, and obviously

looking for
someone to vent his temper on, was an old dwarf.

Behind him were
a dozen or more equally fierce dwarves;

again, looking
ready for a fight.

As soon as he
clapped eyes on Grandma, the old

dwarf’s eyes
lit up, and a huge smile chased the frown from

his face.
“Marradragagagorra”, he cried; which, I suppose is

the dwarf
equivalent of ‘Cor blimey’.

Grandma ,
looking equally pleased, said,


“Angarrovagrinda”, which caused the old dwarf to blush, and

his followers
to smile at each other. “I was hoping you would

see the fire,
and pay us a visit.” By now the others had roused

themselves
enough to appear behind Grandma.

“What’s all
this?” he queried, “a new family?”

“Why don’t I
put the kettle on, and I’ll tell you all

about it; it is
a long story.” Knowing that dwarves loved

stories,
especially long ones. While the fire was re-kindled,

everyone found
themselves a space in the central living area.

Feltfeet
beckoned to his brothers, saying, “Come on

you two. We’ll
get the tea things sorted while Grandma

explains
everything.”

Rearwind went
to fill the, by now, part mended, kettle,

but
Dragonbreath grumbled, “I don’t need to be explained to,

and I don’t
like the idea if waiting on dwarves.”

“Hush,”
Feltfeet said, “They’ll hear you. We have

quite enough to
do fighting the ones who kidnapped you,

without
upsetting these ones as well. Just go and get all the

mugs out, and
don’t say anything, to anybody. Right?” As

Dragonbreath
went off , still grumbling under his breath,

Feltfeet
thought, ‘I’m beginning to sound a bit like Grandma,’

and realised
that he was quite pleased by the idea.

Once they were
all settled, each with a mug of

steaming sweet
tea, Grandma told her story, ending, “I can

only think that
someone had a grudge against Rambusco. We

haven’t seen
any dwarves since those ones who sold our cave

to him.”

“I think I know
the answer,” the old dwarf spoke up,

“nothing to do
with any of us, but I heard there had been a bit

of trouble in
one of the tribes in the hills, beyond the forest.

The leader
hadn’t made any arrangements for who was to lead

after him, so
when he died suddenly, there was a lot of in

fighting. I
heard it got really nasty; when it was all over, there

were still some
who were not altogether satisfied with how

things had
turned out.” He sighed, “the trouble is, of the ones

who joined him,
quite a few were our youngsters.”

Grandma nodded,
and glanced sideways at

Dragonbreath,
“There’s always one,” she said.

“Well. This
awkward one found himself fifty or so

others to
follow him, and set out to found a new tribe; saying

that, one day
he would be back to take over.”

“That wouldn’t
go down well,” observed Grandma.

“That’s why he
had to put a lot of distance between

them. I suppose
kidnapping your daughter was his way of

showing off;
but, I can’t imagine his supporters will be feeling

very pleased
with the way things have turned out.”

Grandma
laughed, “And we’ve more trouble lined up

for him. We’re
going out again tonight.”

The dwarves
looked at each other in embarrassment,

and their
leader eventually said, “I hope you know what you’re

doing, I’ve
heard he’s a really nasty piece of work; even

though work
isn’t what he was famous for, if you know what I

mean.”

“He probably
thought it was beneath him. Now don’t

you go worrying
about us; we’ve managed all right up to now,

and I think my
plan is going to finish him off.”

“I hope so,
there’s nothing worse than aggravation

going on, it
interferes with the work.”

“I know what
you mean.”

“I’m afraid we
can’t help you against him; you can stay

here, of
course, as long as you like. But we can’t fight him

unless he
attacks us, which I don’t think is likely.” By now,

the tea had
been consumed, and the dwarves were itching to be

off home.
“Thanks for the tea, it’s been nice to see you again,”

as he blushed,
more than before, “and, let me know how it all

ends.”

With many good
wishes all round, the dwarves left for

home. “Thank
goodness they’ve gone, I thought they were

going to stay
for supper,” said Dragonbreath, “I didn’t fancy

cooking for
that lot, especially as we are so short of supplies.”

“Don’t worry
about that,” said Grandma, “It’s all in the

plan.”

“What
plan?”

“The one where
you stop complaining, and we all get

something to
eat. We’re going to have a busy night.”

It wasn’t a
particularly detailed plan that was behind

their next
foray into the enemy camp. In fact, Grandma

intended to
make it up as they went along. After all, it would

depend on
whether they could avoid sentries, booby traps, and

the like.

Grandma was
expecting a reception committee, and

hoped to
disappoint them by taking a wide, long and,

circuitous
route to the dwarves cave; or rather, where she

thought it was.
She knew most of the forest quite well, and

there were only
a few places where there was a cave suitable

for that number
of dwarves. And she wanted to approach it

from the
opposite direction to the mine where, she hoped, the

guards were
still languishing.

After a lot of
walking, and a lot of grumbling from

Dragonbreath,
they arrived at the cave Grandma judged would

be the most
likely one used. Making their way slowly,

carefully, and
very, very quietly up to the mouth of the cave,

they froze like
statues when Grandma raised her hand. She

lifted her head
slightly, sniffed, and smiled, as her nose

twitched to the
smell of cooking.

Now she felt
she knew just what the situation was.

Every available
dwarf had been deployed in the area of the

mine, and the
trail used last time, leaving the cooks to prepare

the expected
victory feast. Continuing their slow progress into

the cave, they
heard one of the cooks singing at the top of his

voice, and the
rattling of pans coming from a side passage.

Going down
there, still carefully, remembering that a kitchen

is full of
knives and choppers; and cooks know how to use

them.

Rounding a
sharp corner, Grandma came almost face

to face with a
young dwarf chopping meat. Seeing her, he

raised his
implement. But, when he saw the axes Grandma was

now twirling,
he said, “I wouldn’t win, would I?”

“Clever lad,”
Grandma replied, “now; go and tell your

friend to be
quiet, I’m starting to get a headache with the

noise.”

“He’s only
singing.”

“I would never
have known. Just stop him.”

The other cook,
who was stirring a cauldron of broth,

turned in
answer to his friend’s shout, and the song died to a

croak, as he
saw this fierce woman carelessly twirling a pair of

axes. His eyes
widened further, as the others came into the

kitchen.

“Oh no,” he
cried, “It’s you isn’t it? You’re the ones

they’re all out
looking for. You’d better not be here when

Drabdrub gets
back.”

“We won’t be,”
smiled Grandma wickedly, “and

neither will
you.”

“What do you
mean?”

“You’re going
to help us carry supplies to our place,”

she lifted the
axes, “and no arguments.”

The dazed cooks
looked at each other for a moment,

after all
facing Grandma, they only needed one moment.

“OK,” said one,
“I don’t know about you Brobdagog, but I

won’t be doing
much arguing. We were promised excitement

and adventure;
but just because we’re the youngest, all we’ve

done is cook. I
didn’t leave home to become a blooming

cook.”

“I’m with you
Brogdabob, I’m pretty well fed up with

all this.”

Grandma smiled,
“So we won’t be having any trouble

then?”

They chorused,
“Not from us.”

Grandma looked
around, “Right, get all the salt out,

then as much
flour, meal, and meat as we can carry; come on

now, quick
sticks.” The cooks grinned, and started to carry

sacks from the
storeroom. “Feltfeet, Dragonbreath, go out and

bring back as
many sharp stones as you can find, and you, my

dears, can help
me with the food.” She looked round the

kitchen, “Is
that bread and butter pudding?” she asked no one

in
particular.

A cook
confirmed that was exactly what the four huge

dishes held.
Giving Rearwind a spoon, and a sack of salt, she

said, “Four
large spoonfuls in each dish, and stir it well in.”

“But I like
bread and butter pudding,” he complained.

“Then I’ll make
one especially for you when we get

back,” which
cheered him up enormously. Giving a spoon and

salt sack to
her daughter, she pointed to the cauldron of broth,

“and stir it
well in.”

Feltfeet now
returned with a bulging sack. “Good lad,”

Grandma said.
“Go and find the beds. Put a dozen or so in

each bed, and
if you run out of stones, a pan of water will do.

Right?”
Grinning broadly, he was about to leave, when

Grandma called
him back, “Where’s Dragonbreath?” she

asked.

“I don’t know,
maybe he’s still looking for stones.”

“You’re too
good hearted lad. Off you go with your

stones, I’ll
look for him.”

A quick search
round the cave entrance, and a few soft

calls of his
name revealed no sign of Dragonbreath. Grandma

uttered a few
genuine old fashioned curses under her breath,

which if their
recipient had heard them, he would be trembling

in his boots.
”I should never have trusted him; too shifty eyed

for my liking.”
Dashing back inside, she called, “Gather what

you can, we’re
leaving now.”

“What’s the
sudden rush?” asked Drangora.

“Dragonbreath
has deserted, and he might just have

changed
sides.”

Rearwind was
mixing salt in the last pudding tin, “Aw,

come off it
Grandma, I don’t like him much, but he wouldn’t

do that,” he
looked at Drangora, “would he?”

Drangora
answered, “Sorry. I know he’s your brother,

but it wouldn’t
surprise me one little bit.”

Rearwind looked
crestfallen, “Yes. I know. I just never

thought he
would shame us like that.”

Grandma
interrupted, “No time for that now, we have

to get moving,
and fast. Only carry what you can run with.”

She grabbed a
haunch of beef, and cried, “Let’s go. Now.” No

one wanted to
be left behind, even the cooks managed to run

as fast as
Grandma.

They hadn’t
gone far, walking through thick

brushwood, and
running when they could, when Drangora

spoke, “We’re
on the trail by the mine, they’ll have ambushes

waiting
here.”

Grandma
laughed, “They did have. If I’m right,

Dragonbreath
will have told them which way we came, and

they’ll all be
over there waiting for us.”

“And if you’re
wrong?”

“We’ll have a
serious fight on our hands, and Feltfeet

will have the
chance to see if he’s remembered those lessons

he had with
your axes.”

“Neither of us
have had the chance to use them for real,

but, I think
we’d both put up a good show. Someone would get

a good wallop
they wouldn’t forget in a hurry.”

“That’ll do for
me.” The words were no sooner out of

her mouth than
Grandma sailed up into the air, and hung

suspended by
one leg. Her dress and underskirts flapped over

her head,
revealing to the world her multi coloured, polka dot,

knee length
bloomers.

 


 


Chapter 7.
About making new friends.

 


“Ahem!”

“What? Who said
that?” Rambusco exclaimed.

“Ahem. Excuse
me. Ahem, could I er, could I have a

word?”

By now Rambusco
had located the source of the voice.

It seemed to
come from a thick holly bush. “Who’s there?

Come on out,
show yourself.”

“Yes, er, or
rather, no. If it’s all right with you I’d

rather not. At
least not just yet. That sun looks awfully strong,

and I’m not
altogether sure if those Hyagras have really left,

and I know you
seem friendly enough, but we haven’t been

properly
introduced, so if it’s all the same with you I’d rather

not come out
just now.”

Rambusco was
about to give one of his furious roars,

when Harbungi
spoke up, “We are only trying to help. It

seems this poor
soul has been hurt quite badly, and we would

like to get him
home as quickly as possible. Do you know who

he is and where
he lives?”

“Oh, er, I see,
er. One moment please,” the

disembodied
voice said. This was followed by a confused

noise, a
shuffling of feet, and snatches of conversations,

“Well, I’m sure
I don’t know,” and “It’s never happened

before,” “what
do you think?” “I suppose we should find out

who it is,”
“Willmus didn’t come home last night, it might be

him.”

“Ahem. Er
Excuse me. Could you ask the injured

person what his
name is please?”

By now Rambusco
had almost lost his temper. ”It

doesn’t matter
who it is. It’s someone who needs help,” he

shouted, “he’s
wearing a red jacket,” and, bending down

picked up a
blue cap which he threw into the bush, “and that’s

his cap.”

“Oh dear. It
does seem to be our Willmus,” said the

first voice,
“can you carry him in for us please? We get quite

upset in strong
daylight you see, damages the eyes, bleaches

the hair, wears
out the clothes, and.- - - ”

“For goodness
sake stop grundling on,” cried

Rambusco, “show
us the way in and we’ll do the rest.”

“Oh very well.
This way. This way.” The holly bush

trembled for a
moment then leaned away from Rambusco, as a

large trap door
in the ground opened up to reveal broad, wide

steps going
down into a passageway. At the foot stood a small

group of
individuals looking rather apprehensively at the

newcomers.
Though there was little distinguish one from

another, they
all were dressed in such an almost uniform

gown. Plain,
with no decoration, they would have looked like

monks if their
garments had not been of different, muted

colours. One, a
more rotund figure, stepped forward, waved

them down, and
watched, as Aruther and Rambusco carefully

lifted the
injured Gramall. They carried him below, handing

him over to the
other individuals. They were then ushered

along a
passage, the Gnomes following with Splatattack, and

the horses.

Following, who
seemed to be the leading Gramall, they

were led to a
side room, where about a dozen Gramalls were

fussing around;
making a comfortable bed of soft moss for the

injured one.
Busily washing the mud from his face, removing

his soiled
clothing, and tending his wounds, they barely

noticed
Rambusco and Aruther. Then they saw Splatattack!

What a panic he
caused!

“It’s all
right,” called Rambusco, “this is my pet. He

won’t hurt
anyone.”

“So long as you
don’t look like a sheep, or a tree

trunk,”
murmured Turungi under his breath. But aloud he said,

“That’s true, I
can vouch for him, you don’t have to worry.”

There was a
thick tree root beside one wall, “If we just tie him

up here for a
while, he’ll be all right.”

The Gramalls
were well organised, and soon had their

friend cleaned
up, his wounds properly dressed, and a sleeping

draught inside
him. The one of their number who seemed to

have some
authority, eyed the visitors and said, “Ahem. Er, I

do hope you
don’t mind my saying so, but we’ve all caught

glimpses of one
or another of you from time to time, but this is

the first time
we have had the pleasure of meeting, face to face

as it
were.”

Somehow he
managed to make the word ‘pleasure’

sound like
‘pain’! “Please don’t think we are ungrateful for

your help, we
simply aren’t used to visitors.” He looked

around
uncertainly, “I suppose I should introduce myself.

Ahem. Er. My
name is Boopah, I am probably the senior

Gramall. I say
probably because we are a very democratic

society and
don’t have a single leader as such, if you see what

I mean.”
Rambusco looked more confused at this, but the

situation was
saved by Aruther, who indicated the others.

“This is
Turungi and Harbungi who work for the Grand

Whizzarde,
Rambusco our leader and his pet Splatattack, and I

am Aruther. We
are following the Vikings.” Seeing the

puzzled look on
the other’s face, “They burned my village, and

carried all the
people away into the desert.”

Boopah raised
his eyebrows as he replied, “Now I

understand why
you were there. It is good to have friends on

such a quest.”
He looked thoughtful as he went on, “We may

be able to help
you, if you are quite sure they have gone into

the desert. We
know a large group of people foolishly

ventured there
early yesterday. Even if they were well

prepared, and
carried a large amount of water, they would

need to know
where every oasis was. I’m afraid there are few

watering holes,
and these people may already be in some


difficulty”.

Rambusco looked
angry, “And you would leave them

there to
die?”

Boopah blushed,
more from annoyance than shame,

“We have tried
in the past to warn travellers of the dangers.

Once we rescued
a group who then attacked us, and tried to

take us
prisoner. Everyone seems to think we want to stop

them entering
the desert, because we have treasure there. We

are now very
careful.”

Rambusco
coughed, and said, “Oh. Yes. I see. Yes,

some people can
be a bit ungrateful.”

Boopah smiled,
and said, “Yes, a bit.”

Rambusco winced
at the pointed remark, and Boopah

continued.
“Poor Willmus has always been a bit of a wanderer,

and knows the
desert better than anyone. Once or twice he has

gone too far to
get home the same night. He told us he was

usually able to
dig a small hole for himself to hide in during

daylight hours.
This last time he must have been almost home

when those
dreadful Hyagras found him. We had been out

hunting, and
after we caught the first one, Wilmus probably

got bored and
went off into the desert again. He does love

spending time
out there.” He paused, thoughtfully, “He can

look after
himself, so we weren’t too worried when he didn’t

turn up for
breakfast. This is all most unfortunate. Most


unfortunate.”

“Hunting?”
Rambusco laughed, “hunting what?

Rabbits?” and
burst into fits of laughter.

Boopah drew
himself up to his full height, and put on

his most
dignified face, “Hyagras,” he said in a superior tone

of voice,
“Hyagras are what we hunt AND catch,” as he spoke,

he lifted a
corner of Wilmus’s bed cover. “They may be fierce,

but their skins
are beautifully soft, and very hard wearing.”

Rambusco felt
the luxurious fur, and could only shake his head

in wonderment,
as the speaker went on, “I suppose, in a way,

they are the
opposite to the way we are,” and smiled broadly at

Rambusco’s
expression. “We perhaps look soft on the outside,

but I can
assure you we are quite hard inside. They also

provide us with
an excellent source of food, which brings me

nicely to a
delicate subject. We were about to have supper and

normally invite
any guests to join us. I’m not too sure if your

friends eat
meat?” and looked quizzically at the Gnomes.

They gave huge
smiles, “Don’t you worry about us,”

declaring with
one voice, “there’s nothing we like better than a

nice juicy
steak,”

Boopah bowed
and said, “Then I can only say, please

follow me,”
leading them to a side tunnel, a little larger than

the one they
had entered by. Rambusco loosened Splatattack’s

lead, and with
the others, followed their guide.

Over the years,
the passing of many feet had smoothed

the floor to a
level, easy, pathway. The earthen walls did not

have the same
sheen as the floor; roots making their way in,

and out again,
gave them an almost furnished look. Roots were

not always a
problem, being made use of for hanging garden

tools, weapons,
and all manner of things. Later, they found out

how useful they
were in the living quarters, as picture hooks,

and clothes
hangers. The Gramalls had little need of

cupboards.

Their arrival
had been anticipated. Coming into a

spacious hall,
they saw that a large table had been placed in

the centre, to
this Boopah led them, “Please be seated, the

cooks will
bring your food in a few moments, enjoy your

meal,” then
went to join the rest of the Gramalls who were

seated at long
tables around the walls. The Gramalls ordinarily

were awake, and
busy all night, sleeping during the day; the

meal that was
ready was their evening meal, but breakfast for

our
friends.

As Boopah had
said, it was a remarkably democratic

society. There
appeared to be no actual rulers; the rules being

well
established, and closely followed by everyone. There was

no ‘top table’.
Or even a head of table. Equality clearly was a

byword with the
Gramalls.

The meal was a
great success with the travellers, it was

some time since
they’d had someone else cook, and then serve

so much, at so
large a table. It was well stocked with freshly

baked bread,
and large jugs of mead. There were spaces for the

large plates
containing the equally large, succulent steaks. Our

heroes had
little time for conversation; it wasn’t surprising

when faced with
so much food. Up till then their meals had

consisted of
much smaller portions, depending on what

Aruther
caught.

The Gramalls
were too polite to interrupt their feast,

but once the
dishes were cleared away, everyone became much

friendlier;
probably something to do with the strong mead

everyone was
drinking! There were endless questions about

where they had
been, and where they were going, and of

course,
why.

Aruther got a
lot of sympathetic looks from everyone,

and the general
opinion was, that Wilmus would be able to

help them.
After a while some of the discussions on what

should happen
next, had become quite animated, which, for

such quiet
creatures as the Gramalls was pretty close to a riot!

Boopah came
across the hall, “Ahem. Er. Perhaps we should

allow our
guests to digest their meal in peace?” This broad

hint was enough
to stem the flow of ideas, and have all the

men back to
their tables around the hall. The women gathered

at one end of
the hall, busily chattering away. Some of the

younger ones
casting admiring glances at the two Gnomes.

The grown-ups
were able to exercise the restraint asked

of them, but
the children, as always, felt they were under no

restrictions.
The older boys gazed with admiration at

Rambusco and
Aruther, and clearly were most interested in

their weapons.
The younger ones, and girls, however, found

Splatattack
more worthy of their attention. From his previous

experience of
children, he was very patient with them, and

with their
crowding around him. One of his admirers soon

found out his
fondness for having his ears and head scratched.

One or two of
the bolder ones managed to scramble on his

back; and when
one tiny girl apparently wanted to find out if

his rough fur
was removable, he gently nudged her away with

his massive
jaw, mewing quietly. She understood this

whimpering
sound instantly, and carefully smoothed his hair

back.

“I don’t wish
to appear presumptuous, or to suggest

that your
presence here is in any way an inconvenience. I must

admit, it is a
little distracting to those of us who haven’t seen

much of
strangers. Please forgive the inquisitiveness of my

colleagues”,
Boopah sat beside Rambusco, “several of us have

been discussing
your predicament.”

“What
predicament is that then?” asked Rambusco, not

sure that such
a quiet, and seemingly peaceful people could be

of any
assistance.

“I appreciate
that whilst you have made excellent

progress in the
matter of your quest; particularly in the

location of the
Vikings, and their unfortunate captives. What

faces you now
is something of a much more serious nature,

and ordinarily,
would prove to be an insurmountable problem

for you.”

“Can’t you
people say anything straight out without

going half way
round the world first?”

Boopah looked
offended but continued, “I imagine that

you would wish
to follow the Vikings and their prisoners into

the
desert.”

“That’s why
we’re here.”

“I have no
personal experience to call on, but I’ve been

talking to a
friend of Willmus’, I do believe that it is virtually

impossible for
a horse to survive for more than a day or two.”

“The Vikings
got horses from the village.”

“Then if they
have taken them into the desert, I can

assure you that
they will by now either be in serious trouble, or

will have died.
The temperatures during the day is such, that a

man needs
almost a gallon of water for three days to survive,

but a horse
must have much more.”

“The Vikings
were a full day ahead of us,” said

Aruther, “we’ll
have to leave straight away if we are to rescue

anyone
alive.”

“Wait. You must
plan first,” said Boopah.

“I can’t wait
if my people are dying,” cried Aruther,

jumping to his
feet.

“Your distress
is perfectly understandable young man.

Please wait
until you have heard my proposal.” Aruther sat

reluctantly,
and Rambusco patted his shoulder in sympathy.

Boopah went on,
“we could offer you an alternative form of

transport to
your horses. Have you heard of Dogo’s?” With

blank faces the
others shook their heads, even the Gnomes

were puzzled.
“Well there aren’t any left in the wild, we have

the only herd
in existence. We have been singularly successful

in taming, and
breeding them.”

Aruther broke
in, “But what good are they to us?”

“As an
alternative to horses my boy. Dogos are a kind

of bird. They
have wings, but it has been many hundreds of

years since a
Dogo actually flew. They have very long, strong,

legs and can
cover great distances quickly. Their feathers give

them a perfect
protection from the desert heat, so they do not

require large
quantities of water. We have developed a saddle

which is
comfortable for both bird and rider.”

“Sounds almost
too good to be true,” said Aruther,

“and exactly
what we need.”

“Which brings
me to my, or perhaps I should say, our

suggestion. You
may wish to discuss this in private, in which

case simply
wait here a little while, and you will find most of

us will be
retiring for the day; this hall will soon be quite

empty.” Sensing
their impatience, he hurried on, “We are

prepared to
lend you a whole drindle of Dogos. That should be

enough to
rescue thirty people. If what you say is correct, and

they have been
in the desert for nearly two days, then they

certainly will
need rescuing; and if there are more than thirty,

you will have
to make several trips. What would be two days

on foot, or
horseback can be done by a Dogo in less than half a

day.”

Rambusco stood
and shook Boopah’s hand vigorously.

“For a man of
many words, you know how to cut the cheese.”

“I beg your
pardon?” Boopah looked confused.

“Slice the
sausage, chop the chips.”

Boopah looked
helplessly from one to another.

“Get to the
point?” Aruther said helpfully.

“I thought I
already had,” said Boopah, “now who’s

waffling?”

Looking
suitably abashed, Rambusco said, “I don’t

think we need
to discuss your suggestion at all, as Aruther said

it sounds
exactly what we need. And, on behalf of all of us I

must thank you,
you have been very kind.”

“Nothing less
than the best for our guests. That is one

of the things
we pride ourselves on; and we do owe a debt of

gratitude for
your help with Wilmus”

“How soon can
we get started?” asked Aruther.

“I took the
liberty of having your horses brought to the

Dogo pasture.
The Dogos are saddled, your baggage stored

safely, so it
still being early morning, you should have your

rescue attempt
completed today. If you would be good enough

to follow me,
it’s only a mile or so,” and without another

word, which was
most unusual for him, Boopah turned, and

walked down a
side passage – another side passage. Our

travellers
could only stare at each other in surprise, at the

speed with
which everything seemed to have happened; then

found they had
to walk quite briskly to catch up with the

striding
Gramall.

Aruther spoke
to Rambusco in a low voice, “Once

these people
decide to do something they really move.”

Rambusco nodded
his agreement, but couldn’t keep the

worried
expression off his face, Aruther was quick to spot this,

and asked,
“what’s troubling you? Is something wrong?”

“It’s
Splatattack. I don’t think he would manage the

desert, and I’m
not sure if he would stay here without me.”

They arrived at
the Dogo pasture in no time at all, or so

it seemed. This
was nothing compared to their surprise, at their

first view of
the elegant Dogos. Although they were birds, they

had a body as
long as the average horse. Their broad neck and

shoulders
complimented, and balanced, the muscular legs,

which ended in
large, strong claws.

Boopah turned
to Rambusco, “We tried once to tame

Hyagras, but
unfortunately it couldn’t be done, even when we

reared them
from pups. The compound we kept them in is still

here. It is
quite roomy, and would make ideal accommodation

for your, er,
pet. I’m sure you agree that the desert would be

most unsuitable
for him, most unsuitable.”

A greatly
relieved Rambusco ushered his pet into the

large compound.
Splatattack soon forgot he was being left

behind as he
saw the size of the tree trunks around the edge of

his temporary
home. He was in garwulff heaven; when the

others left, if
he’d been able to speak, he would have said,

‘don’t hurry
back’!

With a little
help from the Dogo herdsmen, they

mounted the
Dogos chosen for them, and soon found the

proper way to
control them. The Dogo galloping speed was so

much faster
than what they were used to, they spent most of

the time
holding on for dear life. Rambusco looked around the

pasture, and
found that although open to the sky, it was totally

enclosed by
high cliffs. He was about to ask how they were

going to be
able to get out when Boopah gave a signal to

someone out of
sight; immediately a great rumbling noise

came from one
wall of the canyon. A huge rock slowly rolled

out, revealing
the opening of a cave. Boopah called, “Through

there you will
come out at the edge of the desert. Remember

the cave
entrance, it is the only way you will get back in.

When you return
just call. We will hear you. Travel towards

the sun, I
believe there is a trail in that direction. Hurry and

good luck.”

Rambusco and
Aruther went to gather the reins of the

spare Dogos,
but were stopped by Boopah’s call, “They will

all follow you,
you won’t even have to call them, they never

leave their
riders.” As they urged their mounts through the

cave, they
found the spare Dogos trotting faithfully behind.

They were soon
in the desert, shading their eyes against the

sun. Although
still early morning, they could feel it’s fierce

rays, and now
fully understood Boopah’s comment that they

were much more
likely to be ‘rescuers’ rather than people

seeking
revenge.


“I don’t think
we are going to have much trouble from

those Vikings,”
said Rambusco, “I reckon they will be only

too glad to see
us. Come on, let’s make tracks; there’s the sun,

so the trail
will be over there somewhere.” The sun was

blisteringly
hot, and they realised, that to attempt to enter the

desert on foot
or horseback was sheer madness; or just plain

ignorance.

The Dogos lived
up to their reputation, and carried

their riders
swiftly across the burning, rocky ground. Long

before they
came to the sand dunes, the trail left by the

Vikings was
plain to see. Small pieces of furniture and

clothing,
spoils from the village, even pieces of equipment had

been discarded
beside the lines of footprints in the sand. The

Dogos needed no
urging, it was as if they sensed the urgency

of the
situation. Deeper into the sandy wasteland they went.

Careering
across the desert at high speed, with their

hair and cloaks
streaming out behind, followed closely by the

drindle of
spare Dogos, they must have looked like some kind

of supernatural
beings. The riders came upon the weary raiders

suddenly from
behind a huge sand dune. To the Vikings they

appeared like
demons from the depths of the earth. With great

presence of
mind Rambusco took advantage of their surprise

and shouted,
“Throw down your weapons, and we will let you

live.” The
Vikings were so shocked by what they thought was

a visitation
from Hades, that they obeyed instantly.

Aruther cried,
“My people, you are free. These Vikings

are now your
prisoners.” The men from the village saw at once

who had come to
save them, and snatched up the weapons,

before the
Vikings recovered from their surprise.

One of the
Vikings stepped forward and said, “It

doesn’t matter
who are the prisoners, we are all prisoners of

this desert.”
He pointed to a patch of damp sand, “the water

has all gone,
the oasis is dry, there is not enough water even to

get us back to
the forest. You have found us only to join us in

death.”

Rambusco
laughed, “We have no intention of dying

here. These
creatures will carry everyone back safely.”

Turning to
Aruther he said, “let’s have all the women and

children, and
some of the men back first, then we’ll come back

for the
rest.”

“We’re not
saving the Vikings surely?” asked Aruther.

“If we left
them, that would make us as bad as them,”

said Turungi,
“anyway they don’t look in a fit state to give

anyone any
trouble.” All the women and children, and most of

the men were
able to get onto the Dogos, and the party set off

at a fast rate
towards the forest. They were amazed to find, that

it took only a
few hours, to travel what had previously been a

weary, long
foot slogging time. As soon as the passengers

jumped off, our
heroes set off back into the desert, but this

time, instead
of coming onto the Vikings unexpectedly, they

were met by
some of them, and the village men, trying to run

in the soft
sand.

Before anyone
could ask why, one of the Vikings

shouted, “Get
back. The worms. The worms.” Almost as if in

answer to his
cry, the sand between the desperate running men,

and the riders
gave a great heave; a tremendous wormlike

creature
wriggled its way onto the surface. Instantly it lunged

at one of the
Vikings, who only avoided its gaping mouth by

falling over,
and ending up half underneath it. Aruther was

closest to him,
and drew his sword. Fortunately the Dogos

didn’t seem to
be afraid of the worm, and Aruther was able to

steer his mount
close enough to the creature, to be able to give

it a great
slash behind its head. A second blow cut half way

through its
body.

“Don’t cut it
in half,” cried Turungi, “If you do, it will

grow into two
worms. Another two or three cuts at its body,

and it will
bleed to death.” Aruther did this, and the worm

twisted itself
into tight coils, freeing the helpless Viking. He

stood up,
bewildered by his experience, obviously feeling very

lucky to be
alive.

He went up to
Aruther, and said, “I owe you my life.”

When he saw how
young Aruther was, he was amazed. “But

you are only a
boy.” Drawing himself up to his full height, he

went on, “No.
You attacked that creature and saved the life of

an enemy, now I
am your man.” Before he could say any

more, loud
cries startled them; from behind the sand dune,

came an
incredible sight. Two of the villagers were going as

fast as they
could in the sand; they were about 20 yards apart,

and were
shouting in turns at a huge worm. The creature

couldn’t make
up its mind who to attack, and was swaying

from side to
side, as it veered from one to the other. Rambusco

also couldn’t
decide which side to attack, until a sudden lunge

by the worm
found him in that cavernous maw, about to be

swallowed.
Being mounted, he was able to reach the creature’s

top teeth.
Swinging his axe, he knocked every one out, and

down the huge
gullet. The worm hiccupped, and coughed

Rambusco out
onto the sand. Amazed, he turned and watched

the worm curl
into a knot, as its own teeth stuck out through

the skin. Two
other worms appeared, and Rambusco’s heart

almost stopped
as they made for him.

Horrified, he
watched as they fell upon the wounded

worm, and tore
it to pieces, carrying off the head. Still dazed,

he shouted at
the men, “There is a Dogo for each of you, climb

on and let’s
get out of here, before any more of them decide its

lunch time.” In
moments the survivors were mounted, and

heading for the
forest at a furious pace.

What a re-union
there was, when they joined the

others.
Families and friends, finding each other, hardly

believing their
good fortune at having come out of the desert

safely. The
Vikings kept a little apart, to tell the truth, they

didn’t quite
know what to do. Their leader was very subdued,

as he
approached Rambusco and Aruther, “It was stupid of us

to try to cross
the desert. We had hoped it would be a short cut

back to our
boats.” Drawing himself up, he said firmly, “If you

let us go, we
promise never to attack you again; further, if ever

you need help,
call on us, for we owe you our lives.”

“Perhaps some
good has come out of this after all,”

said Rambusco
to Aruther. “Your people have all survived,

and I’m sure it
wouldn’t take long to rebuild the huts that were

burned. You
have their promise, and I don’t suppose you could

do a lot with a
bunch of Viking prisoners anyway. I suggest

we set them off
in the right direction, towards their boats, then

your people can
start getting back to normal.”

“You’re right,
it’s going to be very useful to have them

as allies.”
Aruther looked round at the other men, “are you in

agreement with
this? The Vikings have promised to help us if

ever we need
them in time of trouble. Most of us have got our

belongings
back. I suggest that we give them back their

weapons and
equipment, and let them go home.” He saw one

or two men
looking unhappy with this idea, and went on, “we

have no need of
prisoners, but a great need of friends.” This

made sense to
everyone, and they were all happy to be going

home,
especially with a promise of protection in the future.

While they had
been talking, some of the villagers had gone

back out to
where the discarded spoils and equipment was, and

had managed to
bring most of it safely to the forest. Some

brave souls had
even been able to bring the surviving horses

back, lifting
them bodily onto the Dogo’s saddles.

There were
streams aplenty in the forest and, with their

weapons
restored to them, the Vikings wouldn’t starve.

Turungi drew a
map for them on a piece of dried bark,

showing them
how to get back to the sea. Before leaving, their

leader
re-affirmed his promise to help if needed, “I have

travelled many
miles over wild seas and foreign lands, but

never have I
seen such creatures,” scratching his head, “nor

met such
strange people.” Turning to Aruther he continued, “I

would be glad
to have a man such as you in my ship. One day

you will be a
great warrior, of that I am sure. Saving Hardrag

from that worm
creature was a brave thing to do; he is now

your man, and
will be as true to you as any of your own

people. You
will find him to be a trustworthy servant. I bid

you farewell,
but I feel it in my bones we will meet again.”

Solemnly,
Aruther, Rambusco and the others bade him

safe
journey.

Rambusco looked
at Aruther, “And are you going to

lead your
people home?”

“I think they
are able to care for themselves. From here

they travel
through lands that are known, there should be no

surprises on
the way. If you will have me I would go with you

on your
quest.”

“You are most
welcome to join us. I feel it is only fair

to warn you
that there may be many and strange dangers

ahead. Your
lance could well prove useful.”

“How do you
feel about that Hardrag?” asked Aruther.

“If my sword
will also be ‘useful’ as he puts it, then I

shall be happy
in your service.”

Rambusco turned
to Turungi, “It seems we are all in

good
company.”

Harbungi said,
“We few, we happy few, we band of

brothers. For
he that sheds his blood with me shall be my

brother. So I
believe someone once said. Or perhaps it was in a

play, I
forget.”

“Brave words
all the same,” said Rambusco, and

turning to
Aruther, said, “so it’s farewell to your villagers also

then?”

“Yes, but first
my friends, it is near dusk, and these

brave Dogos
must be back before nightfall,” looking at

Rambusco, he
went on, “I wonder if we could persuade the

Gramalls to let
us have some food for my people?”

“Well, you
certainly don’t have to worry about the

Vikings, they
are all pretty fit, and used to fending for

themselves,
whatever the surroundings. If your people had a

meal inside
them to start off, I’m sure that would be a good

help for the
rest of the journey.”

Aruther agreed,
and spoke to his people, “If you all

make camp here
for the night, we’ll see if we can get some

food for you.
Wait here and we’ll see what we can do.”

Rambusco and
Aruther joined the Gnomes to take the

Dogos back, and
went off to find the cave leading back to the

Dogo pasture.
While Rambusco and Aruther pressed on,

Turungi and
Harbungi travelled at a much slower pace,

bringing the
horses that had been brought out of the desert,

they were only
able to manage a gentle walk. By the time they

reached the
cave, Rambusco and Aruther were on the way

back with food
from the ever generous Gramalls. Aruther

made his last
farewells, leaving with a final warning, “Watch

out for the
Hyagras. Such a large party shouldn’t have any

trouble, but
these are strange times.” Then they caught up with

the Gnomes as
they reached the cave mouth.

Turungi said,
“Can anyone remember how long it took

us to walk from
the Great Hall to the Dogo pasture?”

“Less than a
minute,” said Rambusco, “why ?”

“I thought
Boopah had said it was a mile away, yet it

only took
moments to walk there.”

“I had that
same feeling, but it’s not possible.”

“It is if he
used magic.”

“But I thought
there was no more magic, for the time

being
anyway.”

“That’s what
the Grand Whizzarde thought too. I

wonder if there
is something here that might help the Grand

Whizzarde to
get everything back to normal.”

Rambusco
laughed, “Well there’s one thing for sure, if

anyone does
know it will be Boopah.”

 


 


Chapter 8. A
skirmish, and a message for Drabdrub.

 


When Grandma
realised exactly what was now on

display to the
world, and the mortified eyes of her followers,

she gave a
scream of rage which sent shivers through all who

heard it. Any
glass nearby, or even not particularly nearby,

would have
shattered into a sparkling dust.

One of the
people who heard it, was the dwarf who had

been left
behind to guard this rope trap. He came staggering

out of his
hiding place, fingers in his ears, mouth open in

amazement at
the incredible sight. Before he could react, he

was seized by
the cooks. They had dropped their burdens

when Grandma
was elevated, and now grabbed the guard, one

shouting at
him, “Get her down. Now.” While the other tried

to pull his
fingers out of his ears. He’d pushed them in so far,

he could only
move one.

The cook
shouted again, “If you don’t get her down,

we are all
going to be sorry,” and, as Grandma screeched

again, “very,
very sorry.” The dwarf shook his head, hardly

able to
understand what was being shouted at him, much less

understand what
was happening before his eyes. The cooks

gave him
another good shaking, and that seemed to do the

trick; he waved
to a length of rope hanging from a tree next to

Grandma.

Before anyone
could move, there was a crashing in the

underbrush, and
three evil looking dwarves ran into the

clearing. What
surprised, and upset our friends most though,

was the sight
of Dragonbreath following. Not as a prisoner, but

grinning madly,
and shouting, “I’ve got you now,” he cried,

“I’ll get the
riches I’m promised if I capture you. Dead or

alive,” as he
came out waving a spear. There was no way these

dwarves were
going to be persuaded to come quietly.

Shouting, and
waving their spears, they ran full pelt at our

friends.

Feltfeet
shouted to Drangora, “Catch,” and threw an

axe for her.
She caught it, and in one fluid movement, sliced

through the
spear of the nearest dwarf before he could take

evasive action.
Continuing, the axe cut through his hand as

clean as a
whistle, amputating his thumb.

Feltfeet and
Rearwind struggled to hold onto one

dwarf, like
terriers holding onto a wild bull, as he thrashed

around; he
could neither shake them off, nor use his spear. The

cooks, were at
first frozen in shock, but as the third dwarf ran

at them, they
quickly made up their mind. They both ran

around a huge
stone in the clearing, just keeping ahead of his

sharp
spear.

The wounded
dwarf tried to prise the two triplets off

his friend,
without success. His efforts, however, brought him

in range of
Grandma’s flailing arms, and he was laid low by a

sharp whack on
the head.

Dragonbreath,
never one to be in the thick of a fight,

picked up the
end of the broken spear, and crept round behind

Drangora, who
was now trying to help the triplets bring down

their prisoner.
Grandma saw him about to plunge the shortened

spear into her
daughter’s back, and instinctively threw an axe.

Spinning, the
avenging blade sliced through

Dragonbreath’s
neck like a hot knife through butter, sending

his head flying
through the bushes.

The cooks by
now were getting quite dizzy, and

blundered into
the hand to hand scuffle involving the triplets,

Drangora, and
the dwarf; all falling in a confused heap. The

dwarf chasing
them saw his chance, and raised his spear.

Unfortunately
for him, he was directly beneath Grandma, who

had decided
she’d had quite enough of hanging around, and

cut the rope
round her ankle, falling heavily on the gloating

dwarf.

So much had
happened in such a short space of time,

everyone was
quite breathless. The only conscious dwarf was

trapped beneath
Drangora and the cooks. Grandma put the

edge of her axe
to his throat, and demanded surrender; looking

her into her
eyes, it was plain this was his only option. “Can

we trust him?”
asked Feltfeet.

“Oh yes,” said
Grandma, “he would rather surrender

than lose his
head,” she looked the dwarf in the eye, “right?”

He looked at
Dragonbreath’s headless body, and nodded, very

carefully.

Apart from a
few bruises, and being covered in twigs

and leaf mould,
our friends were unharmed. Turning their

attention to
the bodies, they found that the wounded dwarf was

recovering
consciousness, but the one Grandma had fallen on,

had suffered a
broken neck. She turned to the surviving

triplets, “I’m
sorry about Dragonbreath, it was the only way I

could stop him
hurting Drangora.”

“You did what
you had to do,” said Feltfeet, “I thought

it was going
have to be one of us to strike the blow.”

“Come brother,
Dragonbreath lies in a hollow. Let us

cover him with
stones, and leave the shameful traitor’s head

for the
wolves.” While performing this task, the wounded

dwarf recovered
somewhat, and sat up.

“Don’t move,”
warned Grandma, “you are our

prisoner, do
you surrender?” He looked from one to another,

then at the
headless body being buried. Shaking his head

slowly, feeling
the painful throb, throb, throb, he sensibly

avoided another
wallop from Grandma’s upraised axe by

sadly, and
carefully nodding.

Feltfeet spoke,
“I don’t think we could manage any

prisoners. Why
don’t we send these two off with their friend’s

body as a
warning to whatshisname?”

“Do you think
that will work?” Grandma looked at her

daughter; then
at the wounded dwarf, “if we do that, will you

tell the true
story?” He looked up at her, still feeling somewhat

dazed. Grandma
went on, “You will remember to tell him

about the wild
forest woman, who has two magical axes,

which do
anything she asks of them. Including the chopping

off of
heads.”

On top of his
sore head, this tirade was enough to make

his face change
to a sickly grey colour. Even though he was

sitting with
his back to a tree, the world still felt as if it were

moving the
wrong way. Thinking his shifty look meant he

didn’t believe
her, Grandma decided to press home her point.

Feeling two
solid ‘thumps’ beside his head, he thought

his mind was
playing tricks; but, when he tried to turn his

head, and found
he couldn’t because two axes pinned his beard

to the tree, he
almost passed out again. Grandma leaned into

his face as she
retrieved her weapons, “Right?” she said.

Not trusting
himself to speak, he nodded vigorously,

his eyes
widening as bits of his beard went flying off. He soon

found his
voice. “Yes. Right. I will, yes, I will, I will.” Which

brought the
smile back to Grandma’s face.

“I know you
have special burial ceremonies; if you use

your spears,
you should be able to carry the unlucky one, and

don’t forget to
tell his family he died in battle.” adding, almost

as an after
thought, “And while you’re about it, you can give

Drabdrub a
message from me; tell him we kidnapped his

cooks, but
didn’t steal his broth, or his pudding. Just say ‘Bon

Appetite’.”

“Bon
Appetite?”

“Yes. He’ll get
the message.”

As he stood,
the dwarf looked at Grandma, “If we had

won…..”

“Yes, I know,”
she said, “none of us would be standing

here, Let’s
just say you owe me a favour. Right?”

He nodded
gravely, “Right.” His wound had been

wrapped in a
neckerchief, and, by now, had stopped bleeding.

His companion
had watched in a daze; but, getting the order to

carry their
unfortunate friend home, they lifted the body onto

spears, and the
pair set off back to the cave, with their burden.

“Still with
us?”

The cooks
nodded vigorously at Grandma, grinning as

they picked up
their loads again. “Come on then, time we were

on our way, we
should be back in time for the evening meal.

Right?”

Everyone
chorused, “Right!”

 


 


Chapter 9. In
which Hardrag is introduced to Splatattack,

 


and joins in a
battle.

Still tense
after their amazing rescue of the desperate,

desert weary
travellers, the heroes had spent several anxious

minutes trying
to find the cave again, it was so well concealed.

Once inside,
however, they knew their calls had been heard,

when the huge
rock moved to allow the company, with their

horses, and the
drindle of Dogos, to enter the pasture. The

herdsmen were
so pleased to see all their beloved Dogos home

safely, they
insisted on shaking hands with everyone, until

their arms
ached. Telling the herdsmen about their exploits in

the desert, and
exactly how important the Dogos help had

been, was a
pleasurable delay. As they were the reason so

many people had
survived the blistering heat of the desert; our

friends wanted
to be sure the herdsmen understood just how

grateful they
were. The herdsmen led the almost exhausted

horses to a
corner of the pasture, where there was a small

stream bounded
by lush soft grass. Their riders knew these

poor beasts
would be well cared for. About to leave the pasture

Rambusco almost
bumped into Aruther as he stopped

suddenly. “What
is it?” Rambusco asked.

“I’ve had a
thought, about the horses. Why don’t we let

the villagers
have our horses, then we’ll use theirs when they

are fit again,
in a week or so? You can always collect yours on

the way
home.”

Rambusco was
reluctant to leave his horses in someone

else’s care for
long, but could see the sense in that

arrangement. “I
suppose that would be all right.”

“And it means
we would have a horse each for the rest

of the
journey.”

Rambusco
nodded. “I know. I suppose it does make

sense.”

Turungi broke
in, “With a more reasonable burden, the

horses won’t
tire so quickly, and will have some reserve

strength in an
emergency. I’m sure there will be emergencies,

if our journey
up to now is anything to go by.”

On their walk
through the passages back to the Great

Hall they were
able to discuss the possibility that the Gramalls

had somehow
used magic.

Hardrag was
quite bemused by his journey through the

various
tunnels, and by the appearance of the Gramalls.

Keeping a firm
grip on his sword, he kept close to Aruther,

and listened in
wonder at the conversation taking place.

Aruther sensed
his concern and slapped him on the shoulder,

“Don’t look so
worried my friend, we were able to help one of

these people,
and in return they loaned us their Dogos for our

little trip
into the desert. We are among friends here. Our story

is a bit
complicated. Apparently the Grand Whizzarde has sent

Turungi and
Harbungi to find a particular garwulff and bring

back some of
its hair, but they’re not sure where the hair has to

come from. Just
to be on the safe side, they decided to take the

whole animal,
then the Grand Whizzarde can make his mind

up when he sees
it.”

“A garwulff?”
asked Hardrag, by now thoroughly

confused.

“Yes. I’m
telling you this because I want you to be

prepared for
when you see him. The garwulff belongs to

Rambusco, and
you will be seeing him shortly. I thought we

would see him
at the pasture, but apparently Boopah, one of

the senior
Gramalls has taken a fancy to him, he’s taken

Splatattack to
the kitchen to feast on the left overs.”

“Splatattack?”
Hardrag felt his head beginning to ache.

“It’s a lot for
you to take in all at once I know.

Splatattack is
the garwulff’s name. He’s a bit like a very big

dog, only
bigger. But he doesn’t hurt people, usually.”

“Like a
fighting dog, yes, I had a fighting dog once,”

said Hardrag,
brightening up, “they always hurt people, that’s

what they are
trained for. Trouble was I liked mine too much,

and he was too
soft. If we were being attacked, he would fight

like a demon
defending his territory, more than any wolf, but

if we were
attacking someone else, he thought it was just a

game. So he had
to go, after all you can’t lick your enemies to

death can
you?”

By the time the
party reached the Great Hall, Aruther

had managed to
convince Hardrag that they weren’t going to

have to fight
their way out. Prepared though he was, the

gallant Viking
was still taken aback at the appearance of

Spatattack. His
eyes widened and his smile broadened, “Now

that’s what I
call a fighting dog.” Splatattack looked up from

his huge bowl
of bones. Recognising a kindred spirit in

Hardrag, he
broke free from Boopah’s leash, and crossed the

floor to give
Hardrag a mighty lick, bowling him over. Then

seeing Rambusco
following, bounded up to him. Rambusco

knew what to
expect and knelt down, partly to take the shock

of
Splatattack’s leap, but mostly so he wouldn’t have so far to

fall!

Boopah smiled
and said, “Ahem. Er, I er, I see you

seem to have
acquired another member; and from his

appearance, one
well versed in the noble art of self defence.

From that, I
assume your expedition into the desert was as

successful as
you hoped. I have heard already that all our

Dogos were
returned safely.”

“We could not
have saved so many lives without

them,” said
Aruther, acting as spokesman, for Rambusco was

still rolling
around the floor with Splatattack, “we will always

be grateful to
you for them. There is an important question we

need to ask
you, it’s about magic. We did travel rather quickly

down that
passage to the Dogos pasture, and you always seem

to know what’s
happening as it happens, we’re wondering how

you do it.”

“Well, er,
ahem, I can’t honestly say that it is

particularly
unusual. You know, it is not very entertaining

having to walk
through a mile or so of dingy passages, so I

simply made use
of what little magic we posses. I do hope it

didn’t upset
you in any way, it was only a very mild form of

magic; that is
the only kind we are able to use.”

Rambusco, by
now back on his feet, answered “It

didn’t upset
anyone, but it certainly intrigued our friends

here,” pointing
to the Gnomes, who had so many questions

that they
didn’t quite know where to start.

Turungi drew a
deep breath, and faced Boopah, “We

are all on our
way back to the Grand Whizzarde. Having been

sent out to
look for something, we are now taking it to him;

and the reason
for this is rather delicate. He doesn’t want too

many people
getting to know what’s happened, but I’m sure

we can rely on
your discretion. All the Whizzardes magic has

gone completely
potty. None of their spells work properly,

most of the
time doing something quite different to what was

intended. So as
you see, we are puzzled as to how you are able

to make your
magic work.”

Boopah also
looked puzzled, “We tend to be out of

touch with
things that are happening ‘upstairs’, if you’ll

forgive the
expression. Being self-sufficient, we miss the

general gossip
of tradesmen and visitors. As it happens, we

only have a
very minor form of magic, but it does still work as

it should. I
wonder if being below ground has anything to do

with it.”

“I suppose that
might make a difference,” Harbungi

said, “do you
know if it works upstairs?”

“That is how I
was able to move that tree over the

emergency door.
So, it appears that somehow, we have missed

whatever
happened to your Whizzardes. Another excellent

reason for
living as we do.” Boopah finished rather smugly.

The Gnomes
looked very crestfallen, they had obviously

hoped for at
least a small piece of the puzzle that was troubling

the Grand
Whizzarde. Boopah patted them on the shoulder,

“don’t look so
upset, we may be able to help you after all. It is

now dark
upstairs and our day is beginning. You have all had a

very
successful, exciting, but very tiring day. We have

prepared
sleeping quarters for you; I suggest that you all have

a good sleep
after your supper, and leave me to do some

thinking. I
would rather not say anything until I have consulted

the other
senior members of our community. An idea is

forming in my
mind and if it becomes possible it might be of

some use to
you. So I do have to have a long and serious

talk…”

Rambusco broke
in, “Before you start talking, is there

any chance of
getting to grips with that supper you mentioned?

I for one could
eat a horse.”

“I don’t think
that will be necessary,” answered

Boopah
haughtily, “If you would be good enough to be seated,

the cooks will
bring your food. It may not be quite what you

are used to,
and the surroundings, how can I put this? Perhaps

a little more
civilised?”

Rambusco
blinked and looked open mouthed at

Aruther.
“That’s you well and truly told off,” laughed Aruther,

and turning to
Boopah said, “I’m sure we will enjoy our meal

just as much as
the last time you provided food for us. We all

thank you for
your hospitality.” Boopah smiled, and bowed

graciously,
before leaving to give the cooks their instructions.

The meal was
indeed as appetising as previously, and was

thoroughly
enjoyed by all. Before the end, they were

struggling to
keep their eyes open; there wasn’t much time

wasted on talk.
Even though the beds were a bit on the hard

side, the
attraction was irresistible; no need to ask if they had a

good night’s
sleep.

After their
morning ‘wash and brush up’, and

Splatattack’s
walk, they met in the Great Hall. Once again

places were set
for their breakfast. A breathless Aruther came

in last, “I’ve
just delivered your horses to the villagers

Rambusco. They
had a quiet night, and they’ve rigged up a

couple of
sledges for the horses to pull the baggage, and one or

two of the
older folk. So they will get home a lot quicker than

on their slow
march to the desert.”

“Just in time
too,” said Rambusco.

“Yes, another
day in that heat, and there wouldn’t have

been many
people to rescue.”

“I was thinking
more like you’re just in time for

breakfast. I’ve
had my eye on your jug of mead!” No sooner

had they
finished the last crumb and drained the last drop of

that tasty and
invigorating liquor, than Boopah appeared,

looking very
pleased with himself. “Ahem. Er, I er, I might

just have a
suggestion, only a suggestion mind you, nothing

positive, after
all who are we to advise the Grand Whizzarde,

It isn’t as if
- - -.” By now the look on the faces of his

audience had
registered with him. “Yes, well, as I was saying.

We believe that
if the Grand Whizzarde were to initiate his

recovery
program underground, and somehow incorporate an

amulet, which
we will work on, then he may well succeed in

his
efforts.”

“That’s very
good of you Boopah,” said Turungi, “I’m

sure the Grand
Whizzarde will be pleased with your

suggestion, I
should think he will be only too happy to use

your amulet in
his recovery spells.”

“As I said
before, we are only able to use a minor form

of magic. But
we have endowed this amulet with all the

strength at our
disposal. We sincerely hope it helps, there is

nothing worse
than magic going the wrong way.”

“There is one
other thing you might be able to help us

with,” said
Rambusco, “is there any possibility of you being

able to let us
have a few Dogos for our journey? Just to borrow

you understand,
we would bring them back.”

Boopah smiled
sadly, “I’m sorry, we have been asked

this question
before, and found that it simply isn’t possible.

You see, the
Dogos live on a mixture of grass, and a particular

weed which only
seems to grow in our pasture. So whatever

happens they
must be back here each night to feed. We’ve

even tried
cutting the weed and carrying it in bags, hoping that

the Dogos could
go further afield, but within an hour or two of

cutting, the
weed just shrivels up and is useless. It was only

because lives
were at stake, that we decided to lend you that

drindle, we
were fairly sure you would be back well before

that night. I’m
sorry, there’s nothing we can do to help you.”

“It would have
been nice to race along at that sort of

speed, but, I
suppose we’ll have some pretty reliable horses.

Thanks to your
herdsmen’s attention they look as fit as ever,

and,” he
finished rather lamely, “I suppose we will get to see

more of the
scenery from horseback.”

“And jolly nice
scenery it is too.” Everyone looked

round,
startled. No one had heard Wilmus come into the Hall.

He laughed and
said, “I’m glad I caught you, I haven’t had the

chance to say
‘thank you’ for saving my life. I’ve been writing

down some of
the things that I found useful upstairs. I heard

about your
excursion into the desert, you certainly don’t want

to go there
again if you can help it. Those worms are attracted

by sound, so a
group of people would bring them in from

miles
around.”

“Did you hear
what happened to the worm that tried to

swallow
Rambusco?”

“Yes, very
interesting.”

“Interesting?”
Rambusco spluttered.

“Yes, you see,
I believe its part of their growing

process. When
they reach a certain size, others come and tear

up the bodies,
but carry the head off. I once saw a worm

swallow a
mountain leopard whole; when it reached the

worm’s stomach,
it used its long claws, and literally dug its

way out. Other
worms came up, cut off the head, and carried it

away. I think
there must be a sort of nursery somewhere, one

day I would
like to find it. Anyway, I quite like it out there.

It’s so
peaceful, and NO Hyagras.”

Aruther smiled
and said. “Those are two creatures I for

one don’t want
to have too much to do with. Anyway, we are

glad to see you
are back on your feet again. I suppose you’ll be

off on your
travels again shortly?”

“Yes. That
experience hasn’t put me off, but I shall be

a lot more
careful in future. I made notes of some of the more

interesting
experiences, and I have one or two things in my

room, which I
brought back with me. Would you like to see

them?”

Aruther, with
his enquiring mind, jumped at the

chance, and
went off with Willmus. The Gnomes asked to

have a browse
through the library; Rambusco and Hardrag

went off to the
Dogo pasture to exercise Splatattack, and see

how the horses
were. All these activities set their routine for

the next few
weeks.

Aruther was
walking in the dogo pasture one evening

with Boopah,
and was asking if any other Grammals had ever

been as
adventurous as Wilmus.

Boopah smiled,
“Our Wilmus is a strange boy, as you

have probably
noticed. It could be that he inherited a different

attitude to
life from his parents”.

Aruther raised
his eyebrows.

“Nothing wrong,
you understand, it’s just that, well,

even from a
young age, they were both very independent

souls, the odd
ones out, so to speak, They didn’t cause any

trouble, not
exactly, just, er, little, er, disturbances. I suppose

you could say
that he just follows in their footsteps”. Boopah

looked at his
feet, and frowned.

Aruther waited
patiently for a few seconds, “ - - and?”

Boopah almost
jumped, “I’m so sorry, I was quite lost

in thought.
Talking about them brought everything back you

see. They used
to take foolish chances. They would, for

instance, race
their dogos faster than anyone else, and farther;

that sort of
thing.” He was obviously reluctant to go on.

“If you’d
rather not say any more, I do understand.”

“No, no. It’s
not a secret, everyone knows. I suppose it

would help you
to understand if you knew also.” He paused

for a second.
“There had been some talk about what was on

the other side
of the desert; it was, perhaps, the thought of

exploring
unknown lands, finding people and creatures as yet

unseen. Being
experienced riders, and having the strongest,

and fittest
dogos, they believed they could do almost anything.

They prepared
two other dogos to carry food, water and

freshly cut
fodder. It was their intention to go as far as they

could in a
straight line in one day, that is, one night. Then

travel one
night at right angles, and back towards home the

next
night.”

“But I thought
- - ” began Aruther.

“I know,” said
Boopah, “At the time, we all were under

the impression
that the dogo’s feed could be harvested, and

used on long
journeys. That is part of the traditional stories

handed down
from our forbears. What we didn’t realise was,

dogos had lived
in our enclosed pasture for so many years, that

their ability
to digest, and gain sustenance from, dried fodder

was long since
gone. When we waved them off that day, we

didn’t realise
they would never be seen again.”

“Two days
later, we anxiously awaited their return. It

was not until
dawn was breaking that Wilmus’ father’s dogo

was seen
approaching slowly, looking quite worn out. From all

who
volunteered, we chose the six strongest to go out and help

the poor
creature home. It was so exhausted, that it collapsed,

and expired
within minutes of entering the pasture. We found

a scribbled
note under the saddle.”

“Apparently
Wilmus’ mother’s dogo had broken a leg

at the end of
the first mad dash across the desert. Goodness

knows how far
they went, no other dogo has before, or since,

been able to
equal their steed’s abilities. They soon discovered

that, although
the water was refreshing, the dried fodder was

almost useless,
giving no strength to speak of to the

desperately
tired beasts.”

“They
immediately set off on the return journey,

strapping the
injured between the two pack dogos. We know

how difficult
walking is in that soft sand, they must have made

little progress
that night. We found from the experience of the

search parties,
that even with regular rests, the strongest were

only able to
walk for six hours without a long resting spell,

and that
covered a mere ten miles. Dogos went out in different

directions, and
a number of expeditions have been launched in

the past
fifteen years; but no trace whatever was found.” A

long silence
followed the end of this sad tale, and their walk

continued with
them both deep in thought.

One evening
after the usual hearty meal, when

everyone had
eaten their fill, they were about to relate to each

other how their
day had gone. Before anyone could say a word

Boopah, who had
come across to talk, gave a shout, and nearly

fell off his
seat. This was so unlike him that everyone was

momentarily
stunned. The silence was broken by shouts from

the passage
leading to the main entrance. “Help. Quickly. We

need everyone
at the door, we’re being attacked,” this was

followed by a
confused shouting, scuffling, banging, and

yelps.

Boopah quickly
recovered himself, “There’s a large

group of
Hyagras trying to get in the main entrance. It appears

that the force
field, which normally keeps them at bay, has

broken down,
and for some peculiar reason the Hyagras seem

to have been
joined in the attack by the hooded crows. As far

as I can see we
are holding them in the passage just inside the

entrance, there
is a place where it narrows down and only two

Hyagras can
attack side by side. Unfortunately the crows are

being a
nuisance by flying over the heads of the Hyagras and

pecking at our
defenders quite fiercely.”

Rambusco broke
in, “I’ve got an idea. Can we get

around the
Hyagras? We could attack them from the rear, that

usually has the
desired effect on those creatures.”

“Yes, I suppose
you could use that emergency

entrance, where
you first came in with Wilmus. Are you sure

you want to do
this? Hyagras have never attacked us before, it

isn’t like them
at all.”

“Maybe it’s
another sign of magic going wrong?”

asked Aruther.
“Let’s worry about that later, come on Boopah

show us the way
out.” With a grateful bow, Boopah led our

friends to the
steps they had first entered by. Pressing a lever

in the wall of
the passage, the door at the top of the steps

opened. Out in
the forest the noise of the Hyagras waiting to

get into the
main entrance could be heard for miles around,

and served as a
useful guide for the adventurers.

Rambusco drew
his sword and whispered, “Wait until

we are close,
then we all rush them and at the same time shout

as loud as we
can,” Splatattack and Hardrag both answered

with a low
growl. Aruther nodded and the Gnomes got their

slings ready,
their bags full of smooth pebbles. They managed

to get within a
very short distance of the Hyagras, when they

were spotted by
a crow. Seeing that they had been discovered,

they rushed at
the rear line of Hyagras, shouting and waving

their weapons.
This had the hoped for effect. Most of the

Hyagras ran off
in confusion, but unfortunately for the rest,

Hadrag and
Splatattack ran so fast, that, before they could

stop, they were
in the centre of what felt like hundreds of wild

shrieking
beasts. Hardrag shouted his war cry, and swung his

sword so
fiercely, that a six Hyagras were lying dead in as

many seconds,
while the rest were desperately trying to escape

Spatattack’s
huge teeth. The Gnomes were using their slings to

good effect,
knocking out every crow which came within

sight. So, with
Aruther and Rambusco slashing their way into

the herd, the
wild Viking and Splatattack knocking out more

and more
creatures, the group of Hyagras were so overcome

with panic,
they soon reverted to their natural cowardly way,

and ran off in
all directions.

One of the
crows landed on Rambusco’s shoulder, and

Harbungi
thought it was about to attack Rambusco’s face.

Fitting a
pebble into his sling, he swung it as the crow bent

over to peck,
and saw the pebble lodge tightly in the crow’s

bottom. The
crow let out such a shriek that Rambusco almost

fell over.
Furious, he grabbed the befuddled bird and wrung its

neck.

Dropping the
carcass on the ground he was amazed to

see it change
shape. Before his very eyes it was becoming a

Gramall! The
others saw the amazing change, and for a few

seconds no one
could speak. Aruther bent to examine the body

closely, and
then stood, saying, “This looks like a Gramall, but

it’s a lot
hairier than the ones we met. I think we should take it

to show
Boopah.”

The few Hyagras
now trapped in the passage were

easily disposed
of by the fighting Gramalls; Rambusco and

Aruther chopped
three trees to make the entrance secure,

wedging them
tightly into the passage. Then they set off to

find the senior
Gramall, who was in the main hall, helping to

treat the
wounded. Our heroes really were heroes now, and

were welcomed
into the hall with shouts of joy and cheers.

“Well done.
Well done.” said Boopah, “Ahem. I er, I do

believe it
would not have been possible to have driven the

enemy off
without your timely assistance. I really don’t know

what we would
have done without you.”

“Anyone being
attacked by Hyagras needs all the help

they can get.
We just happened to be on the spot,” Aruther

responded,
“there is something we want you to have a look at

though,” taking
Boopah’s arm, and leading him to where

Rambusco was
standing with the body under his arm. “We

thought at
first we had killed one of your men, but this one had

been disguised
as a crow, and was fighting alongside the

Hyagras.”

Boopah looked
closely at the body, then turned to

Aruther, “This
is a Gumball,” seeing Aruther’s puzzled look,

he said, “I
think you had all better come with me, I will be able

to explain more
easily in my study.”

“What about the
body?” asked Aruther.

“Just leave him
in that corner, someone will dispose of

it later.”

Rambusco seemed
reluctant to leave the body as the

others went to
follow Boopah. “Just leave it in that corner,”

said Aruther,
but Rambusco made no move. “Aren’t you

coming?” Seeing
that his friend made no attempt to leave the

body or follow
Boopah, he went up to him. “Is everything all

right?”
Rambusco just stared at him, shaking his head in a

bewildered sort
of way. He laid the Gumball down and put a

finger in each
ear, wriggling them furiously.

“I can see your
lips move, but I can’t hear a single

word. In fact I
can’t hear anything at all. That blasted crow has

made me stone
deaf.” Boopah took Rambusco to one of the

Gramalls who
had just finished treating one of the wounded,

and gave him
some instructions.

“Our healers
have a balm which is very good for

deafness.” he
explained, and turning to Rambusco, using sign

language, he
managed to convey to him, that someone was

going to put
some drops in his ears. Leaving him to be

attended to,
the others followed Boopah to his study. On the

way Aruther
asked Harbungi how he had managed to hit such

a small
target.

“I imagined I
was aiming at the eye of a hyagra! It

looked pretty
much the same.”

 


 


Chapter 10. Bon
Appetite.

 


Back at the
cave, Drabdrub was giving his followers a

real ear
bashing. One, brave enough to speak, said, “We were

only following
orders.”

“I’ll give you
orders. And the first one is, no bread and

butter pudding
for you. Now, has anyone seen that stupid

Dragonbreath?
He should have been back by now, all he had

to do was bring
everyone back. So, no riches for him then.”

“What riches?”
a small voice asked.

“What do you
think? He’s stupid enough to believe

anything.” They
all sniggered dutifully, the more enthusiastic

crawlers even
managed a few loud snorts. “All right, settle

down. Since we
can’t find the cooks, we’re going to have to

serve
ourselves. Everyone get a bowl, and one ladle full of

broth. Wait
till we are all seated before you start.”

Filling their
bowls, and taking their seats at the long

dining table
only took a few minutes. Drabdrub, at the head of

the table,
said, “Eat.”

Fifty spoons
dipped into the broth, fifty spoonfuls were

noisily
slurped. Fifty mouths sprayed the dwarf opposite with

very salty
broth. The first loud “Aaarrgh,” was followed by,

“You stupid,”
and “Look at my shirt.” From fifty angry

dwarves, this
was a deafening commotion.

Drabdrub had no
one facing him, so he only got a fine

spray, which,
if you can bear to think about it, was quite bad

enough; the two
dwarves unfortunate enough to be sitting next

to him, shared
his mouthful when he shook his head.

The language
used by the distressed dwarves was bad;

it isn’t
possible to list the words, and curses, they were

dredged up from
some ancient memory, deep in the brain.

Most of them
could not be said in any circumstances today.

At least half
an hour passed before the bedlam abated

sufficiently
for anyone present to even begin to think about

how, or why,
this had happened.

The kitchen
drawers, and cupboards were ransacked

for cloths, and
towels; and, soon everyone was reasonably

cleaned up.
“Those stupid cooks, I’ll give them something to

remember me by
when I catch up with them.” The look on the

faces of the
rest of the company suggested that there was

going to be a
lot of competition for that honour; and there

wouldn’t be
much left for the leader to shout at. “Leave the

broth, go and
get some of that bread and butter pudding, that’ll

take the taste
away.”

Stern faced,
and still grumbling, they filled their

pudding dishes
and sat, waiting. Once again the awaited

command came
from the leader, “Eat.”

Fifty spoonfuls
of bread and butter pudding, from fifty

mouths, were
sprayed across the table. Again, bedlam, and

utter confusion
reigned, as the furious assembly let rip with all

the curses,
they could think of, and a lot that were made up in

the heat of the
moment.

Eventually, one
of the tallest stood on the table, and

kicked his dish
onto the floor, “Anyone who can do that to

bread and
butter pudding deserves to die, and I am going now,

to kill this
evil creature.”

Quick to assert
his position, the leader shouted, “Get

your weapons,
we will find them, wherever they are.” Caught

up in the
excitement, they all shouted, and cheered, as they

went to collect
their swords, and spears.

As suddenly as
the thought came to him, he called

again, “Stop”.
As the thought expanded, and became a

suspicion, the
word ‘trap’ formed in his mind’s eye.

“Just a pokon
tonting minute,” if you’ve ever tonted a

pokon, you’ll
know just what he meant. “I think that is exactly

what they want
us to do.”

“What’s that?”
the brightest one asked.

“Get mad, and
do something stupid.”

“But I always
do something stupid when I get mad.”

This was
followed by a chorus from the others, “Yes”,

“Me too”, “Why
not?”

“Because that’s
what they want us to do; and nobody is

going to make
me do something.”

“Even if it’s
something you want to do?”

“Especially if
it’s something I want to do.”

Most of the
dwarves just glanced at each other, and

went back to
polishing their weapons; apart from one or two of

the brighter
ones who scratched their heads, and tried to work

it out.

“Anyway,” went
on Drabdrub, “Nobody is going to do

me out of my
supper.”

Conscious now
of the rumbling stomachs around them,

his followers
awaited his solution. To no one in particular, he

said, “Get rid
of this horrible stuff down the mine. Get those

idiots out
first, they are going to cook us a proper supper.”

Picking out the
oldest dwarf, “and you can make sure they do

a proper bread
and butter pudding, with enough for seconds.”

When the spoilt
food had been cleared out, and the

disgraced
guards brought back and set to work, he ordered

everyone to
change into clean clothes. “When these idiots are

finished the
dishes, they can wash all the clothes. I think that

will be
punishment enough.”

The notion of
an extra helping of bread and butter

pudding, and
not having to wash dishes, or clothes, was

enough to have
the same cries heard, “Yes”, “Me too”, and

“Why not?”.
They all went happily enough to wash (a little),

and get changed
(a lot), and have an aperitif in the form of a

mug (or three)
of mead. They agreed wholeheartedly with their

leader’s idea
to have a good meal, a good sleep, and a good

plan in the
morning.

With Grandma’s
party, there was a completely

different
feeling. Joy was not only unconfined, it was running

riot. The
victors returning to the Summer house were so full of

uppity, that
the leaves on the trees they passed, almost curled

in the rising
hot fog of euphoria. This lasted till they arrived,

and started to
do the ordinary things, like washing, getting

supper ready,
only when making room for the new members

did their
overheated heads cool a little.

It was Feltfeet
who first made a normal, rational

comment; to no
one in particular, “Do you think Drabdrub will

be very upset
when he finds out what we did to his bread and

butter
pudding?” It was one of the cooks who replied.

“Oh boy. Oh
boy, oh boy, oh boy.”

“Now we know
why they made you a cook,” said

Grandma.

“When we were
busy getting supplies out of the store, I

didn’t take
much notice of what you were doing with the salt.

You put some in
the bread and butter pudding, didn’t you?”

“And the
broth,” said Feltfeet.

“Oh boy. Oh
boyohboyohboyohboy”

“O.K. We’ve
heard all that. So tell us what it means.”

“There is
nothing, and I mean nothing, in this world

that Drabdrub
loves more than bread and butter pudding; and

you have…..
ohboyohboyohboyohboy.”

“Salt is good
for the system.”

“In bread and
butter pudding? Oh b..”

“Don’t start
that again. So, you think he might be a bit

upset?”

“Upset? He’ll
be incandescent with rage.”

“He’ll be
what?”

“Flaming
mad”

“O.K. so he’ll
come looking for us?”

“Definitely,”
and he started to look very worried, “I bet

he’s on the way
right now.”

Rearwind’s eyes
widened, “Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, oh

boy.”

“Don’t you
start.” said Grandma.

“It seems we
have two choices,” said Drangora, “we

either wait
here, set up some traps, and some sort of defence;

or we can
run.”

“Run!” said
Rearwind.

“Where?” asked
Feltfeet.

“Anywhere, and
as soon as possible.”

Grandma spoke
up, “Now, now, don’t panic, I’ve got a

plan.”

“I hope it’s
better than Rearwind’s,” said Drangora,

“which, if you
must know, I’m almost in favour of.”

“I said, don’t
panic.” As Grandma glowered at those

around her.
“With a little bit of luck it’ll take them a while to

find this
place, they are sure to go to our cave first. So I might

just have time
to get the forest elves involved.”

“Do you think
that’s a good idea?” asked Drangora.

“It’s the best
I can do on the spur of the minute.”

After different
ideas were aired, an early night was

quickly
rejected; which upset Rearwind. He wanted a couple

of hours sleep,
more or less, then a very early morning run, in

any direction.
Grandma managed to stop the idea of going

home just
because it was easier to defend. “I have an idea,”

she said, “if
it works out, we may not have to do any

defending.”

“Sounds good to
me,” said Feltfeet, “I don’t want to

back out of a
fight, but, if we don’t have to…”

Rearwind
agreed, “Fine by me.”

“This had
better be good,” said Drangora.

“And quick.”
Said Feltfeet.

“Right”, said
Grandma, “this is the plan. First, we stay

here. When that
rogue finds out who owns this place, he won’t

dare touch it,
or us.”

“You sure this
friend of yours is top garwulff?”

“Definitely. He
leads the biggest tribe of dwarves,

anywhere.” She
took a deep breath, “Problem is, well, you see,

dwarves never,
ever interfere in each others troubles, fights, or

whatever. This
means that he won’t fight for us; but, he won’t

let anyone harm
us when we are his, er, guests.”

“So we don’t
really know exactly how safe we are

here?”

“No, daughter
dear. Which is where I come to the

second step.”
Another deep breath gave her the chance to see

how they were
taking things up to now. “I’m going to see that

family of elves
who live near the great tree.”

“Elvish
devilish, that’s what you always used to say.

Anyway, elves
never actually help anyone.”

“But they
dearly love doing someone a bad turn. When

they hear my
story, I think they’ll be upset enough to give a

certain dwarf a
thick ear.” She looked around at the small

band. “We can
be a pain in the begonias to him, but if it came

to a straight
fight, we would be very lucky to survive. Now,

I’d better be
off, I want to get there before bedtime, certainly

before the
midnight hour.”

“And I’d better
come with you,” said Drangora.

“I think you
should stay and supervise things here.

Why don’t I…
Would you let Feltfeet borrow your axes once

more, then he
could come?”

“All right,
he’s shown himself capable of not losing

them.”

“If I do, then
they will have been lost in someone,”

answered
Feltfeet.

“Well said,”
Grandma smiled, “now, let’s be on our

way. We’ll take
a chunk of beef and a loaf to share, that’ll do

for our supper.
Wish me luck.”

This raised a
chorus of, “Good luck,” “Safe journey,”

“Go to it.”

For the first
hour of their journey, neither spoke; being

too preoccupied
with the beef and the loaf. Feltfeet finally

cleared his
throat, and mouth, asking, “So what sort of a plan

do you have?”
And was stunned by Grandma’s answer.

“None.”

Open mouthed,
he said, “None?”

“Almost.”

“Almost?”

“Well, sort
of.”

“Sort….?”

“If you would
stop waffling,” she interrupted, “I would

be able to
think,”

“Sorry.”

“Right.”

The next hour
or so passed in silence, while Grandma

thought.

So deep in
thought were they both, it was only when

challenged by
an elf gathering wood, that they realised how

close they had
come to their goal. Grandma answered the

challenge. “We
are here to see your master, will you take us to

him?”

This wasn’t the
answer he was expecting; most people,

coming near to
an elvish home, apologised, and made a careful

detour. He
recovered himself enough to ask, “What do you

want? kettles,
or pans?”

“I thought
perhaps I could supply him with kettles and

pans.”

Dumbfounded by
this answer, he said, curtly, “Follow

me,” and led
them to a metal studded oak door set into the side

of the hill.
“Wait.” He gave a series of raps on the door,

walked through,
and closed it behind him.

Grandma looked
at Feltfeet, and raised one eyebrow,

“Very strict on
routine are elves, do everything by the book,

even if they
can’t read.” As usual, Feltfeet looked bemused.

Grandma
laughed, “Don’t worry, just watch, and learn.”

Before she
could elaborate, the guard returned with a

companion.

This was
clearly someone of rank. His clothing marked

him out as
being different from an ordinary guard, as did his

manner in
dismissing the wood gatherer. He conducted them

past the
various workshops, pausing as Grandma hesitated at

seeing the
intricate work being done by some of the craftsmen.

Past the
kitchens, where the smells indicated the richness of

their diet;
Grandma remembered her last meal, so meagre

compared with
this. Her taste buds were just settling down

when they
arrived at another oaken door. This was covered in

various metals
woven in the shapes of animals and trees, most

in a brightly
burnished brass. The pattern covered the whole

door, and the
reflected colours made it truly breathtaking. The

design
completely disguising the fact that there was no handle.

Grandma looked
at her escort, raising that same eyebrow. The

elf was
suitably nonplussed, most visitors were pretty

impressed at
this point, Grandma’s calm was quite unsettling

him.

The door swung
open at his touch, and Grandma

entered before
he could announce her. With Feltfeet close

behind, she
walked the length of this hall. Again, intricate

metalwork
decorated the walls, demonstrating the high level of

expertise the
elves had reached. Even the floor tiles, and the

ceiling had
inlaid strands of fine brass. All designed to make

an impact on
the senses, and impress any visitor with the

quality of work
available.

Beside the
ornate chair at the end, stood an elf

completely
clothed in yellow. Grandma was aware that the

colours worn be
elves designated their place, and rank in

society, and
that yellow, the colour of burnished brass, was

reserved for
only the most senior elves. He signalled the guard

who accompanied
them to remain, while he regarded

Grandma’s
battle stained clothing with obvious distaste.

Somehow, in the
usual elvish way, he had learned of

Grandma’s
purpose, and said, “So. You believe you can sell

pots and pans
to us?”

“We might be
able to come to a mutually

advantageous,
and significant, cooperation.”

The guard
looked confused, mainly because of so

many long words
together, but the senior elf merely smiled,

and said,” What
an interesting idea; do you really think we

could
cooperate?”

“If I get the
contract to be the sole importer of cheap

metal ware, we
can decide between us, who sells what, to

whom.”

“Do you think
you could secure such a contract?”

Grandma matched
his smile, and mischievously

hesitated until
the elve’s smile started to fade. “The point of

entry for these
inferior products, seems to be the port at the

end of the
small river which flows through my son-in-law’s

property.”

“And you
believe you can control imports for that

reason?”

“My son-in-law
is Rambusco, and, if necessary, his

word is law
regarding what travels upstream. I’m sure I could

convince him to
help me in keeping a firm hand on anything

that would
affect his territory.”

“I know of
Ramusco’s reputation. But is he not more

of a famous
warrior than a tradesman?”

“All trade
would come through me, but it has to be

clear to the
importers, that it is Rambusco’s territory, and he it

is who must be
kept happy. So there can be no ideas of a big

expansion of
trade, or anything like that, without his say so.

This why I came
to you. We don’t want traders running around

our country
without any kind of restriction, now do we?”

“I quite agree.
We have, in the past, considered the

possibility of
competition. Now that it seems to have arrived,

we must try to
control it to within guidelines. For instance,

quality
control. The standard of workmanship needs to be

reasonable, we
don’t want rubbish to be sold here; we might

just become
associated with it.”

“Absolutely.
There is also the possibility, I’m sure you

have considered
it, of giving the outside world the opportunity

of purchasing
your superior wares; principally through the

traders we
would deal with.”

When she saw
how the elves eyes widened, she knew

this was a new
thought for him. “Quite so”, he replied, “Quite

so.”

“So, I take it
we are in agreement on this?”

“Yes. Yes, of
course. Let me know how, and when,

you propose to
commence, and we could have a formal

agreement drawn
up. By the way, a sample of the work would

be useful, the
Master will need to know just what we are

allying
ourselves to.”

“I’m sure that
will not be a problem.” Grandma

coughed, and
paused; this time the elf raised his eyebrow.

“There is a
little problem we are dealing with at the moment.”

“I thought
there might be something more urgent than

mere
trade.”

“And more
delicate,” she paused again, “I know of

your
differences with dwarves.” His frown made her rush on.

“This is
nothing to do with dwarves in general, I do have some

who are
friends. No. It is to do with one who has set up a new

tribe, and has
been most aggressive in doing so.”

“Mmmm. We have
heard something of the sort.”

“For some
reason, he has taken a dislike to my family,

and was foolish
enough to kidnap my daughter; I need hardly

say that she
has since been rescued, at no small cost.”

Indicating her
stained clothes. “To lay a false trail during the

kidnapping,
they all dressed, and spoke as elves.”

“Indeed!” This
was enough to bring a flush of anger to

the face of the
senior elf.

“We have held
him off, as it were, up to now; but he

has about fifty
followers, and if he decided to become really

unpleasant..”
She spread her hands.


“Unpleasant?”

“Terminally so.
But I wouldn’t expect you to provide

us with armed
support or anything like that.”

“If we are not
attacked, we cannot attack someone else,

especially
dwarves, it could become extremely serious.”

“Which is why
the kind of help I am looking for is

something less
obvious. Supposing we were to come into the

possession of,
perhaps a disabling spell? Something that a few

could use
against many?”

“It is good
business practice to assist prospective

partners.” He
motioned for them to follow him. “Perhaps not

spells, but we
do have some interesting powders.”

Following him
to the storeroom, Grandma and Feltfeet

were able to
have a whispered conversation. “You sounded

like a big city
boss back there.”

“That’s because
I’ve had to deal with a lot of door-todoor

salesmen in my
time, they have their own language; it’s

useful in this
sort of negotiation. Now, let’s see what he has to

offer.”

Once in the
storeroom, the senior elf studied the

shelves packed
with bottles, and boxes. Standing on a chair, he

took a box from
the top shelf. “We haven’t needed this for a

long time, from
what I remember, it is very effective.” He

showed them the
contents.

“Pearls?” said
Grandma.

“Pretty, aren’t
they? Whatever you do, don’t drop

one.”

“That
valuable?”

“That
dangerous. Drop one, and it will change your

whole
perspective of your surroundings.”

“How?”

“Everything
around you suddenly becomes three or

more times the
normal size.”

“That should be
interesting.”

“Dwarves are
particularly cautious of giants.” He

opened a small
box, and put several pearls into its cotton wool

lining. “Handle
with care, and let me know what progress you

make; on all
fronts.” He signalled to the guard to escort them

out. “And, good
luck”.

On the way back
to the summer house, they travelled

most of the way
in silence, each deep in thought. Eventually

Grandma spoke,
“Those pearls are going to a big help if it

comes to a
battle with Drubdrab and his followers, but it’s still

going be a hard
fight to win. We’ll need a lot of luck.”

“So I suppose
the first thing we need to do, is work out

how to get the
best out of what we’ve got.”

Grandma stopped
in her tracks, “I’ve said this before,

and I’ll say it
again. You’ve got hidden talents my lad. We’ll

do a bit of
thinking on the way back, then, in the morning,

everyone”ll
join in a conflab to decide what’s best. OK?”

 


 


Chapter 11.
Aruther and Splatattack’s ride to the Grand

Whizzarde’s
castle.

 


When they had
all settled down in Boopah’s room, he

told them about
his strange cousins, the Gumballs. “We are

only distantly
related,” he went on apologetically, “and they

have always
been, well, not much more than a nuisance to tell

the truth. I
can’t for the life of me see how they could have the

power to change
like that, and then get the Hyagras to attack.

The magic they
have, or, I should say, did have, is much less

than ours; so
it looks as if something is going seriously wrong

all over the
world.”

Aruther looked
at the others, his face showing exactly

how concerned
he was, “When I joined you, I was thinking

only of my
people. After that, well, it seemed like a great

adventure. But
I can see now that getting Splatattack to the

Grand Whizzarde
is really important.”

“We may be of
some help in that direction,” said

Boopah, “first,
however, I think you should have a look at

some of our
history books.”

Impatiently,
Aruther broke in, “We don’t have time for

anything like
that, we really must get going.”

Boopah smiled.
“Ah. The impetuosity of the young. If

you can contain
yourself for a little while, I think it will be to

your advantage
in the long run. When I heard how wrong

magic was
going, and with this business with the Gumballs, I

decided to ask
our Head Librarian to bring me as many of our

ancient history
books as possible. You can often learn things

about the
future by studying the past.” A tap on the door made

everyone turn.
“Come in, come in. I would like to introduce

you to Conran,
the Librarian,” as a very old Gramall came

shyly into the
room. “And I see your assistants with the books.

The desk has
been cleared ready for you.”

“Thank you
Boopah,” said Conran, “we have brought

most of the
books, but this will, I am sure, be of particular

interest. There
are reports of a strange storm which upset

magicians of
the time. The Grand Whizzarde happened to have

all the
ingredients for the correcting ceremony, and things

quickly went
back to normal. I must say, they were a very odd

list of
requirements indeed. They included herbs, wood from

certain trees,
even hairs from his pet.”

One of his
assistants, having laid the books out

carefully
coughed, and said. “Ahem. Could I er, perhaps

suggest this as
the next book to peruse?” holding out another

ancient tome.
“Apparently the Grand Whizzardes pet was

confused with
another while taking part in a cross country

race. They all
came back covered in mud, and as they were

just pups, one
was indistinguishable from the other. We traced

the lineage of
the person concerned, and it seems Rambusco

has the direct
descendant of the Grand Whizzardes pet.”

“I knew it. I
knew it,” cried Turungi joyfully, “I knew

we had the
right garwulff. And I agree with Aruther, we must

get Splatattack
to the Grand Whizzarde as quickly as

possible.”

It was now
Boopah’s turn to hold every ones attention,

“Ahem. If I may
make a small suggestion,” looking around,

pleased that
the others were paying him their full attention, “I,

or rather, I
should say we, have been making some careful

calculations
regarding the distances over which it would be

possible to use
a Dogo. If we make sure it has a feed

immediately
before leaving, this must be as early as possible; I

would suggest
daybreak. If we then extend the starting point as

far as
possible, by using what magic we have, I do believe it

would be
possible to reach the Grand Whizzardes Palace and

return in the
same day.”

“Wonderful,”
Aruther cried, “That’s wonderful. Let’s

find out how
Rambusco’s hearing is, and tell him the good

news. He’ll be
able to deliver Splatattack to the Grand

Whizzarde, and
be back here in no time.”

Finding
Rambusco was a simple task, giving him the

news was much
more difficult. The Gramall who treated his

ears confirmed
that Rambusco had not suffered any permanent

damage.
Unfortunately, the deafness would continue for some

time, only
gradually returning to normal. At first this appeared

to be a
set-back for the plan based on Boopah’s calculations, it

was very
difficult to get Rambusco to understand the plan at

all. But it was
he who suggested the answer. “Aruther, why

don’t you take
Splatattack? You are lighter than any of us, and

he knows you
well enough now to do as you tell him, well,

mostly.”
Rambusco smiled as everyone nodded at his

suggestion. “By
the way, what was that creature we brought

in?”

“A Gumball”.
Aruther shouted in his ear.

“I had one of
those once, but it didn’t affect me like

that,” and,
seeing the surprise on everyone’s face, “a

gumboil?”

Boopah broke in
before lengthy explanations took up

the rest of the
night. Putting his weight behind this idea, and,

as we know, his
weight was considerable. “That is an excellent

solution.
Preparations are under way at this very moment for

endowing the
Amulet with the most powerful magic we can

devise. It will
be ready by first light tomorrow; and our best

and swiftest
Dogo will also be made ready for the journey. I

am sure your
friends here,” indicating with a bow Turungi and

Harbungi, “will
be able to furnish you with a good enough

map to get you
to your destination. In view of the speed at

which you will
be travelling, you will probably only need the

most prominent
points of reference.”

Up to now the
Gnomes had been listening with open

mouths at the
speed at which decisions were being made, and

their surprise
at how quickly their quest was to be ended

showed on their
faces. Turungi spoke first, “Yes, of course, a

map. That I can
do now,” looking at Boopah, “with the right

materials.”

Boopah smiled
his most knowledgeable smile and said,

“They are
waiting for you in the top drawer of my desk.

Waterproof ink,
and a strong material to write on.”

As Turungi set
to work, Harbungi turned to the others

and said, “I am
sure I speak for both of us when I say we are

completely
overwhelmed by the wonderful help you have all

given us. When
this is over, we will do what we can to repay

you.”

Aruther spoke
first, “You have already repaid me by

helping to free
my people; and I think you have been pretty

useful to our
friends the Gramalls. As far as Rambusco and

Hardrag go, I’m
sure they have thoroughly enjoyed the

adventure.”

“Ahem. Er, I
er, whilst not wishing to appear in any

way critical,
nor wanting to initiate any precipitate action, I

think perhaps
it would be the right thing to do if we were to

begin
preparations for what will be, however short, a

momentous
event,” said Boopah, in his usual way.

“Well said
Boopah,” exclaimed Aruther, “in other

words, stop
talking, and start doing!”

Turungi spoke
up, “It has been an extremely hard day

for most of us,
and if Aruther is going to have this long

journey
tomorrow, I suggest we get to bed as soon as possible.

All that we
need to do is, along with the map, give Aruther a

letter of
introduction to the Grand Whizzarde, which should

give immediate
access to his presence; also with a brief

explanation,
for why we are not delivering Splatattack


personally.”

Rambusco had
only caught snatches of the discussion,

but decided it
was time to speak up, “It’s time we went to bed.

There’s a busy
day tomorrow.” He couldn’t for the life of him

think why the
others should have laughed when they all

nodded their
heads. But he was quite happy when everyone

left the room
with him, calling their ‘goodnights’ on the way

to their
sleeping quarters.

In spite of the
busy repair work the Gramalls were

making to the
main doorway; the work involved in the

disposal of all
the Hyagra bodies, and the cleaning necessary

after such a
battle, nothing stopped our friends from sleeping

soundly that
night.

They were
called before dawn to an early breakfast,

and, while they
ate, Boopah told them of the arrangements that

were in place.
“The chosen Dogo has been beautifully

groomed by his
herdsman. He has carefully checked the legs,

particularly
the feet, to make sure that it is as fit as it possibly

can be, for
what it is about to endure. The Dogo is now being

fed, and will
be fitted with an especially large saddle, to carry

Aruther and
Splatattack together. Some food and drink has

been prepared
for you Aruther,” as he handed over a shoulder

bag, “I assume
Splatattack will be all right for the journey?” he

continued,
looking at Rambusco. Raising his voice,


“Splatattack.”

“Oh.
Splatattack. Yes, oh yes he’ll be all right. Don’t

you worry about
him, he was only fed last week, I think he’ll

be all right
with Aruther.”

The meal was
finished quickly, no one wanted to waste

any time, and
they all made their way to the Dogo pasture.

Aruther slung
his bow and arrows across one shoulder, and his

food satchel on
the other. Rambusco put a hand on his

shoulder to
wish him luck, but no words came; instead he

offered his
sword, “You might need this if you meet any more

strange
creatures or Hyagras.”

Aruther smiled,
“I am grateful for your offer, I know

how highly you
prize your weapon and I am honoured.”

Raising his
pike, he said, “this will keep anything at bay, but

they have to
catch me first.”

Boopah broke
in, “Be mounted, and ready to leave, the

moment the sun
appears. The gate will open then, do not waste

a single
instant; the moment you have completed your task,

begin the
return journey. It is most important that you are back

here before
nightfall.” They all followed Aruther on his mount

to the gate; no
sunrise was ever awaited with such hope, no

rider given so
many blessings, and good wishes for this

important
journey.

The sky slowly
lightened, and even before the sun rose,

its effect on
the heavens was to bring the dark, changing blue

of the night
gently lighter. Now, everything could be seen

clearly without
the torches; it was light enough for Aruther’s

mission to
begin. The first rays of that fiery star touched the

topmost rim of
the canyon, and the gate swung open. Aruther

guided his
mount towards the opening, but it hardly needed

any guidance,
it seemed to sense the great trust that was being

placed in it,
and it was anxious to be off. As soon as it could

squeeze
through, it bolted through the gate and tunnel beyond.

As Aruther came
out into the forest, the sun came forth in all

its splendour,
and gave him the guideline for his travel towards

his first
marker point.

Finger Mountain
was soon in view; it was exactly as

Boopah had
described it, like a huge finger pointing at the sky.

What you
thought of it depended on the direction from which

you first saw
it; it was either pointing the way towards heaven,

or making a
rude gesture. As Aruther came closer, he was able

to see the
alternative shape and smiled wryly to himself,

hoping that
this was not an indication of how today’s ride

would end. They
had already overtaken several of the

Hyagras, still
fleeing from their defeat the day before;

travelling at
such a speed, he would not have noticed them if

Splatattack had
not given one of his fearsome growls. That

growl was
enough to clear any Hyagras out of the way,

quickly!

Concerned
mainly with hanging on as tightly as he

could, and the
passing forest being only a blur, it wasn’t

surprising that
he didn’t notice any of the other inhabitants.

His next marker
was an old fir tree, growing many feet higher

than anything
else around it, a gentle touch on the reins was

enough to guide
the Dogo past it, and onwards they rushed.

The markers
came along so quickly, Aruther hardly had time

to think about
anything else. The pounding of the Dogo’s feet

were becoming
like a constant drumbeat in his mind, and tears

streamed down
his cheeks, as the wind stung his eyes.

Suddenly, so
unexpectedly that he nearly lost his grip,

they emerged
from the woods into the great plain. As he had

been told,
there was the Grand Whizzardes castle, with its

shining towers.
It could be seen for miles around on its rocky

hillock
surrounded by the river, which split in two to make the

perfect moat.
He could not hold back a cry of joy at the sight,

“We’ve made it.
We’ve made it. Oh you beauty!” as he leaned

forward, and
risked a quick pat on the Dogo’s neck.

The dust raised
as Aruther’s mount raced across the

plain alerted
the guards; when Aruther arrived at the bridge

over the river,
he found a large company waiting anxiously.

With their lack
of magic to protect them, they were finding out

how uncertain
life could be for ordinary folk. They knew this

was no attack,
but didn’t know if the messenger carried good

or bad news.
Before they had the chance to enquire, Aruther

jumped from the
Dogo; Splatattack bounded by his side as he

rushed to the
waiting Whizzardes, waving his letter from the

Gnomes.

“Quick. I must
see the Grand Whizzarde straight away.

He needs hair
from Splatattack.” This didn’t particularly calm

the fears of
the guards, especially when they saw the size of

Splatattack,
and heard that strange name. Fortunately a senior

Whizzarde knew
about the Gnomes quest, and realised that

this was indeed
what the Grand Whizzarde was waiting for.

Brushing
everyone aside, he gripped Aruther’s arm and

hustled him
into the castle, guiding him through the many

passages, till
finally reaching the Great Hall.

“Wait here, I
shall bring the Grand Whizzarde,” and

with that,
hurried away leaving the travellers alone. For all the

magnificent
appearance of the castle on the outside, the Great

Hall was almost
dreary. No fancy wall hangings or curtains,

the furniture,
what little there was, being sturdy, but quite

ordinary. It
was obviously a place of work and academic

discussion,
rather than for entertainment. A rumble in his

stomach made
Aruther realise how long it had been since

breakfast, and
he delved into his food pouch. He had just

finished his
first sandwich, when a group of Whizzardes

entered the
hall, the Grand Whizzarde easily distinguished by

his flowing
robe, covered with stars and all manner of magic

symbols.

Before he even
reached Aruther, he started to speak,

“You have a
letter for me? What has happened to my servants?

Are they well?”
Then, seeing Splatattack, “You’ve got him,

excellent,
excellent.”

“Turungi and
Harbungi are both all right, and sent this

note for you;
the Gramalls have made this amulet to help you

restore magic,”
handing the items to him, “and please can you

take what you
need from Splatattack straight away? My Dogo

must be back
before nightfall. As you probably know, it can

only feed in
the Gramall’s pasture.”

“Of course, my
boy, of course,” and he turned to the

others, giving
a long list of instructions. Bending to

Splatattack, he
brought out a sharp pair of scissors, and went

to cut the hair
from his neck. Splatattack wasn’t too sure what

this stranger
was up to with what looked like a knife, and

backed away
giving one of his famous growls.

Aruther said,
“Perhaps it would be better if you gave

me the
scissors. I’ll do it, he knows me enough to trust me,”

and, taking the
scissors from the Grand Whizzarde, patted

Splatattack,
before cutting a handful of hair from his neck.

Taking this
gratefully, the Grand Whizzarde said, “I

know you must
hurry now, but when the time comes, as it

surely will,
when you are in danger, or need any help, we shall

be with you. We
are all deeply in your debt. Guards! Take this

young man to
his mount, and see him safely on his way.

Goodbye
Aruther, till we meet again.”

Again Aruther
was hustled through passageways until

he came to the
gateway, and there found his faithful Dogo,

waiting
patiently. With a cheery wave to the bemused guards

and Whizzardes,
he clambered into his saddle, called

Splatattack,
who bounded across the courtyard, and jumped up

beside him. The
pair set off on their return journey.

The Dogo sped
just as quickly over the open plain as

he had the
first time, but after a short while in the forest,

Aruther could
feel the trusty bird begin to falter. Dodging

around trees,
and at the same time trying to maintain a high

speed, was very
trying on its leg muscles. At a clearing,

Aruther reined
the Dogo to a halt, and, climbing down, rubbed

its legs as
well as he could. By the grateful look it gave, he

knew he was
doing the right thing. “We’ll go on for another

hour, then stop
again to rest, I’m not going to wear you out

completely.
Don’t worry, we’ll get back in good time.”

Splatattack had
found a tasty tree nearby, and took some

persuading to
jump up and join Aruther in the saddle. When

Aruther cried,
“Come on, Rambusco is waiting for you.” That

was enough to
do the trick.

An hour later,
Aruther could feel the Dogo beginning

to tire again,
and, for the first time, began to wonder if they

were going to
make it back in time after all. They came across

a pleasant
clearing beside a stream just after they had passed

Finger
Mountain, and dismounted. “Let’s rest here for a while,

we haven’t too
far to go now.” He led Splatattack to a sturdy

tree, and bent
to massage the Dogo’s legs as before; he knew

how difficult
it was to run, or even walk when cramp starts to

tie muscles
into knots.

The next half
hour was spent tasting the sweet water

from the
stream, rubbing aching muscles, and, in Splatattack’s

case, chewing
half the bark off the tree.

 


 


Chapter 12. Of
talk, plans, and another fight

 


As you might
expect, any conflab would have taken

up the whole of
the rest of the night. The others hadn’t been

able to go to
bed until the intrepid pair returned, so Grandma

had to put her
foot down. “We’ve had a busy day, and I reckon

it’s going to
be just as hectic tomorrow. What is best for us all,

is to get a
good night’s sleep. That devil won’t have a clue

where we are,
so let’s make the most of it, and see what

dreams we come
up with. Conflab takes place at breakfast.

Right?”

The others
could only chorus, “Right.” After the

exciting sort
of day they’d had, who wouldn’t be only too glad

to sleep till
daybreak?

And they
did.

Surprisingly,
breakfast was eaten in silence. Wake up,

washing, and
dressing time had passed by with everyone in

deep thought.
Some thinking on what they had dreamed,

others on what
they wish they’d dreamed. After the washing,

and tidying up,
with everyone nursing a hot mug of tea, the

exchange of
ideas started to take shape.

“What we need”,
said Rearwind, thoughtfully, “What

we really,
really need is a plan.”

Grandma only
just stopped Drangora landing a punch

that would have
sent him flying, through the wall. “Stop it.”

Grandma
shouted. “You know he’s sensitive.” Then, they both

realised what
she had said, and they laughed so hard, they had

to hold each
other up.

“You’re right,”
Drangora managed to splutter, “I’m

just not used
to anyone quite that sensitive.”

“You must
admit, he’s right though. Anyone got any

bright
ideas?”

Feltfeet sat
Rearwind down carefully, and said, “I’m

not sure if I
have, after that.”

“I know you
better than that,” Grandma said, “What

have you got in
mind?”

“Well – “

“Don’t
waffle.”

“Right.
Drubdrab knows we probably won’t go back

home, so I
think he will have scouts out looking for where we

are, then he’ll
attack. Supposing we make him think we are

where we
aren’t.”

Rearwind looked
at him, “You’re trying to confuse me

aren’t
you?”

“Sit quietly,
and listen. There are a few places like

small caves,
hollow trees, even forest clearings, where we

could be
hanging out.”

“You’re not
getting me ..“

“Oi! I said sit
quiet. Now, if we were to make a small

fire, put it
out, and put ashes on it to make it look well used;

flatten the
grass round about, it will look as if that’s where we

live. If we did
that in two or three places, it would put them off

this place, and
he would have to have two or three people

watching each
one they find.”

“What then?”
asked Rearwind.

“If there were
two or three, I think we could take care

of them without
much trouble. If we could keep knocking off a

few at a time,
I think the rest would get fed up, and go home.”

Grandma looked
around at the others, “Anyone

improve on
that?” And was met with headshakes.

Drangora
smiled, “Goodness gracious Ma, you’re

really coming
out of your shell aren’t you?”

“I’ve been
retired for far too long, it’s about time I got

back in charge.
Done all right up to now? Right?”

“Right, I’m
happy with that.” Smiling at her mother,

“We might as
well get started.” She looked at Rearwind, “can

you get some
ashes into a bag? Feltfeet can collect all the

rubbish,
peelings, bones, that sort of thing. While I check the

axes, make sure
they’re nice and sharp. Is it OK if we borrow

yours
Grandma?”

“You’re
thinking of leaving me behind this time then?”

“We’re going to
have to cover a lot of ground. After

yesterday, I
thought you would appreciate a day off. The cooks

might welcome
your kitchen experience, and they can help if

you have any
intruders.”

“Without my
axes?”

“If it comes to
it, and you have to run, go west, into the

sunset, then we
know where to find you.”

“And with those
few cheerful words you’re off?

Right?”

“Right.”

“Right.”

Within minutes
Drangora was on her way, joined by

the
ex-triplets, now twins. ”There’s a cave close by that giant’s

place, we’ll
start there. Then there’s that ruined house; after

that, we’ll
find a clearing somewhere.”

Three hours
slogging through rough underbrush, over

hills, across
streams, they arrived at a reasonable clearing, with

just enough
rubbish left to make it look good. “Suppose we

rest a while
before we move on.” Said Rearwind.

”I’m in favour
of that,” said Feltfeet. “and a few sips

each from
this,” producing a bottle of mead.

“So you came
well prepared?” Drangora asked.

“I knew we were
going to need something to keep us

going, so let’s
sit and share this out.”

“Well done
brother, I might have known you would

have something
up your sleeve.”

“All right. All
right. Don’t overdo it, you’ll make his

head swell.
Like he said, let’s sit, and enjoy a liquid break. But

first let’s
light the last fire, and get rid of this rubbish, then we

can relax
properly, with our jobs all done.”

Drangora spread
the rubbish around, while Feltfeet lit

the fire. “This
is more like it,” said Rearwind, as he rested his

back on a handy
tree; but not for long.

They were all
startled as a twig snapped loudly in the

woods.

On their toes,
looking around, axes at the ready, they

waited for
whatever it was to show itself. Drangora could

barely contain
herself, and after a few scant seconds, she

almost
screamed, “Come on, show yourself. Come out now, or

I’ll come and
get you.”

This was more
than enough for the careless twig

breaker. They
heard an almost inaudible voice say, “Sorry. We

didn’t mean to
frighten you.”

“What?” She
screamed, “Frightened? Who said

anything about
being frightened.”

An elf slowly
put his head round a tree, saying quietly,

“I really do
apologise. We were close by, and smelled the

smoke; when we
saw it was you, we were leaving when I

tripped, and
broke that rotten branch.” Two others joined him,

each carrying
bulging sacks. “We’ve been gathering

mushrooms,
we’re on our way home.” He looked around the

clearing, “You
haven’t been sleeping here, have you?”

Drangora spoke,
“No, we just stopped for a rest.”

“So this is
someone else’s rubbish?”

“Aaaahh, well,”
She knew she was going to have to tell

the whole
story, you just never can tell with elves exactly how

much they know.
“We’ve been having a bit of a problem with

a new tribe of
dwarves, and ..“

“We know all
about that.”

“Bad news
travels fast.”

“So we do get
to know everything that happens in our

territory. I
know Grandma paid us a visit recently, struck some

sort of
agreement with our leader, so if we can help, without

being too
obvious of course?”

“I know you
don’t like rubbish left like this, but this is

to distract
those dwarves away from where we are living.”

“Ahh, then
we’ll leave it,” he smiled.

Rearwind said,
“We were having a little refreshment,

would you care
to join us?” and held the flask out to him.

His smile grew
as he accepted it, and passed it to his

companions.

The friendly
atmosphere was abruptly shattered by

dwarves
crashing through the brush. “I might have known you

were in cahoots
with these devils, you couldn’t have stood up

to us on your
own.” one shouted.

Drangora looked
round at the half dozen or so dwarves

who now
surrounded them. “We are quite able to deal with

anything we
have to, and if you don’t clear off and leave us

alone, you’ll
find out how.”

The dwarf
laughed, “You don’t frighten me. Drubdrab

wants a word
with you, you’d better come quietly, or we’ll

have to tie you
up.” He glanced at the elves, “And that goes

for you
too.”

An elf said.
“We don’t take kindly to being told what

to do. I think
it would be better if you left us.”

“Ha! You think
you are good enough to chase us

away?” His
smile faded as our friends, and the elves faced the

dwarves
surrounding them. “Then we’ll tie you all up. Take

them.” He
shouted.

As the dwarves
went to step forward, they were

confronted by
the flashing of two pairs of expertly spun axes,

and a spinning
staff which Rearwind had become accustomed

to handle. Wary
of this combination, and the memories of

stories about
elvish magic, they hesitated. But, another shout

roused them to
action, “Fail, and you face Drubdrab.”

“You will not
fail.” Four more shouting dwarves

charged out of
the bushes, forcing the others into action. What

followed was so
fast and furious, that few could remember

afterwards,
what happened when. Although he managed to

give one dwarf
a hefty clout on the head, Rearwind was

overwhelmed in
the rush. The flashing axes finished off two

dwarves, and
wounded two others before taking a step. The

attackers
stopped short of actually hitting any elf, they were

held while a
dwarf fumbled for rope to tie them with. Though

small, when all
three broke away, and launched themselves on

the dwarves
leader, they were able to keep him out of the fight,

and stop him
shouting instructions.

Striking out
with the axes, both sharp and back edges

took their
toll; the two dwarves holding Rearwind were

knocked out,
and, as he struggled to his feet, he knocked

another off his
feet with a wild swing of his staff. Together

they rushed the
surprised dwarves, and disabled another five;

seeing their
chance, the three heroes took the opportunity to

escape. By this
time the elves had been subdued, one of them

badly
injured.

They’d only
taken half a dozen steps when Rearwind

cried, “The
axe. I’ve lost an axe!” On turning, they saw the

axe being held
triumphantly aloft, and the poor elves trussed

up like
chickens. “You’re not having it, and you’re not having

them!” He
cried, as he ran at the grinning dwarf. Dodging the

clumsy blow,
his flying axe cut off the hand which held his

stolen weapon.
But the dwarves quickly got over their

surprise, and
looked as if they were going to win by sheer

weight of
numbers.

With a wild
yell, and a screeching “Stop!” A figure

jumped out of
the forest, and landed in the middle of the

melee. “Stop
now, or take the consequences.”

“And what might
that be?” shouted the senior dwarf,

laughing at the
notion that this slip of a girl thought she could

threaten
them.

“You really
don’t want to know,” she replied, almost

casually
throwing the nearest dwarf at his feet. “Do you?”

“I’ll show you
what I know,” he yelled, throwing his

club at her
head. But he was struck dumb, when that same club

returned with a
greater force, and shattered the bones in his

arm. The scream
had barely left his lips, when she spun him

round, twisted
the other arm up his back, and threw him onto

his followers.
Taking advantage of this distraction, Rearwind

laid about him
with his staff with renewed force, while the axe

holders
disposed of another four.

The dwarves
left alive, and conscious, dropped their

weapons, and
raised their hands in surrender. Just in time,

when they
looked around, they realised that they were the only

two left
standing. Drangora quickly organised everybody.

“Right you two,
untie the elves, and make a stretcher

with your coats
for the wounded one. Can you wounded help

each other back
to your cave?” A few reluctant nods

confirmed this.
“But you,” pointing to the leader, “Are coming

with us.”
Stripping the shirts from two of the dead, she ripped

them into
bandages, and slings. Fastening a sling to support

the leader’s
arm, she gave the bandages to the others, and told

them to sort
themselves out.

While this was
being done, she now turned to the

newcomer,
“Thanks for your help, how did - - ?” Drangora

looked more
closely at her face, “It’s you. After all this time.

What brings you
back to boredom county?”

“I deserve
that. Sorry Mom.”

The twins
looked up in surprise, raised their eyebrows,

and mouthed
‘WOW’ at each other. A ‘look’ from Drangora

sent them
fussing around the wounded, and checking the

stretcher.
“We’ll talk later, let’s get moving. We must get this

wounded elf
home as soon as possible.” She turned to the

elves who were
comforting their friend, “If you lead the way,

we’ll all
follow.” Seeing the wounded dwarves were patched

up, and on
their way, she nodded to the elves; the rest

followed, as
they headed towards their home.

The journey,
like many at that time, was endured in

silence;
endured, because they were all beginning to feel their

bumps, and
bruises. Near the elves home, they were met by a

large party,
carrying liquid refreshment, and various bandages;

for the
comfort, as they said, for inside and outside. The

wounded dwarf,
and elf were taken for treatment, while our

heroes, treated
like heroes, were escorted with the prisoners

into the Great
Hall.

The place where
Grandma had made her ‘deal’, but this

time, the Chief
elf was occupying the grand chair. “Take the

prisoners away,
they will be dealt with later. We have a special

presentation to
make.” Motioning Feltfeet and Rearwind

forward, he
went on, “We have heard of your bravery, and

your help for
our people. These have been especially made for

you.” Seeing
the look of surprise on their faces, he smiled,

“We knew that
this situation was going to arise at some time in

the future, and
prepared for it. The trouble was, we didn’t

know when.” He
handed each a package wrapped in soft

deerskin.
“These will help you in the future, use them well.”

They both
blushed, and could hardly stammer their

thanks. “There
is one more thing,” he said, “with these, you

must use your
new name.” Now they really were confused. “A

new name for a
new part of your life. From now on you will

be known as
Fleet, and Wind. This day we have witnessed the

birth of two
new warriors.” He turned to Drangora. “From now

on there is a
special relationship between us. We may not be

able to do your
fighting for you, but we can help by advising,

and warning of
dangers. And now I am sure you are anxious to

return to your
temporary home; and I can see that you will be

there only for
a short time. Thank you again for your help.”

The cheers that
accompanied them out of the hall, rang

in their ears
all the way home; and when they did arrive, they

still felt the
euphoria of that send off.

 


 


Chapter 13.
This is what friends are for; then

Aruther is
given another task.

 


Splatattack’s
growl alerted him to danger. Looking

around, there
was nothing to see, but knowing how reliable the

garwulff’s
sense of smell was, he put his lance at the ready,

and waited.
Rushing through at breakneck speed earlier,

Aruther had
only given the growing things here the merest

notice. Now, as
his faithful steed rested, and they both drew

deep rasping
breaths, Aruther saw the long vines hanging from

almost every
branch, white tips swaying as they reached

towards the
earth. Others, mottled black and brown, seemed to

crawl along the
ground.

Then he
remembered, the defeated Hyagras they had

passed on the
way out, maybe they were going to meet them

on the way
back. He loosened Splatattack’s leash and patted

him, “Good boy,
whatever it is, we are ready for them.” The

sudden crashing
of bodies through the undergrowth gave them

the direction
the attack was coming from, so, when six

Hyagras broke
into the clearing at a run, Aruther was able to

mortally wound
one, as Splatattack chewed the legs off

another. This
stopped the headlong rush; but the leader could

see they still
had the advantage in numbers, and rallied the

others with a
squeal of rage. Aruther kept them at arms length

by swinging his
lance wildly, while Splatattack’s growls came

even louder, as
he snapped at any who came close to him. The

attacking
beasts saw the Dogo, and thought this was a soft

target.

Two Hyagras
launched themselves viciously at the

bird, but soon
realised their mistake, when they were sent

sailing through
the air by one kick of those powerful legs.

Aruther and
Splatattack made attacking moves towards the

others when
they saw this, and it looked as if they were going

to be able to
drive the savage brutes away, when four Hyagras

appeared on the
other side of the clearing. When these were

joined by
another half dozen. Aruther’s heart sank, no matter

how hard or
well they could fight, there was no way they

could keep so
many enemies at bay for very long. “Well,

Splatattack old
friend, it looks as if this is going to be a tough

spot to get out
of, if we ever do get out of it. But we’ll take a

lot of them
with us; we’ll make them sorry they started on us.”

With a great
yell Aruther rushed at the leader of the

surrounding
brutes, stabbed him in the shoulder, knocking him

to the ground.
This made the others hesitate, and gave

Splatattack the
chance to down another two.

The Hyagras saw
that they were still in greater

numbers, and
that was all they were concerned about. Bullies

always have to
be in overwhelming numbers to even try to

win. The
snarling beasts closed in again, ready to make their

final dash.
This time it looked as if there could be no escape

from their
slavering jaws. Bilious eyes so firmly fixed on their

intended prey;
did not see the other group which now came

into the arena.
Rambusco, Hardrag, the Gnomes, and a large

crowd of
Gramalls racing to the attack.

Hardrag’s
ear-shattering war cry made the cowardly

Hyagras turn in
terror to face this unexpected onslaught. With

this sudden
attack from behind, and a renewed surge from the

hard-pressed
defenders, their senses were completely

overwhelmed, as
they tried to flee. In their panic they only

succeeded in
running round in circles, within the enclosing

barrier of
weapons. Hardrag and Rambusco waded in with

their swords
cutting down Hyagras on all sides. Only one

managed to
escape; Hardrag was about to chase after it when

Rambusco called
him back, “Let it go, it will tell the rest never

to meddle with
us again.” Looking at Aruther he went on, “A

good job
Hardrag thought we had better meet you on the way

back. He
remembered the Hyagras, and said they would be

looking for
revenge.”

The herdsman
who looked after the Dogo was already

tending to his
favourite, rubbing a soothing balm onto its legs,

and talking to
it, calming it down after such an experience.

Aruther went to
him, “There is no time for congratulations yet,

we will return
with the group. You take this magnificent bird

back, and give
it the feast of its life, it has earned it. Go now,

while there it
yet time.” Helping him onto the large saddle,

Aruther waved
him on his way, while he went to thank the

others for
their welcome intervention.

“I’ve never
been so pleased to see anyone in my whole

life,” he
exclaimed as he went up to Rambusco and hugged

him. Rambusco
could only splutter, stammer, and finally

blush, as he
was unable to find the words he wanted.

“Hardrag!”
Aruther cried, “you’ve saved our lives, it was a

close call that
time. You have more than re-paid me. There is

no debt between
us now, you are a free man.”

“I will take
that freedom only if I can call you friend,”

Hardrag
replied.

“Gladly,
gladly. And you my friends,” turning to the

Gnomes, “thank
you for our lives,” gesturing to the crowd of

Gramalls,
“thank you all, what more can I say?”

One of the
Gramalls spoke up, “The best thing to say

right now is,
let’s get out of here in case that lonesome Hyagra

finds a few
more friends. I think we’ve had enough excitement

for one
day.”

“Especially
since they have been up all night too,” said

Rambusco,
“anyway, in the end, we’ve all helped each other

out.”

“And had a
great time doing it too,” broke in Hardrag,

“my sword has
never been so busy.”

While they were
congratulating each other on their

hard won
victory, no one noticed how the vines in the trees,

and on the
ground were moving more actively. When one

group of white
tipped feelers bound the body of one of the

Hyagras, and
carried it up into the topmost branches, they

cheered, “Good
riddance.” Until Aruther’s dogo squawked.

Looking down,
they saw the ground tendrils had encircled one

of its legs,
while others crept towards their own feet.

In a flash,
weapons were brought to bear. With blows,

sword cuts, and
a lot of stamping, the vines quickly withdrew.

“I’ll be glad
when magic is finally put right. Let’s get

out of this
place,” growled Hardrag.

Looking up,
Rambusco said, “By the black bats of

Brack, what is
that smell?” Caught up in the fury of battle

nothing else
but survival mattered, but now they all pulled

long faces as
they realised what Rambusco was talking about.

It wasn’t just
the dank musty smell of old vegetation, it could

only be the
foul, unspeakable stench, of rotting flesh. Only

maggot ridden
bodies, could produce an odour that bit like

acid at the
back of the throat. It was enough to make them all

turn, and,
without another word, leave this cursed place as

quickly as
possible. The famous Dogo, and its handler, had left

to carry the
good news ahead of the travellers.

They set off in
an orderly fashion back towards the

underground
city. The sun was now low on the horizon, and

they probably
wouldn’t get back before dark; but the mood

they were in
would have deterred anyone, or anything, from

attempting to
delay their journey. Being still flushed with

success, they
were all striding out with a will, and it wasn’t too

long after
night had fallen, that they reached their destination.

As they arrived
at the newly constructed, and much

stronger, front
gateway, there was Boopah, and some of the

older Gramalls,
waiting to welcome the returning heroes. It

was plain to
see from all the happy faces, how pleased they

were that the
rescue mission had been a success. They’d had a

brief outline
of the fight from the returning herdsman, who had

managed to make
it to safety before dark.

The Gramalls
left behind knew that when the party

returned,
everyone would be hungry, so they had spent most of

their time
preparing a meal fit for heroes. The tables in the

great hall were
set, and after they had all had a refreshing wash

and change of
clothes, the hall was filled with people asking,

and answering
questions. Large jugs of mead beside each plate

were soon
consumed, and the cooks had a busy time bringing

out bottles to
refill them. It soon became clear that people were

simply going to
spend the rest of the night talking, and

drinking, if
left to themselves.

In order to
avoid too many sore heads next morning,

Boopah knocked
on the table with an empty bottle to get

everyone’s
attention. “Friends all. The prepared meal is ready,

but first I
would like to propose a toast,” raising his jug he

called, “To the
brave.”

The hall
resounded, and the passages echoed and reechoed

to the reply,
“The brave.”

After the meal,
the rest of the night was spent, in

talking and
drinking. It took a full week before things really

got back to
anything like normal for the Gramalls. Wilmus had

taken Rambusco
and Hardrag on explorations into the desert,

while others
had shown Aruther the secret places in the forest;

the way they
caught the Hyagras, and other animals. Races on

foot and on
Dogos were organised, Aruther managed to train a

number of the
Gramalls in the art of archery; the time passed

so quickly and
pleasantly that everyone was quite surprised

when the start
of another month came round.

A very
surprising event marked the start of that month.

A group of
Gramalls had been out in the forest hunting, when

they came
across a very tired, dusty Whizzarde. His clothes

were in
tatters, and he could barely walk. One was sent ahead

to warn the
gatekeepers; by the time the rest of the group

arrived with
the Whizzarde, there was quite a welcoming party

at the gate.
Carrying him quickly to the great hall, he was

revived
somewhat by a jug of mead. “Aruther, I have a

message for
Aruther,” he whispered through cracked lips.

Messengers were
dispatched to find all our friends, for the

senior Grammal
realised that it must be something desperately

important for a
Whizzarde to make such a long journey on

foot. The
Whizzarde had his clothes changed, and was soaking

his sore feet
in a bath of soothing warm herbal water, as

Aruther and the
others arrived.

Aruther went up
to him, “I am Aruther, you have a

message for
me?”

The Whizzarde
pulled himself upright, reaching for

Aruther’s hand,
“A message from the Grand Whizzarde. He

has been able
to stop the magic going wrong, but he can’t

make it go
right.” Everyone looked at each other, thoroughly

puzzled.

“I don’t
understand,” said Aruther, “I thought he had

all he needed
for the right ceremony.”

“So did we, my
boy. So did we. But when the new

spell would
only go so far, we went back to studying the old

book a lot more
carefully. Apparently there are some salt

water herbs on
a distant shore that he must have, to be able to

complete the
whole spell; he thinks you might be the person to

help us,”
looking up at Aruther, he said, “can you?”

Aruther
hesitated, and looked at his companions.

Hardrag smiled
and said, “It sounds a lot easier than what

we’ve just
done.”

Rambusco
agreed, “It’ll be a bit of a holiday, going to

the seaside.
Why not?”

Turungi sighed,
“I had rather hoped my adventuring

days were over,
but if you are going on the Grand Whizzarde’s

business, then
I suppose we will have to come along too.”

Aruther smiled
broadly, “That’s settled then. We’ll do

it, and we
might as well leave straight away, no sense in

delaying the
magic any more.”

Boopah had, for
once been standing quietly, listening.

“Ahem. Your,
er, your horses have been exceedingly well fed,

and exercised
regularly. The grooming and care for them is

very similar
for that used for our Dogos. So our herdsmen

have kept your
steeds in what I might, without being in the

least boastful,
describe as the peak of condition.”

Aruther turned
to him and said, “Boopah, my friend,

where would we
be without you?”

“About five
miles down the road by now,” said

Rambusco,
laughing.

Boopah
understood this to be Rambusco’s style of

humour, and
merely bowed his head in acknowledgement, as

if he’d been
paid a compliment. “By the time you have

gathered your
belongings and decided on the direction of your

quest, our
cooks will have prepared something to sustain you

on your
journey.”

From one of his
pockets, the Whizzarde withdrew a

folded piece of
soft material, “And here is your map. The

safest route
has been marked in red. If you are successful, the

Grand Whizzarde
has said you will have earned his eternal

gratitude.
Until magic is properly restored, all I can do is wish

you luck, and a
safe return.”

The two Gnomes
wanted to be sure of the way ahead,

so until the
packing was completed, they spent their time

studying the
Whizzarde’s map. Naturally, there were a number

of things they
disagreed about. The main one being exactly

how closely
they should follow the red ‘safety’ route. It had to

be admitted
that the red line did seem to wander about quite a

bit, and the
Gnomes felt that the Grand Whizzarde was being a

little too
cautious in his directions. However, they managed to

agree on the
first stage, and if that went without any problems,

they would
‘adjust’ the other stages as they came to them.

In a
surprisingly short space of time, everyone was

ready for the
journey. It hadn’t taken long for Rambusco,

Hardrag, and
Aruther to pack; after all, warriors don’t worry

too much about
a change of socks. When they got to the

pasture, they
found that the herdsmen had made some special

saddles, based
on the design that was used for Dogos. These

spread the
rider’s weight further along the horses back, and

meant that
instead of using clumsy side packs, all the blankets,

waterproofs and
cooking equipment could be carried behind

the rider. They
all soon got used to the new saddles, indeed,

they were found
to be more comfortable, a rider could even

change to
side-saddle style to ease his cramped legs; or even

lean back onto
the pack and really relax.

When the great
rock rolled back, they were waved on

their way by a
huge crowd of Gramalls; they knew that they

had become, not
just guests, but almost honorary members of

the tribe.

 


 


Chapter. 14.
Where unexpected allies appear, and a

trap is
set.

 


Their welcome
was not as loud, but even more

rapturous than
the elves send off. Grandma was so pleased to

see them back
safely, she couldn’t stand still, and did a little

impromptu dance
around them. Suddenly she took notice of

the newcomer,
and looked keenly from her to Drangora, and

back, several
times. Eventually the frown gave way to a huge

smile, “My but
you’ve grown. Come here, give your old

granny a
hug.”

Bashfully, the
girl obeyed. After an almost suffocating

embrace,
Grandma returned to her new, bossy, image.

“Now get
yourselves washed, and changed; and put

some ointment
on those cuts. We’ve got soup ready and

waiting, and
there’s bread and butter pudding for afters. An elf

came with a
message to say you were all right, and on your

way. We’ll have
your story,” looking at her granddaughter,

“all your
stories, after dinner.”

The meal was
not eaten in silence. Words, sentences,

came tumbling
out, willy nilly, just as they came to mind.

Details of the
actual fighting were a bit hazy, and they

sometimes
contradicted each other, but agreement was reached

when it came to
the valuable help they got from this shy

youngster. By
the time they were scraping up the last of the

pudding, Fleet
and Wind, to give them their new names, were

eyeing the
parcels they had been given in the Great Hall.

Seeing this,
Grandma helped them out by asking, “And what

have you
brought back with you?”

They looked
just like two little boys about to open a

special
Christmas box. The dishes were quickly cleared off the

table, and
everyone sat round to watch. Wind said. “You go

first, it’s
sure to be something special.”

Fleet said,
“Yours is sure to be the same.”

Drangora gave
them each a playful slap on the head,

“Stop waffling.
Get on with it.”

Too excited to
untie the cords, the binding was cut, and

the soft
leather unfolded. The sight of the gleaming, elvish

workmanship,
brought gasps of delight. Each packet contained

what was
clearly made especially for the recipient.

Fleet
reverently picked up the pair of beautifully

fashioned axes
that lay before him, “Wow, look at these,” as

he weighed them
in his hands, and tried a small twirl.

“Careful,”
warned Grandma, “They’ll be just as sharp

as they
look.”

Wind held his
gift, “I’ve never seen anything quite like

this before.”
As he showed the others a brass ball that could

belong at the
bottom of a grand staircase, and a spike that

would grace any
elaborate railing.

Again, it was
Grandma who helped out, “They will fit

perfectly on
that staff of yours. There’s not many weapons that

will stand up
to a staff with the ends fortified like that.”

‘OH. Yes,’ Wind
breathed out, “They’re just perfect.”

Drangora had
been anxious to talk to her daughter, so,

while the boys
played with their new toys, she opened up the

conversation
she wanted. “Like your Grandma said, Elgora,

it’s been a
long time. Have you still got the same ideas?”

The girl shook
her head, “I’ve done a lot of growing up

since I left in
such a hurry. I must have caused you a lot of

pain. I am
truly sorry. Back then, I was just a silly self centred

kid.” She
looked up under lowered eyelashes, and smiled, “I

really have
changed; I’ve even changed my name, I use my

middle name
now.”

“Kierathte!”
Drangora exclaimed, “Your Grandma’s

name, she will
be pleased. Are you going to tell me what

you’ve been up
to?”

Grandma joined
in, “This is what I want to know as

well. Changing
the name you’re known by is easy, have you

really grown
out of those teen tantrums?”

“I’m so sorry I
was such a terrible child. After I

stormed off, I
lived from hand to mouth for a while.” And,

seeing the look
of apprehension on their faces, went on, “I

didn’t steal,
or anything like that; I begged and borrowed once

or twice, that
was all. Then I was lucky enough to meet

someone who
cared. He showed me that I was about to waste

my life; he
persuaded me to join his order. No, not a religious

order, it’s
based on martial arts, concentrating all the positive

energy in mind
and body. Then when we reach a certain stage,

we go out into
the world and try to make life better for

someone.”

“Is that how
you came to our assistance?”

“Partly. I was
on my way home when heard the noise

of fighting.
From the way that obnoxious dwarf was behaving,

I knew which
side to join. If you’ll have me, I would be glad

to help if they
cause any more trouble.”

“With the kind
of help I saw you give, I think we’ll

give them a
good run for their money.”

“Now Re, sorry,
Wind. Don’t get carried away, that

devil still has
thirty or forty dwarves to fight for him.”

“Not any
more.”

They all jumped
to their feet, horrified that the big

dwarf standing
before them had taken them so much by

surprise. When
he saw the axes at the ready, and the look in

the eyes that
faced him, he quickly took a step back, and raised

his hands. “I
have come to talk, and, perhaps help.” Seeing

that they were
not quite convinced of this, he quickly went on,

“Most of us
have been disappointed that the adventure he

promised,
turned out to be a very foolish kidnapping, and the

disappointing
mess that has followed. Mind you,” he laughed,

“at least you
livened things up a bit. There’s some of us feel

that he is just
full of himself, I don’t think he’s got a proper

plan, or
anything like that; and getting involved with elves is

not a clever
thing to do.”

“And you say
you want to help us?” asked Grandma.

“Well that’s
the problem. We have decided to go back

home, and
before we go, we’d like to put things right.”

“You really
want to help us?”

“As you know,
we do enjoy a fight, but we don’t fancy

having elves
for enemies; or you lot, for that matter.”

Fleet broke
into the conversation, “You keep saying

we. How many is
we?”

To avoid an
argument over grammar, Grandma broke

in, “You have
someone with you?”

As a reply, he
called, “You can come in now,” and a

dozen dwarves
lined up along one wall, as far as they could

get from
Drangora and her daughter.

“Not a
particularly promising looking bunch,” said

Kierathte.

“They haven’t
come here to propose,” said Grandma,

“But I reckon
they will be all right in a scrap. What do you say

lads?” This
finally brought smiles to the dwarves faces, as they

nodded
vigorously. “Then I think it’s about time we got a plan

together; if we
don’t put that idiot in his place, he’s just going

to cause more
trouble, for all of us.”

Everyone looked
at her expectantly. “Yes. I have been

thinking about
what we should do, and the first thing we need

to find out is
how we are suited.”

“How we are
suited?”

“Yes, Drangora.
If we are going to fight together, we

must be able to
compliment each other; but most of all, we

must learn to
recognise each other.” To answer the puzzled

looks, she went
on, “It’s not much good winning a battle if we

find we’ve
chopped off the wrong dwarves heads.”

The look on the
dwarves faces was enough for

everyone else.
“You’re right,” said Drangora, “We need some

sort of
recognition sign.”

“A sign?”

“Yes. Something
that will stand out in a fight.”

“I see what you
mean,” said her mother, “Something

like, er, like
a red kneckerchief?”

“Brilliant.
That would do it. We all wear red

kneckerchiefs;
there’ll be no mistaking friend from foe then.

So, what’s
next?”

“Right,” said
Grandma, “We need to train together, so

we can get used
to each others style, and maybe we can both

pick up a few
pointers. It’s a bit late to do any real training, but

we can at least
get used to each other. Let’s see how many

weapons we have
altogether, then tomorrow morning, we’ll

see who’s going
to be the most proficient. . Now, I suggest

that we each
keep our personal weapons, the one we are

skilled at
using. The secondary weapon, we put on the table,

and we’ll see
what we have.” She looked round, and went on,

“Drangora,
Fleet, and myself have throwing axes which are at

their best when
used by us. Wind has his own personal staff;

but he and
Fleet both acquired swords after our previous, er,

shall we say,
engagements. So they go on the table. OK?”

Everyone nodded
in agreement.

The dwarves
lined up and started to add to the weapons

on the table.
Mostly they were swords, the exception being one

with an
intricately design etched along the back edge; a family

heirloom, the
owner volunteered. Other personal weapons

included what
could be described as a long knife, or a short

sword; the
surprise was a pair of throwing knives, proudly

shown off by
the smallest of the dwarves. These fascinated

Grandma, and
she asked if she could try throwing one. He was

reluctant to
hand one over, but agreed when Grandma said he

could try his
hand at throwing an axe.

Weighing it
carefully in her hand, she took aim at the

doorpost,
throwing at the very moment a raven outside gave a

loud squawk.
She hit it with the handle, and grimaced at where

the raven was.
Passing it, and an axe to the dwarf, she smiled.

He likewise
weighed the axe carefully, and aimed for the same

door post, this
time the back of the axe found its mark. He

handed it back
to her with a wry smile, “You were right when

you said we
should all keep our personal weapons.”

She smiled and
said. “It’s called, horses for courses.

And now we’re
going to have to deal with that so and so

raven.” But as
everyone laughed, her eyes widened, and she

put a finger to
her lips. “You’re quick on your feet,” she

whispered to
Fleet, “Can you catch that raven for me?”

“Yes. But they
don’t make very good pets you know,”

he smiled.

Grandma winked
at him, “And they make excellent

messengers, so
take some bait for it, and go,” shooing him off,

“Now.”

Drangora looked
puzzled, “Shameless gossips more

like.”

“Exactly. Now
let’s have a box for it, I want it in the

passage, just
round the corner, then we’ll discuss plans.”

“With that
thing listening?”

“Hush.” Grandma
went on quietly, “When it

accidentally
overhears our plans, then accidentally gets free, I

have no doubt
that it will be keen to upset us, and will tell all

to that
troublesome dwarf.” Looking round, she saw the light

slowly dawning
in the others eyes; well, most of them. “He

won’t be able
to resist the bait. I’m sure we can arrange a nice

little
reception, and settle this once and for all.”

Within, it
seemed like mere moments, Fleet was back

with something
struggling under a blanket. “Must have been

hungry, it
nearly took my hand off. Where do you want to

keep your new
pet?”

“There’s a box
in the passage.” Drangora said

Grandma smiled,
“That will do for now, I’ll get a

proper cage
later. Just make sure there’s something heavy on

that box, I
don’t want to lose it.” As soon as the raven was in

the box, she
went on, with a wink, “Now let’s get down to

business.”
Everyone gathered round the table. “We need to

look forward to
the future. So I think, while things are a bit

quiet, we
should pay a visit to Sheralpia.”

“But that’s all
the way down to the coast, I don’t think

we are exactly
in need of ships, or fish,” grumbled Drangora.

Grandma gave
her a kick on the shins, “We need some

samples of what
we are going to sell, and we have to go and

get them.”

“It’s still a
long way to go.”

“Not the way I
go. The river winds about too much.”

“So?”

“We go as the
crow flies.”

“Pardon?”

“There’s a
valley you can get through, just; anyway, it

cuts the
journey in half. So we can be there and back in a day.”

“How do you
mean, a valley you can just get through?”

“Well, apart
from being narrow, there are a lot of thick

bushes, so
there’s only a narrow track; but it is a lot quicker.”

“A narrow
track, in a narrow valley; that sounds to me

like the
perfect place for an ambush.”

“I suppose so.
But someone would have to know you

were going to
be there. No one knows we are going to be on

our way home at
first light the day after tomorrow, so we

should be quite
safe.”

“I agree. So,
is everyone happy with that?” As the

others all
nodded, she had to push them into a verbal OK by

waving her
hands, and mouthing YES.

Fortunately
most cottoned on, and there was a

resounding
“Yes.”

Grandma
whispered, “If the bird didn’t hear all that, it

must be deaf.
Now, I want you,” she pointed to the largest

dwarf, “To trip
over the box, and knock the weight off. OK?”

She got a smile
and a nod in reply. Aloud, she went on, “I

think we shall
all have an early night, ready for some training

in the
morning.”

They each
collected a blanket, and found a place to

sleep; the
dwarf doing as he was bid, tripping over the bird’s

box, knocking
the weight to the ground. There was no doubt

about it, that
bird would be missing in the morning.

Next morning,
as she passed, Drangora nudged the box

in the passage
with her foot. “Grandma, I think your pet bird

has flown the
coop. It must have left through the window I

accidentally
left open last night.”

“Part one
complete,” said Grandma. “Now. Breakfast;

while you eat,
you all listen very carefully, it is important that

you remember
what I say.”

As their food
was cooked, and eaten, Grandma outlined

her plan; the
smiles on the faces of the listeners growing

bigger and
bigger. At the end, the large dwarf turned to his

comrades and
said, “Didn’t I tell you this was going to be a

good idea; I
reckon this old woman has more sense, and bright

ideas than
anyone else I know. I for one am very glad we’re

joining her,
not fighting her.” This brought a bout of vigorous

head nodding,
accompanied with bigger than ever smiles. But

a frown from
Grandma.

“Not so much of
the old woman, if you please.”

He had the
grace to hang his head as he asked, “You

are sure that
your friends will stop things getting out of hand? I

have to ask; we
were brought up to trust no one outside the

tribe.”

“I understand
that; and now you have to trust me.

Don’t worry, it
will all work out all right.”

“We don’t have
much choice, but I think we are safe in

your hands. So,
now, we start training?”

“Right now.”
Calling out, “Everybody outside, with

your weapons
and the spares.”

Apart from a
short lunch break, they spent the rest of

the day
practising, working at different fighting styles.

Sometimes
alone, sometimes in pairs, they quickly found each

other’s weak
points; and found a way to correct them. They

were all used
to fighting alone, and the dwarves in particular,

had never been
very well organised. They were more used to

the idea of
overwhelming their enemy in the first mad rush,

but, by the end
of a hard days work, they found the real

meaning of team
work.

Their
undisturbed nights sleep, had them set up for the

hard days
training that followed. Wind was the only one who

managed to
smile the whole day through; not just through the

hard work
honing skills with weapons, but the working out,

and, sometimes,
changing the tactics they were to use. He

found that the
brass ball was hollow, and looked a lot heavier

than it was;
and, when the spike was fitted, balanced the staff




perfectly. That
too was a surprise; with two sharp edges, it

transformed the
staff into a cutting, as well as a stabbing

weapon; there
was a very nasty surprise for anyone opposing

him. The days
practice brought everyone together, as a

fighting unit,
each knowing how the others would react, in

most battle
situations. With only a short break for snacks, the

day passed
quickly; and another early night was had by all,

making them
ready for anything, well, almost anything.

The next day’s
rising sun blushed the mountain tops,

and discovered
a group of beings not normally seen in each

others company,
making their way between the trees. Making

their way
downstream towards the sea, and bearing an equally

unusual
assortment of weapons. Although neither Grandma

nor Drangora
had been this way before; they knew, from

Rambusco’s
explorations, that there was nothing to fear. No

Giants, or
Trolls. No unpleasant surprises lay between them

and the
sea.

Travelling
comparatively light as they were, progress

was good, and
they arrived at the port in the early afternoon.

Before going
in, they decided to separate into three parties;

two led by
Grandma, and Drangora, with the dwarves keeping

together. This
would make them less noticeable. Pooling their

knowledge;
reviving memories of the names of people some

had heard
mentioned, in a favourable way, each party went in

search of
traders who could be persuaded to supply samples of

their
goods.

An overnight
stay was necessary in order to gather

everything
together, and still be able to travel back in daylight.

Grandma
therefore made arrangements for them to use two

adjacent inns;
there, they could mingle without causing

comment, and
make decisions about next day. The rest of the

afternoon
involved a lot of trudging around, and a lot of

talking. Most
of the traders were quite happy with the idea of

expanding their
businesses, and a goodly number of samples

were
accumulated, and safely packed into their rooms. Then

they were able
to enjoy a meal, before mingling, and

speculating on
the next days possible action.

Another early
start, after a hefty breakfast to keep them

going, and an
easy division of the goods to be carried.

Eyebrows were
raised at the three extra sacks, and carrying

poles, carried
by Grandma, but, they all knew better than to

make any
comments. In a sheltered glade in the forest; the spot

where they had
separated on the way in yesterday, Grandma

called a halt.
“Now we’ll get properly organised, I want to be

sure that
anyone who thinks to surprise us, will get an even

bigger surprise
themselves.” She smiled at the puzzled faces

surrounding
her. “Just do as I say, and all will be revealed,


eventually.”

The burdens
were all re-organised, and the spare sacks

and poles
utilised. Detailed instructions repeated, till everyone

knew exactly
what to do in the expected emergency. When the

journey started
again, most people found themselves with a

heavier load.
With the possibility of an ambush to look

forward to,
everyone was treading carefully, watching all

around them;
and with a lot more to carry, it was a much

slower journey
this time.

The chit chat
was beginning to be tinged with some

disappointment,
as mile after mile passed with nothing

happening, but
the boring step after step, of a dreary trudge.

As they
approached the narrow gorge Grandma had remarked

on earlier, she
repeated her instructions. “I’m sure this is

where they will
attack. I want you all to go over in your minds

the battle
plan, it is very important that we all stick to it, no

matter how
things may look. Remember this. We are going to

win. OK?” Grim
smiles, and nods rewarded her.

The trees
became fewer, as the ground rose to the

sandy canyon
they were approaching; no trees or shrubs grew

there, only
rocks to hide an enemy. A short distance into this

narrow valley,
a scatter of small stones warned them of an

attack.

The bundles
were dropped, and everyone ran forward a

dozen paces,
before turning, loosening their weapons. They

forming a
tight, outward facing circle. The attackers slid,

rolled, and
some fell down to the valley bottom, to surround

the heavily
armed group. When he was satisfied that they were

well and truly
surrounded, the rogue dwarf spoke. “This time

there will be
no escape. The only tales of bravery told of this

day, will be
the ones we tell. Right ?” His dwarves cheered,

and waved their
weapons.

Taking the
rogues completely by surprise, the besieged

group turned,
and, with a great shout, charged the dwarves on

the opposite
side to the dropped bundles. They only exchanged

a few blows,
when, with another shout, turned and charged the

other dwarves.
This time there was an echoing shout from

Kierathte,
Wind, Fleet, and the smallest dwarf, who had

disentangled
themselves from the sacks they had been carried

in, brandished
their weapons, and the poor rogue dwarves

found
themselves under such a fierce attack from both sides,

they turned and
ran for their lives.

The now united
group turned and charged at the

remaining
dwarves. They were still afraid enough of their

leader, to
stand and fight. The speed, and cooperation of this

attack,
combined with flying axes taking their toll, before they

even got to
grips, unnerved them to such an extent, that they

joined their
compatriots, and fled with their leader.

So elated were
they by this unexpected result, that the

victors held
hands, and danced madly round the forgotten

bundles; until
someone tripped, and pulled everyone down in a

laughing,
tangled heap. As you can imagine, their packs

seemed almost
weightless, as they continued their journey

with much
relieved minds.

Once clear of
that dusty, barren canyon, they came

back to the
rough forest track; and, because of their burdens,

picked their
way more slowly. They minds were still full of the

encounter; so
much so, that they neglected to be on their

guard, paying
too little attention to what was happening

around
them.

Until the rogue
leader stepped out from behind a tree,

and put the
point of his sword to Grandma’s throat. Startled

beyond belief,
they looked around in panic. He laughed, and

said, “Never
underestimate your enemy. Did you lot never

learn that?”
The rest of his tribe emerged from among the trees

laughing,
taunting Grandma and her friends. “Thought you’d

got away didn’t
you?” “What made you think you could beat

the boss?” “Now
we’re going to show you what it feels like to

lose.” And
others, quite unprintable.

“Drop your
weapons.” Cried the leader, “Now!”

What could they
do? They could put up a good fight,

but Grandma
would be the first casualty. No one had been

killed, or even
badly injured in their last encounter, so they

had every
reason to believe that they would, at least, save their

lives. The grim
reality of defeat sank in, when they had their

hands tied
tightly, and they were all roped together like a chain

gang. The
dwarves obviously hadn’t reckoned on so many

captives, and
were rather short of rope. This meant that, when

they started to
walk, the prisoners were too close for comfort,

and kept
bumping into each other, sometimes painfully.

Pushing through
the forest, the poor captives bounced

from tree to
tree; sometimes worse, as they occasionally went

on opposite
sides of a tree. Coming to a clearing, the rogue

leader motioned
them all to sit. “We’ll take a break here. You

lot sit down,
so’s I can keep an eye on you.” Thankful for the

rest, the
captives huddled together; not even caring to look

each other in
the eyes; so swiftly, and easily were they

defeated, they
could hardly bear to look at each other. Their

misery had the
same effect as their previous joy, they were

taking
absolutely no notice whatsoever of what was happening

around them.
The dwarves, and their leader, were likewise

distracted by
their success.

It took several
seconds before anyone realised that

three large
trolls were blocking the path they intended to take,

tapping their
equally large clubs against the trees on either side

of them. At the
same time, three huge lions appeared on the

left of the
path, and, simultaneously, three enormous wolves,

each with
slavering jaws, displaying large teeth, sprang out

from the right
side.

Now, I’m not
altogether sure of what my reaction

would be at
this awesome sight, how about you? What would

it be, run, or
freeze? Anyway, I suspect that once unfrozen,

running would
be the option.

With the rogue
dwarves, they were about fifty/fifty;

some ran
immediately, wildly, others froze for about half a

second, then
ran. Even their leader, while crying, “Cowards!”

very sensibly
followed their example, and ran for his life. This

left our poor
captives as the only inhabitants of the clearing,

unable to
defend themselves, looking fearfully around them,

wondering what
this new twist of fate would bring.

One of the
trolls stepped forward, leaned over them,

and looked long
into the face of each captive in turn. The

silence as he
did this was almost stunning. His facial

expression gave
nothing away; and this interrogation was so

intense, that
no one could move, or even breathe, when his

face hovered
over theirs. Finally, he stepped back, shook his

head slowly,
and spoke.

“Never
underestimate your enemy, did you lot never

learn that?” As
he repeated the rogue leader’s words, they

were so
mystified, they couldn’t understand what was

happening. Were
they now going to become slaves to the

feared trolls?
Spending the rest of their lives in degrading

servitude? But,
as he spoke, his shape started to shimmer; as

the prisoners
looked, they could see the same happening to the

other trolls,
and the animals. “And when you are undertaking

something as
dangerous as this, you never, ever, relax your

vigilance.”

By the time he
had finished speaking, it was clear that

the figures
confronting them were changing into elves. “This

has been a hard
lesson for you, but, we believe it was

necessary.”

Drangora
recovered enough to screech, “They could

have killed us,
why didn’t you stop them?”

“Nobody would
have been killed, either one of you, or

one of them. We
never get involved in any disputes unless

someone attacks
us, and that has not happened.”

“But you said
you would help.”

“And . . .
?”

Grandma spoke
up, “Hush Drangora. Have they not

freed us? And
without harm to anyone, or anything?”

“Grandma’s
right,” said Kierathte, “And our benefactor

is right. We
were very foolish to allow such a thing to happen.

How could we
have been so stupid?”

“Don’t blame
yourself too much,” the elf said, ”There

is little bit
of human in all of us, so it is necessary to remember

that weakness,
and keep this kind of lesson in the front of our

minds.”

“I would be
able to keep it there a lot easier if my

hands were
untied.” said Wind, “Does your help include that?”

The elf smiled,
and waved his companions forward,

our friends
were soon standing, rubbing their aching hands.

Relieved at
finding themselves free once more, but still

looking, and
feeling quite, a little sheepish, no one wanted to

be the first to
speak. Finally, Grandma spoke for them all. “We

are grateful
for your help, without your intervention, our lives

would have
become very unpleasant indeed. Whatever we can

do in return,
we will, you only have to ask.”

“You helped our
brothers in trouble once, and that was

without asking.
So I think we can assume that our relations

with each other
can be described as friendly, without anyone

owing anything
to the other.”

“There’s only
one thing bothering me now,” said

Grandma, “What
are we going to do about these troublesome

dwarves?” She
turned to the dwarves in her party, “Not you, of

course. I mean
the ones with no common sense.”

The big dwarf
grinned, “No offence taken.”

“I’ve nothing
against anyone wanting to start a new

tribe, or
branch out on their own, “she looked at her

granddaughter,
“Or whatever. So long as they don’t do it at

someone else’s
expense, and go around causing all this

trouble.” She
looked around her, seeking ideas, and Wind

spoke up.

“Would it not
be better if somehow we could persuade

the tribe they
came from to do something?”

“So we don’t
have to bother?”

“No. I didn’t
mean that. It’s just, well, I think it would

be better if
somehow we could persuade their own people to

deal with
them.”

The elf spoke
again, “That sounds like a solution with

a positive end.
We’ll leave you to work out how it could be

done.” As they
prepared to troop home, “I think we are

finished here,
we bid you farewell, until we meet again.

Perhaps in
better circumstances.”

“Very
sensible.” The big dwarf said, “Unless they can

be taken back
into the tribe, they are always going to be a

nuisance. We
need to set something up that will make them

upset the
tribal leaders, then the problem will be sorted, once

and for all
time.”

“You’re right,”
said Grandma. “I can feel a plan

coming on.”
Everyone grinned at this. “I’ve got a feeling that

those trouble
makers have got such a fright, it’ll be some time

before they
stop running. I suggest we get home with these

samples, have
something to eat, and, after a good night’s sleep,

Then I’ll tell
you what I think we should do.”

 


 


Chapter 15. A
hazardous journey, including a completely

new experience
– again.

 


The horses
seemed to be quite happy with the new

saddles, the
party making good, indeed, much better than

expected,
progress during the first day.

Hardrag looked
at Aruther, riding in front of him. He

smiled to
himself. How did a so–called fierce Viking find

himself
indebted to someone little more than a boy? Seeing his

straight back,
the way he held his head, even the way he rode

his horse, the
youngster looked so proud, and confident. ‘Like

someone born to
be a leader’ the thought came to Hardrag. It

was true,
Aruther had grown in stature, and was beginning to

have a kind of
magnetism.

Still awed by
Rambusco’s strength, and Hardrag’s

years of
experience as a warrior, yet Aruther had developed a

voice, which
carried an unmistakable ring of authority. He

could see the
good, and bad points in any argument, and was

always keen to
adopt a good idea. In other words, he listened;

which was why,
one day, he would make a great leader. Even

at this early
stage, Hardrag recognised this, and was eager to

follow. He had
the gut feeling that there were exciting times

ahead for
Aruther, and he wanted to be part of them.

Their trail had
taken them up into the hills; Finger

Mountain and
the tall tree leading to the Whizzarde’s castle

were visible in
the far distance, while their path became more

rocky, and more
twisted the higher it went. Their first

reference point
was a stream, after such a stiff climb they were

all heartily
glad to see it. They had come across it at a

waterfall, and
now must go higher to find the bridge marked

on the map;
changing their route had made the journey shorter,

but not as
accurate.

They soon found
that they had only been a fairly short

distance from
the bridge, so hadn’t wasted much time getting

there. It was
still quite some time before dark; so it was agreed

to cross, and
travel on to a small valley marked on the map

‘good grass’.
That would make the first stage of their journey

quicker than
the planned route. This involved a hard climb up

to the ridge,
then a muscle straining steep ride down to the

valley
floor.

This indeed did
turn out to have good grass; so rich and

lush looking
was the grass that Rambusco suggested that they

cut some the
next morning to take with them. As he pointed

out, if they
were going through unknown territory, they might

have need of
fodder, grass could become scarce. “Excellent

idea,” said
Turungi, “I’m sure it’s going to be worth the effort.

Now what about
having something to eat and getting some

sleep? Those
new saddles are comfortable, but nothing stops

you from aching
when you spend all day on one. I don’t know

about you, but
I’ve got sore muscles I didn’t even know I

had.”

This gave the
rest something to smile about, for they

all felt pretty
much the same way. Making good progress was

all very well,
but riding for such long periods was hard work;

everyone was
glad of the halt. When the packs and saddles

were taken off
their backs, the horses looked just as pleased to

have the chance
to relax. There was enough food for everyone

in the packs
provided by the Gramalls, but Aruther still set his

traps.
Explaining, “While we still have the chance of catching

something we
should do so; I think you could be right about

those hills,
anything that lives there will either be very small,

or very
tough.”

“So long as its
teeth are smaller than mine, I don’t

care,” said
Harbungi, “I’ve just about had my fill of fierce

creatures, but
I’m all in favour of fresh food.” The evening

meal, and
sleeping preparations took about the same time as it

did for the sun
to set. During the meal, they decided that, as

their
surroundings were so rough and rocky, it would be

almost
impossible for anyone, or anything to catch them

unawares. For
tonight, they decided to skip guard duty. As the

darkness fell,
so did their eyelids. They slept soundly, till the

dawn chorus
roused them to another bright day.

It wasn’t quite
the dawn chorus they expected. It

sounded for all
the world like a huge crowd of people

muttering to
each other, until, with a suddenness that shook

them all wide
awake, a great gnashing of teeth exploded over

the whole
landscape. A million pairs or teeth biting, chewing

at the lush
grass.

“Ruddy
rabbits,” said Hardrag, “How do they make so

much
noise?”

Rambusco
laughed, “No ordinary rabbits these. Their

basic food is
grass, but they’ll tackle anything that moves if

they’re hungry.
They can strip a horse to its bones in seconds,

so let’s hope
there’s enough grass for them all.”

“Nobody keeps
them as pets then?” asked Hardrag,

“They don’t
look all that fierce.”

Aruther, who
had been up before dawn to check on his

traps, returned
then, dragging three full traps behind him.

“Rabbit for
breakfast, and enough for rabbit stew tonight.”

“You’d better
let me have those,” said Rambusco,

“You might have
caught them, but - -.” Before he could say

any more,
Aruther smiled, and showed him the traps; they

were full of
the rabbit creatures, but skinned, and ready for the

pot.

“I’ve come
across these before. They sleep in the open,

and so soundly,
you can pick them up and wring their necks

before they’re
awake. I left the skins and everything else back

there; if
there’s any nasty predators about, it’ll keep them busy

while we have
breakfast and move on.”

This sounded
particularly attractive to the two Gnomes,

Turungi already
had a fire going, they were fond of breakfast.

With everyone
working well together, it wasn’t long before

they were fed,
packed up, and on their way again, with a large

bale of grass
behind each saddle.

The grass only
covered a surprisingly small area, and

Rambusco
commented, “When it comes to feeding time

tomorrow
morning, there isn’t going to be much grass left for

those rabbits.
I hope we’ll be far enough away by then.”

They were soon
picking their way over large stones,

and around
small boulders. It was difficult to walk on this kind

of rocky
ground, and with the heat reflected by the rocks, the

horses tired
quickly. During one of their rests, Turungi asked if

there was a
lake on the map. Rambusco looked puzzled, “Not

on this map.
Why do you ask?”

“There’s been a
low mist on the horizon for a while

now. If it was
just mist, I think the sun would have burnt it off

by now; we’re
too far from the sea, so I think it might be a

lake, but there
isn’t one on this map.”

“Well, that’s
the way we’re going, so we’ll soon see. It

doesn’t take
much to start a lake you know, a landslide at the

end of a valley
with some good sized boulders in it, and

‘Bungo’, there
you are”.

During their
mid-day break, Aruther had climbed to the

top of a
hillock to see what was ahead, and came back with the

news that there
was indeed a lake in their path. “Well, at least

we can all
swim”, he laughed. Then fell silent as he saw

Hardrag’s face.
“You can swim, can’t you?” he asked


tentatively.

“No.” came the
gruff reply.

“But I thought
all Vikings could swim. What happens

if you fell out
of a boat?”

“Vikings don’t
fall out of boats. We’re too busy

rowing, then
raiding, then rowing home again. If you fell out,

you’d get left
behind. So nobody ever falls out.”

Aruther went on
quickly, trying to cover Hardrag’s

embarrassment,
“Well, it looks pretty big. It may be too big to

go around, so
we’re probably going to have to make a raft of

some sort for
the baggage. Anyway, we’ll see when we get

there.”

By evening they
had reached the edge of the water. It

turned out to
be good for drinking, and, in the still of evening,

shone like a
sheet of polished glass. There was a space almost

enclosed by
thick bushes close to the lake; ideal for a safe

place for the
night. Once the horses were unloaded, fed and

watered, the
Gnomes began the rabbit stew. Aruther went a

little way
along the lake side, to where a group of tall trees

stood, to see
if he could climb one, and gauge the size of the

lake. It was a
difficult climb, and he arrived back at the camp

just in time to
be presented with a plate of steaming, delicious

rabbit stew.
This went down well with a chunk of bread from

their store,
and some mead from the bottle, Turungi had

rescued from
that wayward God. “This bottle is as I

suspected,” he
said, “Whatever it is filled with first, it will

always be full.
So I guess we will always have a good supply

of mead to
cheer us.” He turned to Aruther, “aren’t you going

to tell us
about the lake?”

“Sorry, this
stew was so delicious, I almost forgot.

Well, I could
see across the lake, it’s got a couple of small

islands, and
more woods on the other side; but it’s so long I

couldn’t see
either end. So it looks as though the quickest way

is to go
straight across. The good news is, there must have

been a bit of a
storm, some trees were blown down over there.

Quite a few
saplings too so I reckon we could make a pretty

good raft out
of them, and paddle our way over.”

“Right,” said
Rambusco, “Let’s go and have a look at

what we’ve got,
and we can sort things out ready for

tomorrow.”
Smiling at the two Gnomes, “you won’t mind

doing the
dishes, while we work?”

“Huh”, Harbungi
grumbled, “You’re always finding

some excuse at
getting out of camp chores.”

“Yes. But who’s
going to have to build the raft? If we

could rely on
Magic, then I suppose it would be easy, but I

don’t fancy
getting half way and having the raft disappear, I

reckon it’s
fair if we each do the jobs we do best.”

Harbungi
frowned, “Oh, for an easy life. The sooner

we get this
whole thing finished with, the happier I’ll be.”

“Oh I don’t
know,” answered Turungi, “It’s been quite

fun, up to
now.”

Before they
could start arguing again, Rambusco

winked at
Hardrag, and said to Aruther, “Come on lad, show

us where these
trees are.”

They found that
the large trees were fairly close to the

waters edge, so
it wasn’t going to take too long to make a good

sized raft.
They dragged the trees into the lake, cut off the

roots, and
wedged the branches together to form a large

square, binding
the corners with vine creepers. Fortunately

they floated
when the water was just a little over knee deep.

The smaller
saplings were stripped of their branches on three

sides, then
laid over the trees close together to form a

platform; the
branches being pushed into each other to bind the

whole raft
together. They secured it at the waters edge with a

couple of
creepers tied to a stout tree.

Rambusco looked
very pleased with himself, “We’ll be

able to get
everything on there, and probably ourselves too, the

horses will
swim behind.”

“What about
getting the horses to swim in front, and

pull us along?”
said Hardrag. “Any paddles we can make

aren’t going to
be that good, we’ll need all the help we can

get.”

“Good idea. I’m
glad we’ve got a Viking with us.”

Said
Aruther.

“Hummppff. Yes.
Well, we can try that,” said

Rambusco, “You
must remember, I haven’t had a lot to do

with
water.”

“Speaking of
which, none of us have had much to do

with water
lately,” laughed Aruther, “I think we should all

have a bath in
the lake before we leave in the morning, I

wondered what
the horses were getting a bit skittish about.”

He had to duck
and run quickly to avoid Rambusco’s

roundhouse
swing. Hardrag caught the tail end of it, and

retaliated with
a push which sent Rambusco headlong into the

water. Aruther
quickly tripped Hardrag towards the lake, but

was firmly
gripped by the Viking; they both landed with a

huge splash
next to Rambusco. Laughing and splashing each

other so much,
any observer would have thought that all they

could see, was
big kids larking about; which was just about

right.

Still dripping
when they got back to the camp,

Rambusco
answered the Gnomes sideways looks with, “We

had to make
sure the raft was going to float properly; didn’t

want you to get
wet.”

“Very
considerate of you, I’m sure,” Laughed Turungi.

“I suppose this
hot mead I just happen to have ready would go

down quite
well. It’ll warm the cockles of your heart.”

By the time
they’d all a hot drink, or two, and the wet

clothes were
strung above the dying embers, they were indeed

ready for an
early night. The next day was going to be quite a

day for them
all, none had experienced this kind of water

transport
before.

Next morning,
the bright sky reflected their hopes for a

safe crossing
of the lake. The early mist drifted across the

surface of the
still water, slowly burning off with the morning

sun; traces
clung to the trees like angels curtains.

Aruther’s
overnight nets had secured fresh fish,

forming the
basis of a nourishing, tasty breakfast. Packing, as

usual, took
little time, and they were all ready for their new

experience
before the sun was too high in the sky.

With a little
persuasion, the horses were connected by

a rope from
their saddles to the raft; once everyone was

aboard, they
soon got the idea that they were, once again, to be

the means of
progress. With the help of some rough cut, crude

paddles, they
were able to maintain quite a brisk pace, and

were almost
passed the half-way island when it happened.

It was like
some huge bird rising suddenly out of the

lake behind
them; they felt as if the lake itself had come alive,

and decided it
wanted to fly! But this was no body of water, it

was a body of a
very different kind. They were almost thrown

into the water
by the wash from the creature’s belly flop as it

landed back in
the water. Its rise from the depths had been so

fast, it had
gone several feet into the air before landing with a

monumental
splash; roaring and snorting as it shook the water

from its scaly
head.

Hardrag
recognised it instantly, “A water dragon.

Make for that
island, we might just get there. They only have

little legs,
and can’t swim very fast. You keep paddling; I’ll try

to hold it
off.” The horses didn’t need any persuading to head

for the island;
as soon as they heard the dragon’s roar, they

swam furiously
for the nearest land. Hardrag swung the

paddle, it was
longer than his sword; but he couldn’t stop the

creature from
taking a bite out of a corner of the raft,

fortunately no
one was sitting there at the time, and it earned

the dragon a
whack on the nose from Hardrag.

Everyone
paddled for dear life, almost in seconds it

seemed, the
horses found firm ground beneath their feet, and

had dragged the
raft halfway up the beach before they stopped.

The dragon
wasn’t too keen to follow them out of the water,

especially
after Hardrag’s couple of smart whacks. It rumbled,

and roared
about in the water, splashing around, making a

great fuss.

The heroes
looked at their soaked equipment and each

other, they
were all thoroughly wet. Turungi expressed all

their thoughts
when he said, “How are we going to be able to

get a fire
going? Everything’s wringing wet, even us.”

Hardrag looked
thoughtful, and said, “Well, I’ve never

seen it myself,
but I’ve heard of something that might be

handy right
now. First, we have to catch an eel.” Looking

around he found
the seeds of the trees on the island were just

what he needed.
“Tie one or two of these around a stout hook,

while I look
for what I need.”

Hardrag so
rarely gave out instructions, the others

knew he must
have a pretty good idea what he was doing.

After thrashing
about in the undergrowth for a while, he came

out with a
giant puff ball. This didn’t impress the others at all,

and they were
giving each other sly looks; which Hardrag

didn’t deign to
notice one little bit. He took the finished

fishing line,
and went to the other side of the island, which,

fortunately
wasn’t all that big. The wind was blowing off the

land, and
carried his first cast well out into the water, pulling

the line back
slowly, the seeds twisted and turned just like

small fish. It
took another two or three casts before Hardrag

got a bite, and
then he realised it was a big one.

“Come on.” He
shouted to his bemused onlookers,

“Help me with
this, it’s a beauty.” The twine held out enough

to bring a
great wriggling eel close to the shore. “Hold it.” He

shouted, and
plunged into the water, knocking it out with the

flat of his
sword. The others were now able to help him carry

the eel onto
dry land, where, with one mighty blow he cut off

its head.

Turungi looked
doubtfully at the creature, and shook

his head,
“Well, I suppose it looks as though there’s enough

for us all, but
how are we going to cook it?”

“This isn’t for
us,” Hardrag said, “It’s for the water

dragon.”

“What!! You’re
going to feed it after what it’s done to

us?” screeched
Harbungi, “I hope you’re going to put poison

in its
food.”

“Not quite,”
smiled Hardrag, “come and watch, but

stand well
back.”

This was too
much for the others. They all started

talking at
once, wondering, What? Why? How?

But Hardrag
just smiled, and repeated, “Help me carry

the eel back to
the other side and you’ll see. Just make sure

you stand well
back.”

The monster was
still plunging about just a short way

off shore, and
no one needed to be told again to stand well

back. Hardrag
rigged up a catapult between the branches of a

sapling, took
careful aim, and fired off a lump of the eel at the

water dragon.
It hit the dragon on the side of the head, which

made it roar
all the louder, until it realised that here was food.

It made short
work of the piece of eel floating beside it, and

looked back at
where it had come from.

Hardrag fired
another piece, which the dragon snatched

out of the air.
When it saw another piece being put into the

catapult, it
had its mouth open ready to receive it. “Now pass

me the puff
ball, and keep back.” He shot the puff ball straight

into the
dragon’s wide open mouth. But this time when it

closed its
jaws, there was no juicy piece of eel. Something

strange was
making its way around its mouth, and through the

passages
leading to its nose. For the effect it had on the

dragon, that
puff ball could have been filled with pepper.

It gasped, and
spluttered. It wheezed, and shook it’s

head With those
great eyes rolling around, and the forked

tongue sticking
far out of it’s mouth, it looked as if it was

about to have a
fit.

Suddenly, it
started to take deep breaths, and everyone

realised what
was going to happen.

“Aahh!
AAAaahhh! AAAAAaaaahhhh!


AAARRRAAAAAHHAAARRRCHHWHOOSH!!

With a mighty
sneeze, the dragon blew it self across

the water, and
ended up nearly half a mile away. But the

amazing thing,
and what Hardrag had been hoping for, was a

pile of red hot
cinders which shot out of it’s mouth, landing on

the island,
setting fire to the dry wood that had been washed

up on the shore
The two Gnomes clapped their hands with

delight, the
prospect of a wet night had not appealed to them at

all. Quickly
using wood to bring the hot coals to a clearing in

the middle of
the island, they soon had a fire blazing away.

While Hardrag
went fishing for another eel, Rambusco and

Aruther dried
off the horses, and tethered them where there

was some lush
grass near the camp.

Afterwards they
carried all the equipment up there, and

set the bedding
around the fire. They were all looking forward

to a hot meal,
and a comfortable nights sleep; both of which a

half hour ago,
seemed very remote indeed. With Splatattack

being given the
run of the island, they had no fears of being

taken by
surprise, either by the water dragon, or any of its

relatives which
may decide to pay them a visit.

Hardrag had
eaten eels before, and showed the others

how to toast
steaks from the thick middle of the eel, looking

rather like
oversized ‘T bone’ steaks. Garnished with herbs

Aruther had
collected, they turned out to be very tasty indeed.

The long narrow
strips from the tail cooked quickly on the hot

stones around
the fire, and made a perfect ‘starter’ course to

the banquet,
tasting a little like anchovies.

Fully
satisfied, and now half asleep after an exciting

day, they
talked over the various happenings. “Maybe we

should have
killed that dragon, instead of just frightening him

off”, said
Rambusco. “They taste like chicken, and we could

have dried some
cooked meat to have in reserve”.

Hardrag knew
all about eating strange creatures,

winked at
Aruther and said, “Aye, and where would you find a

pot big enough?
AND, how would we decide who gets the

wishbone?”

“I’d fight you
for it”, came the answer.

“All right, you
two”, said Turungi, “We’ve had enough

macho
demonstrations for today, thank you”. Everyone smiled

as they lapsed
into that dreamy state, where you look for faces,

and sometimes,
strange creatures in the dying embers of the

fire. Sleep
came easily, and quickly that night.

 


 


Chapter. 16.
Grandma tries a little persuasion, and a lot of


manipulation.

 


“Why does she
always make us wait till after

breakfast?”
asked Wind, “Is she superstitious or something?”

“No.” answered
Fleet, “She’s seen how you wolf your

food, and wants
us to be able to hear, without your crunching,

and munching
interrupting everything.” This very nearly

developed into
a bun fight, but Drangora stopped them at the

pushing, and
elbowing stage.

“If you two
don’t behave, you’ll be left to do the rest of

the housework
when we leave.”

“The rest of
the housework?” puzzled Wind.

Drangora gave
one of her wicked smiles, “You’ve just

earned
yourselves the washing up this morning.”

Wind growled at
Fleet, “Your fault.” While Fleet

replied with
another elbow dig.

“That’s it.”
said Grandma, “Out you go. Now.”

“But I haven’t
finished my…” moaned Wind.

“Now.” Grandma
said firmly; but it was the look in her

eye that really
made them leave for the kitchen. When they

were out of
earshot, she went on, “I don’t need them for this

part of the
plan.” She looked across the table. “It’s your help I

need this
time.”

The big dwarf
stood, “I speak for us all, when I say we

will do as you
ask.”

“Wait till you
hear what I want first.” She took a deep

breath, “It is
something you are going to have to do anyway,

sooner or
later.” The tall dwarf opened his mouth to speak, but

closed it as
Grandma went on, “I’m going to show these

samples to the
leader of your old tribe. You could help me

carry them
there, and make your peace at the same time.”

He turned to
the other dwarves, “She’s right you know;

we are going to
have to go back one day, and, I suppose this is

as good a time
as any.” Glumly, they nodded in agreement.

“I’m going to
offer him the first order at cost price, so

he should be in
a good mood.” She smiled at them, “That

should smooth
things out a bit, don’t you think?”

One of them
answered, “You have done a lot to help

us, we owe you
whatever help we can give.” The others

nodded, very
much in agreement with this.

“We’ll go as
soon as we can; Drangora will stay with

the others. To
tell the truth, I’m not sure if I’ll need anyone

here in the
next part of my plan after you’ve gone back.” She

smiled at the
disappointed faces, “Don’t worry, you won’t be

missing
anything exciting. Not this time.” She paused, “In

fact, if this
all works out, I can see us having a really long spell

of peace and
quiet.”

Drangora perked
up, “Well, it will certainly make a

nice
change.”

“Actually,”
Grandma said thoughtfully, “I thought all

that had
happened in the last few weeks, had made quite a nice

change.”

Drangora also
looked rather wistful, gazing into the

middle
distance, “I know what you mean, it’s been a lot more

exciting than
being a housewife.”

“Being
Rambusco’s housewife isn’t exactly boring.”

Grandma chided,
“Anyway, you and I are starting a business

empire here; if
these bits and pieces catch on, and I think they

will, we are
going to have quite a busy time of it. So, the

sooner we get
started, the better. Come on boys, let’s bite the

bullet
together”

The big dwarf
said, “Right, let’s be on our way.” He

looked at
Grandma, “By the way, what’s a bullet?”

“I haven’t the
slightest idea. But we’re doing it

together when
we face your old leader.”

As none of the
samples had been unpacked, all they

needed to do
was, secure their weapons, shoulder their loads,

wave goodbye,
and set off. They headed in the opposite

direction to
where the elves lived, and made good progress.

The dwarves
would have made an early stop for a lunch break,

but Grandma
insisted on pressing on, eventually stopping on

the grassy bank
of a stream. They drank from their water

bottles, and
Grandma shared out the bread and cheese from her

pack.

Talking while
they rested, going over things that had

happened, they
were interrupted when the big dwarf spoke

very quietly,
saying, “Nice and slowly, everyone be ready to

put your hands
on your weapons, and when I say ‘now’,

everyone stand
quickly facing towards the trees.” Knowing

he’d seen, or
heard something, they all moved slowly; and

when he shouted
‘NOW’, they jumped to Grandma had come

to meet.

 


 


Chapter 17. In
which, as usual, Harbungi disagrees

strongly with
Turungi’s plans.

 


On the island,
it was well after sun up before anyone

stirred. In
fact it was Splatattack who turned over, and dropped

his huge head
with a ‘crump’ on Rambusco’s stomach, that

made him wake
their feet, and put their backs to the stream.

Grandma raised
her axes, and cried, “You’re not stupid

enough to want
to fight us, are you?”

A voice,
unmistakably a dwarves, came from amongst

the trees,
“Fight us, and you’ll have to fight the whole tribe.”

The big dwarf
laughed aloud, “Radborg. Is that you?”

“You!” Came the
reply, “So you’ve decided to come

back?” And a
dozen or so dwarves emerged from the trees,

watching the
group with decidedly suspicious looks.

Grandma turned
to the dwarf beside her, “It looks as

though you have
an escort home.” And, to the newly arrived

dwarves, “We
are taking all this for your leader to see. A

helping hand
would be appreciated.” She organised the rearrangement

of the boxes
and sacks before the newly arrived

could object;
and, when she was satisfied that everyone had a

fair share,
said, “Right, let’s get on, we want to be there before

dark.”

Radborg said to
his old friend, “You’ve been taking

orders from a
woman?”

“No ordinary
woman, my friend. You’ll find life is a

lot easier if
we do as she asks.”

“Asks?”

“Orders!”

Grandma broke
in with a growl, “Don’t stand there

waffling,
move.”

“I see what you
mean,” Radborg said, picking up his

bundle, and
falling into line. “We’d better be going.”

With much
lighter loads, and a shorter distance, it only

took another
couple of hours, before they came to a well worn

path. This led
to the complex of caves used by the dwarf tribe

with a roar of
“Gerroff!!” Then he had to pat, and sooth away

the hurt
expression on Splatattack’s face, saying, “Sorry, old

pal. I really
didn’t know it was you, I was dreaming about that

flambasted
dragon”.

The horses had
used up most of the grass they could

reach, and
stood around, contented, ready for their morning

nap. Breakfast
for the others, however, consisted of oatmeal

mixed with mead
into a dough. Left for a while like flat scones

on the hot
stones, it was a dull, but satisfying meal.

Rambusco and
Hardrag carried everything to where the

raft was
beached, while Aruther and Harbungi brought the

horses. This
was not easy, the horses were still unsure of

Splatattack,
and their close encounter with the dragon had reawakened

some long
forgotten instincts. Its primeval roar was

enough to
revive old, in-bred self preserving memories in any

animal – or
man.

When everything
was finally gathered together, they

realised that
Turungi had missed all the work, and was staring

across the
lake, at the shore where they hoped to land. “Trust

you to go
missing when there’s work to be done”, grumbled

Harbungi. Still
deep in thought, Turungi didn’t hear him.

Rambusco
realised what was occupying Turungi’s

mind, and said,
“I’ve been wondering how we’re going to

manage this
last stretch”.

“Do you think
it’s going to be a really big problem?”

asked Aruther
of no one in particular.

“Well it ain’t
going to be easy, that’s for sure”, said

Hardrag, “we’ve
got to get to the other side before that dragon

sees us, and
brings along any relations he might have down

there”.

“Yyyesss. Yes,
I think it might work”, said Turungi to

himself, but
loud enough to arouse the other’s interest.

They looked at
him expectantly. “You’ve been

thinking again”
accused Harbungi, “you always manage to get

me side tracked
when you’ve been thinking. I don’t like it one

little bit, it
usually means trouble. Whatever it is”.

“Yes.
Sidetracked. That’s what we need”, Turungi

answered.

“What?”

“You’re right.
What we need is a diversion”.

“And that’ll
include me I suppose?”

“Couldn’t do it
without you”.

“Well thanks a
bunch”.

“Seriously. We
need to make another raft that looks

roughly like
ours. If we made a lot of noise on the other side of

the island when
we launch it, it could distract the dragon

enough to give
us a head start to get to the other side safely”.

Harbungi took
all this in open mouthed, “So you think

it’s going to
be stupid enough to go for a few logs?”

“If it looks
like our raft, and we make a commotion

when launching
it, yes, I think it will go for it.”

“And if it
doesn’t want to be distracted?” asked

Harbungi.

“They aren’t
very intelligent”, said Hardrag, “It could

work. But we
really need something to keep it occupied long

enough”.

“If we bend
some branches and hang them over the

side of the
decoy, then it will look like feet in the water, that

should make it
realistic”, said Aruther.

“And when it
sees its mistake, and catches up with

us?” said
Harbungi.

“I’ve thought
about that,” said Hardrag, “we take a lot

of saplings,
like spears; then, if it does attack,”

“WHEN it
attacks.”

“All right,
when it attacks, we throw them into its

mouth, and when
it realises we’re throwing wood, it’ll just

follow on with
its mouth open.”

“Oh. That’s a
great idea”, cried Harbungi, “give the

dragon lots of
wood so he can fry us before he eats us!”

“No”, said
Hardrag, “Like I said, dragons are not very

bright, so if
we can take his mind off food, and make him

think ‘fuel’,
that should get him confused enough. With

enough wood to
keep him occupied till we reach the shore, I

think we can
make it safely. And, before you say any more,

don’t worry
about him scorching us. If he managed to get his

fire going
again, it will only be small. Believe me, it will be

quite a while
before he gets to the ‘frying’ stage”.

“ Right,” said Turungi, “ so can anyone come up with
a

better idea for
getting off this island?” Looking pointedly at

Harbungi.

Aruther spoke
up quickly to forestall any more

arguments. “If
we’re going to be throwing wood at the dragon,

you’re right,
it will have to be like spears. Right, I’ll cut the

spears, if you
get lots of vines and branches, while Rambusco

and Hardrag get
the trees pulled together ready”.

Rambusco and
Hardrag looked at each other open

mouthed, then
burst out laughing as Hardrag said, “He’s going

to make a great
leader one of these days”.

“What are we
waiting for? We’ve got our orders”,

laughed
Rambusco, “let’s go”.

Two hours
later, the fake raft was ready to launch.

They had even
managed to leave a corner to match, where the

dragon had
bitten, when he attacked them. The main raft was

packed, and
only just afloat, the horses ready to hitch; the

extra paddles
handy to be snatched up.

While the
others boarded and sat ready, Rambusco and

Hardrag took a
couple of long saplings to the decoy, and,

making as much
noise as they could, pushed it far out into the

lake. They ran
back to the other side of the island, hitched the

horses behind,
scrambled aboard, pushed off, and joined the

others in
paddling for dear life.

As they hoped,
they were able to move a lot faster

than when they
were just pulled by the horses; with everyone

working hard,
they were able to pull the horses behind and still

keep up a
reasonable speed.

No one was sure
how long the dragon was going to be

fooled by the
decoy, or even if he would take notice of it at all.

When they were
about half way to the shore, their feelings that

they might just
make it without any bother, were shattered by a

great roar,
“He’s found the decoy, and didn’t like being

fooled”, cried
Hardrag, “let’s hope he doesn’t find us too

quickly”.

This time,
their luck didn’t hold out quite so well, and

the commotion
made by the dragon came closer all too

quickly.

“Ready with the
spears”, shouted Hardrag to Aruther,

who jumped to
the back of the raft, and held his first spear

ready. He
hadn’t long to wait.

After
thoroughly breaking up the dummy raft in

frustration,
the dragon must have dived deep. Fortunately he

hadn’t found
any supporters to join him, Rising fast from the

bottom of the
lake, it broke the surface and landed once again

with that huge
belly flop, splashing, half drowning everyone.

Opening its
cavernous mouth to give one of its roars, it

was taken by
surprise as Aruther managed to get three spears

in before it
realised what was happening. Chewing them to

matchwood, it
looked expectantly at Aruther.

He called, “I
think I’ve got its attention”.

“What, as
breakfast?” grumbled Harbungi.

“Try not to use
the spears up too soon”, cried Hardrag.

“And try not to
hit it in the eye”, added Rambusco. “we

don’t want to
upset it.”

“Upset it!”
cried Harbungi, looking back quickly he

saw a whisp of
smoke from the dragon’s nostrils, “upset it

indeed, when
it’s getting ready to barbeque us?”

“You just keep
paddling, I’ll keep him busy”, said

Aruther.

“I still think
it’s a daft idea, feeding fuel to a dragon”,

complained
Harbungi.

“I’ll be
feeding you to it if you don’t keep paddling”,

said Turungi,
“let Aruther do his job. You concentrate on

keeping us
moving”.

Before long
Rambusco asked the Gnomes to pull the

horses to the
side of the raft. “That will make it easier for them

to get out of
the water. We’ll be hitting the beach soon, when

we land, throw
everything out onto the shore, and get the

horses out of
the water. There’s not many spears left, so we’re

going to have
to distract the dragon again, by pushing the raft

out to it.
Hopefully, that’ll give us time to get far enough on

shore to be out
of his way”.

“Come on”,
cried Aruther, “I’ve only two spears left.

Pull for your
lives!”

Before throwing
the last spear, he splashed it in the

water behind
the horses. They must have thought it was the

dragon, about
to make a meal of one of them, putting on such

a turn of
speed, they were on the beach before the raft

grounded. With
their last efforts, the raft was going so fast,

that, when it
ran aground, everything was thrown up onto the

beach; clothes,
stores, and saddles, including the desperate

rowers.

They managed to
untangle themselves, cut the horses

free, and push
the raft back out at the dragon. It was so furious

at not being
fed any more lengths of wood, it tried to take a

huge bite out
of the raft. This time it over-reached itself, and

the logs became
so wedged between its teeth it just couldn’t

get free. The
raft was too big for the dragon to take it to the

bottom of the
lake, and was much too big to pick up and

shake. The last
they saw of it, it was drifting away on its back,

scrabbling at
the raft with its little front claws.

 


 


Chapter. 18. In
which Grandma becomes a saleswoman,

and a
politician.

 


For the rest of
the time, during this part of the story,

Grandma was
going to have to rely on her ability to think

quickly. She is
now obliged to go on a journey with dwarves

she didn’t
really know that well, to visit a tribal leader whom

she had only
known a long time ago. Optimistic, as always,

she was fully
confidant, that there was going to be a successful

conclusion to
the whole episode.

What with the
size of the party, and the fact that they

were fairly
close to the dwarves main dwelling, meant there

was little
chance of any interference from the rogue dwarves.

Drawing nearer
to their goal, they came across dwarves doing

various tasks
along the track, and were subjected to a lot of

curiosity. This
procession was a change from their normal,

boring, work of
tree felling, wood cutting, and log chopping.

When one of the
dwarves she had befriended touched

Grandma on the
arm, and said, “We’re here”, she was puzzled.

There was no
sign of a community at all; yet, from her visit

many years ago,
there was a familiarity about the area. Only

well trodden
tracks showed that a lot of people used them; but,

where from?

“I know we’re
here”, said Grandma, a little peevishly,

“But, where is
your home?”

The dwarves
mischievous grin didn’t do anything

towards making
her feel any better. Her surprise was

complete, when
he motioned her forward. Stepping around a

thick bush, all
was suddenly revealed to her astonished eyes.

She was
standing at the side of a steep path leading down into

the depths of a
deep canyon. If she had stepped forward a

dozen paces to
her left, she would not have been able to stop

herself from
falling headlong, so well concealed it was.

“This is my
home”, he smiled.

On each side of
the chasm, the caves could be seen;

some looking
like a simple hole in the wall, while others had a

wood balcony,
to sit in what sun ever penetrated those depths.

The whole of
the walls were criss crossed with ladders, and

wood walkways;
linking the homes as effectively as in an

ordinary
town.

The Chief guard
of the dwarf city appeared before

them, and said,
“You must follow me to our leader.” Grandma

smiled; she
knew the leader from way back, or, at least, she

thought she
did. Following their escort, the group started down

the steep path.
Some of the walkways bounced so much, that

Grandma had to
lean against the rock face to get her self

composure back.
The guard smiled at her apprehension, and

said, “Don’t
worry, we’ve never lost a visitor.”

“Yet” She
replied. When she saw that he didn’t

appreciate the
remark, she quickly followed it with, “Yet, I’m

only a weak old
lady.” Her friends had to cover their mouths

to stop from
laughing out loud, but it seemed to mollify the

guard.

Eventually,
they entered the main cave, where all

important
business was conducted; and found the senior

dwarves
gathered around the main chair. To Grandma’s

surprise, it
was occupied by someone she didn’t know, or,

anyway,
couldn’t remember. Looking at the senior dwarves,

she spotted her
old friend, and got a welcoming smile in

return.
Collecting her thoughts, she made her way to stand

before the
leader, and gave him one of her special curtseys,

and a smile as
modest as she could make it.

The leader’s
answering smile was formal, but it gave

her hope that
she could be successful in her efforts. “First”,

she said, “I
would like to intercede on behalf of my friends,

who have
accompanied me here. We have fought shoulder to

shoulder, and
they have helped us in many ways. I believe

they sincerely
regret the hasty decision that led them away

from home. And
I’m quite sure they feel that this really is their

home.”

He looked
sternly at the dwarves behind Grandma, “I

shall deal with
them later.” Ignoring them, he went on, “As

you know, we do
have people leaving from time to time, to set

up a new
homestead. But we do expect certain standards. It

seems they were
led astray by someone who had ideas far

beyond his
capability to carry them out. They were, perhaps,

too easily
swayed by unrealistic tales. To business. I hear you

may have
something to propose?”

For a moment,
Grandma was thrown by this directness.

She had
expected the conversation to half heartedly progress

in the usual
roundabout way, normal with dwarves, and elves.

“Oh. Yes.” She
answered. “These youngsters helped me carry

these samples
for your attention.” As she started to unpack

them, she went
on, “I believe we can work to our mutual

advantage. I
have available, in any quantity, these interesting

items.” She
smiled to herself, as the eyes watching closely,

began to widen,
as each item was unwrapped. “As you see,

this is not
your common offering of pots and pans. It means, of

course, that
anything here does not trespass on what is made

by yourselves,
or the elves.”

The eyes of the
chief began to take on a more

avaricious
glint. Being used to dealing in practical things like

tools, and
various implements, as were the elves, the

manufacture of
what he thought of as useless trinkets, had

never occurred
to him, or anyone else. The neat table cutlery

was quite
different from anything that any of them had seen

before, there
were even plates, vases, and all manner of

ornaments. To a
certain extent, they could understand all of

these, but,
when Drangora opened a small wooden box, the

watchers were
all well and truly flummoxed. They watched,

fascinated, as
Drangora held up each item. Ladies jewellery of

all description
were opened to their view; from glittering silver

to burnished
brass, and all sorts of combinations of both

metals.

Unable to
disguise the hauteur he felt, the Chief asked,

“And exactly
what are we supposed to do with, er, with,

whatever they
are.”

“Are there any
ladies here?” Drangora asked.

“Probably,” he
answered, looking towards the back of

the hall. “Can
we have.” he looked at Drangora, who held up

five fingers,
“Five ladies up here please?” As they came

forward, he
looked at Drangora, “Now what?”

She smiled at
the five female dwarves who now stood

before her.
This was really very difficult, mainly because it is

very difficult
to tell male from female, in some dwarf tribes.

They have a
tendency to be about the same height, width, and

facial
expression; only the hair is the first clue to who you’re

speaking.
Drangora had no idea how they would react to what

she was going
to suggest, but she felt instinctively that women

share the same
basic feelings. Picking up an earring, she

persuaded one
of them to let her clip it on. There was complete

silence, as
everyone waited for the reaction of the woman, and

her
friends.

The pathfinder
turned her head, and raised her hand to

her other ear.
Drangora obligingly clipped another earring on,

and held up a
mirror. The smile that lit up her face at seeing

her reflection
was quickly copied by her companions.

In a very short
time, they were all decorated with

earrings,
bracelets, necklaces, and a ring on every finger; gasps

of surprise
erupted from most of the people there, as the

women
pirouetted, and preened, as they decorated each other

with this
newfound finery. The Chief looked completely

bemused at the
sight. “I don’t understand. What is this all

about?”

“I’m sorry to
have to tell you, but you would have to

be a woman, to
really appreciate what we have just done.” As

you can
imagine, this did not go down particularly well with

the male
dwarves, especially the chief, who, like most chiefs,

understood
females much less than anyone else. So he made

the usual
comment.

“I can’t
understand what all the fuss is about.” He

regarded the
‘fuss’ being made by the ones who were trying on

the various
trinkets. “But I can see that there is a market for

these…”

“Trinkets”,
said Grandma, helpfully.

“Yes. Harrumph.
Exactly. Trinkets.”

“So. Do you
think you could handle the sales of these

in your
area?”

“My area?”

“Yes. Anyone
who lives in your tribal area. Once word

of what you
have to offer gets around, I’m sure you won’t be

short of
customers”

Like a born
saleswoman, Grandma swiftly completed

all the
arrangements for deliveries, and an agreement that the

elves were to
have their own area. Waiting for the ladies who

were busy
showing off their new decorations to family and

friends,
Grandma looked around at the hall.

Looking, as you
would expect a dwarves Great Hall to

be, cut from
the solid rock, decorated, if that is the right word,

with carvings
of animals real and mythical. These were being

led, or hunted
by famous dwarves of the past. Brass inlay

shone like
gold, casting a golden glow over everything,

showing clearly
that dwarves regard brass as of more worth

than gold. The
senior dwarf interrupted her reverie.

“So. we are
agreed.”

“As we are now
working together, I’d like to suggest

something which
would be of mutual advantage.” And she

carefully
outlined her plan, as the chief listened; fascinated at

the bold idea
she suggested.

When she
finished, he looked thoughtfully at her for

several
seconds, which seemed to her to drag out to minutes.

“All right. I
agree. So long as you can get the elves to play

their part.” He
laughed, “I wouldn’t have believed it possible.

Elves and
dwarves working together; I have the feeling that

you could do
absolutely anything you set your mind to.”

“Why not? After
all, absolutely anything is possible.

As a sign of
good faith, I’ll leave these samples with you. If

you can get
them back from the ladies, that is!”

Having unpacked
half of her stock, Grandma looked

with a smile at
the chief, “Can you spare me an escort to the

boundary of
your land, I must now see the elves?”

“For a business
associate, of course. And I think the

ones who have
been helping you would probably carry the rest

of your things
as well.” Grandma’s former companions

nodded, keen to
make amends to their chief. “Tomorrow, I

think. While we
talked, a meal, and a bed has been prepared

for you.
Rested, and refreshed, you will all be more ready to

travel in the
morning.”

During the
proceedings, Grandma had noticed that

three dwarves
stood on their own beside a wall, and seemed to

be separate
from the general throng. Whether by their own

choice, or
because no one wanted to stand beside them, she

could not be
sure, but, she was quite sure that their looks under

furrowed brows
were far from friendly.

At the Chief’s
signal, the meeting was over, and the

hall began to
empty. Fortunately, it was one of her helpers

who escorted
her to where the meal was ready, so she was able

to enlist his
help once more. “Don’t look at them now, but, did

you notice
three standing by the wall, looking very

uncomfortable?
Or is it just my suspicious mind?”

“Perhaps I have
learned something from you, because

my mind thought
it strange that they stood apart, and that they

seemed to be
disturbed.”

Grandma
returned his wry smile with raised eyebrows,

“I’ll take that
as a compliment.”

“The others of
us who know you, are going to make

discrete
enquiries amongst their relatives, and friends. By the

morning, we
should know if there is anything to be concerned

about.”

Grandma smiled
broadly, and nodded, “You really

have been
taking notice. Well done.”

Next morning,
she smiled, watching from behind the

curtains,
seeing him creep up to the bed, and gently shake the

shape under the
bedclothes. Stepping out, she said, quietly,

“Good
morning.”

The dwarf
jumped back, “What are you doing in

there?”

“Not taking any
chances. Did your friends find

anything
out?”

“Yes; and it’s
not good news. The ones you saw were

going to be
part of the breakaway group, but pulled out at the

last minute.
They reckon the new Chief has done really well to

have set up a
new home so quickly, and taken charge of the

whole
area.”

“Wow! Is that
what they believe?”

“There are all
sorts of stories going around; but we

were able to
tell what really happened, even though we could

see that some
didn’t know whether to believe us or not.”

“We can’t worry
about what people think, and we now

have to assume
that one of that trio is going to spill the beans.”

He looked
blank, “Spill the…”

“Blow the
gaffe.”

“Blow
what?”

“Tell those
idiots the plan.”

“Why didn’t you
say so?”

“I did. Twice.”
shaking her head, “All right.” she said,

“no more slang.
So when we meet the elves, we must get them

to help us, and
assume that the enemy knows the other plan.”

He smiled
broadly, “Because somebody blew the

beans?”

With a rather
weak smile, Grandma could only

murmur,
“Yes.”

Carrying their
loads a lot more cheerfully this time,

they took her
to where dwarves and elves rarely went, a little

used border
land. Grandma wasn’t all that surprised when, as

they entered
this area, a band of elves appeared.

“We are your
escort for the rest of the way.” Without a

smile, they
took the bundles from the dwarves, and gestured to

Grandma to
follow.

Waving goodbye,
she said, “Thanks for your help, I

don’t think
your chief is going to be too hard on you; and, I’m

sure we’ll meet
again, sometime in the not too distant future.”

She was
obviously expected, as she was escorted into

the great hall,
where the audience was headed by the senior

elf. The
bundles were laid at her feet, and she went through

exactly the
same performance as at the dwarves; and,

surprisingly
easily, came to the same arrangement with

samples,
selling, and the offer of help in her new plan.

Once again, the
lady elves were fascinated by the

trinkets, and
seemed to take even longer than the dwarves in

showing off to
friends. And, as at the dwarves hall, she had

time to admire
the beautiful silver fretwork which decorated

the walls and
ceiling; in contrast to the other hall much more

delicate. In
its own way each was a work of art, and had taken

a great deal of
time and skill to complete.

“We were
expecting you, of course; and we now know

that the plan
you had originally hatched, is now in the hands of

your, or, more
correctly, our enemy. You have obviously been

thinking about
an alternative, what do you suggest?”

“Can we talk in
private?”

“Not really
necessary. However…” He signalled for

Grandma, and
the other senior elves to follow, as he moved to

the back of the
hall. “We can’t be overheard here; not that it

would make any
difference.”

“I know” said
Grandma sadly, “There were still a

couple of
malcontents around when I discussed my ideas with

their chief.”
She took a deep breath. “Originally, I was going

to ask if you
would help by disguising my dwarf escort back to

the port, so
that, when that idiot saw us he wouldn’t dare

attack. I
thought it might frighten him off for good, if he

thought elves
were helping me.”

“And now?”

“Well,” Another
deep breath was needed,

“Circumstances
have forced me to think of a new possibility;

something I
would not previously have been so forward in

suggesting.
But, having considered it carefully, I think it is

going to be the
only way to resolve a very messy situation we

are all
embroiled in. Suppose we were escorted by real elves

and
dwarves?

“That should be
enough to put anyone off for good.”

“Does that
mean…?”

He looked round
his companions, “No one objects if

anyone, whoever
they are, wants to set up a new community.

But it seems
that this particular individual has already caused

more trouble
than we’ve had for a long time.” The others

nodded in
agreement. “If we co-operated with dwarves; no

matter what our
traditional attitudes are to each other, after all,

we have never
actually fought each other; if we do this, then

everyone,
absolutely anyone, should take it as a clear

indication that
we will stand for no nonsense in our territory.

And when I say
our territory, I mean the area where we, and

the dwarves,
are fully in charge.’

“So, if someone
was foolish enough to try to attack us

on the way to
the port…?”

“They would be
very foolish indeed. Your party will

pass near here,
so, we will join you. Sometime in the next few

days, I
presume?”

“I’ll make
arrangements with the dwarf chief, and we

should be on
our way in a day or so.”

“We look
forward to joining you.”

“I leave the
samples as a sign of goodwill. I think the

sooner the
better for this enterprise, so I will take my leave,

thanking you
for your welcome.” She looked round at the

others, “I
think it is a good thing that we can speak to one

another, and,
perhaps, learn to trust one another. I am going

now to make
fresh arrangements with the dwarves. When they

hear that you
are happy to co-operate, I am quite sure I can

persuade them
that we must all work together. Perhaps we

should have
some sort of celebration when our mutual

problem is
concluded.

“I think we
should look forward to that.” he smiled,

“Safe journey,”
as he waved goodbye.

 


 


Chapter 19. An
easy ride, which leads to more fighting.

 


Breathless,
they staggered up the beach, and collapsed

on the grass
under the trees. Hardrag gasped, “That’s going to

keep it busy
for quite some time”. As before, once they were

out of sight,
the dragon didn’t seem to be able to understand

where they had
gone, but the raft was too well stuck in its teeth

for it to think
of anything else. The threshing of water, and the

grumbling roars
faded, as the dragon drifted across the lake,

eventually out
of earshot.

Rambusco
pointed to the horses, “Look at them,

getting to be
proper war horses.” They had quickly settled

down, once the
danger was over, chewing grass as if nothing

out of the
ordinary had happened.

Hardrag agreed,
“I reckon that with a bit of training,

we could get
them to fight. But, in the meantime, we better get

them loaded,
and be on our way. Unless we can find a track,

travelling
through these woods is going to slow us down a

lot.”

“Why not follow
the edge of the lake for a while, we

might come
across a path or track sooner.” Said Turungi.

“What! And take
the chance of that beast catching up

with us again?
Not likely,” cried Harbungi, “I suggest we get

our agile
friend here to see what he can see from the top of one

of those trees.
Through the woods might be slower, but it’s

going to be a
lot safer.”

“All right,
I’ll have a look,” said Aruther, “but don’t be

disappointed if
I can’t see far, we are pretty low here.”

“I think you’re
right Harbungi,” said Rambusco, “we

should keep
going in the right direction anyway. Not that I’m

worried about
that dragon; if he’d come any closer, he’d have

felt the edge
of my sword.”

Hardrag shook
his head, smiling, “No, my friend. I

think you’d
find you can’t even hold a sword when you’ve

been
frazzled.”

Aruther’s
doubts were confirmed, there was little to

see, however
high he climbed. “There is a hill ahead, not very

big, but we
might get an idea of what’s ahead from there.”

The wood was an
old one, with large lime trees, and

wide spreading
oaks. Leaf mould lay deep, and nurtured the

bushes and
forest flowers; the result was a heady mix of a rich

compost, and
scent. It was a slow 8 or 9 miles, weaving

around the
large trees, till they started to climb the rise. At the

top, they were
all able to see the huge plain in the distance,

and there, at
the foot of the hill, a track, going in the right

direction.
Hardrag took a deep breath and said, “That’s better.

We’ll be able
to see where we’re going once we get out of

these
woods.”

“Not exactly a
forest person, are you?” asked Aruther.

“I do like some
space around me, and I like to see a bit

more of the
sky. Suppose that’s why Vikings do most of their

travelling by
boat.”

“Even if you
can’t swim,” laughed Rambusco.

“All right.
Dragon slayer,” Hardrag replied.

Aruther chipped
in before Rambusco could reply, “And

I thought it
was just Gnomes who always argued,” and, before

either Gnome
could comment added, “If we’re not going to

stand here
talking all day, I think we should get down to that

track and see
if we can make it to the open for tonight’s

camp.”

The track
turned out to be as straight as an arrow, with

hardly any ups
and downs. The smooth, well used surface

meant their
travel was quick and easy; reaching the edge of the

forest just
before dark. Aruther did his usual tree climbing

duty, and came
back to report, “There’s nothing to see, but

with such a
well used track, there has to be a village not too far

away. Perhaps
we should camp away from the track in case

they don’t take
too kindly to strangers.”

Rambusco had
been looking down the track, which

stretched
across the open grass land; and bent down to

examine the
worn surface more closely. “Have a look at this,”

he said,
“horses have been along here, and not so very long

ago.” The
setting sun cast long shadows along the grass, and

showed the
slight indentations left in the dust. Several hoof

prints now
showed up clearly.

“With grass
land as good as this, I should think there

would be plenty
of wild horses,” said Aruther.

“People here
are probably horse dealers and traders,”

said Rambusco,
“and they tend to be a rough lot, so let’s find

somewhere just
inside the wood where we won’t be easy to

see.” He and
Hardrag nodded to each other, “If you go that

way, I’ll look
along here.”

Hardrag found
the ideal place, just enough space for a

camp under the
trees, and with a thick screen of bushes round

most if it.
Even a fire wouldn’t be seen from the open. They’d

all had too
hard a day to want to discuss plans for tomorrow.

The camp was
set up, and their meal was eaten with very little

being said.

Next morning
too, there were more grunts than words.

While drinking
their coffee, one or another would stand and

gaze out across
the seemingly endless plain; watching the

track, on it’s
straight line into the distance. Eventually, Aruther

spoke, “Well.
What do you think?” They looked at each other,

then back at
him. “O.K. I suppose we only have two choices.

We follow the
track, and find out what the local tribe is like, or

wander across
what might be rough ground, or even bog, and

we’d still
probably be seen. Nobody could keep out of sight

for very long
travelling over such a flat plain.”

“Well, you seem
to have coped pretty well with what

you’ve met,
friendly or otherwise,” said Hardrag,

remembering his
experience in the desert, “anyway I think we

deserve an easy
ride; I say follow the track.”

“Quite agree,”
said Turungi, “as it happens, that track

points in
exactly the direction we need to go.”

“Right,” said
Rambusco, “let’s do it.”

The others
nodded in agreement. Now that a decision

had been made,
everyone brightened up. They were packed

and on their
way in record time.

Jogging along
at a steady pace, each seemed to be

wrapped up in
his own thoughts. Rambusco thought of his

wife, far away,
and wondered how she was, on her own. “Of

course she’s
all right,” he chides himself, “Why wouldn’t she

be? I’m sure
the Horsemen will keep an eye on her for me.”

He remembers
what Drangora had told him of her upbringing.

As the only
girl, with five brothers, she soon learned to stand

up for herself.
Eventually, she was their equal in many ways,

not least in
the handling of their traditional short sword;

excelling
especially in the use of throwing axes. That skill,

combined with a
razor sharp tongue, backed by a fiery temper,

would be more
than enough to keep any unwelcome character

at bay.

The distant
hills seemed as far away as ever, as they

travelled over
that endless grass land. Occasionally they saw

groups of
horses, but none close to the track. The day was

turning warm,
and, with no shelter from the sun, they didn’t

linger over the
mid-day meal. A slice of the oatmeal bread

washed down
with mead, was enough to keep them going till

evening.

A little while
later, they came across a hillock a short

way to their
left. Aruther was dispatched to spy ahead.

Everyone agreed
he had the sharpest eyes, besides, no one else

wanted to go.
They were not a little disturbed when he came

racing back;
shouting something long before they could hear

him
properly.

The result was
that he finally arrived completely out of

breath; they
could only wait while he gulped great breaths of

air. Rambusco
was hopping from foot to foot, “What is it?

What have you
seen? Is someone coming? Is it danger?”

Turungi turned
from where he had been encouraging

Aruther to take
long, deep breaths, “Give him a chance, he

needs to get
his breath back first.”

Eventually,
shaking his head, Aruther spoke, “Smoke. I

saw smoke.”

Rambusco looked
about, “Can’t see any from here.

There’s
practically no wind, so was it in a line, going straight

up?”

Aruther
nodded.

“So it probably
was a cooking fire, and not a village on

fire?”

Aruther’s eyes
widened, “Of course. Yes, it did look

like a cooking
fire. For a moment I thought . . .,” he broke off,

glancing at
Hardrag, who visibly flinched at his look, “sorry

Hardrag, I
didn’t mean to - - - .”

“That’s all
right”, broke in Hardrag, “I understand.”

Looking round
at the others, “So. Shall we ride on and see

what kind of
welcome they give strangers?”

They all nodded
solemnly, except Harbungi, who was

clearly not
happy with the thought of an unfriendly welcome.

“Cheer up,”
said Rambusco, “remember, we didn’t let that

dragon get
you.”

“You’re right,
if it came to the worst, we could give a

pretty good
account of ourselves.”

“That’s the
spirit, anyone attacking us would be very

sorry
indeed.”

“So long as we
are still alive, for them to be able to say

sorry to
us!”

Laughing,
Rambusco and Hardrag took the lead as they

set off again.
Rambusco called out, “Keep a sharp eye out

behind us
Aruther, we don’t want to be taken by surprise.”

With that
straight road to guide them, and easy going

for the horses,
it took little over an hour for them to come in

sight of a
group of log huts. Walking the horses forward

slowly, they
made their weapons ready. Drawing closer, they

could see that
most of the people there were women, children,

and, in front
of them, a few old men; all gathered at the

entrance to the
village.

One old man
stepped forward with his arms

outstretched,
showing he was unarmed. “Welcome strangers.

Come in
peace.”

“We do,” said
Turungi, “we do.” Rambusco and

Hardrag were
too busy assuring themselves that there were no

concealed
warriors to reply. Only when they had ridden safely

round the whole
village did they feel able to relax.

Coming back,
they found the Gnomes deep in

conversation
with the elders. Joining Aruther, they waited for

the discourse
to be concluded. The serious look on Turungi’s

face was
unsettling, but they waited.

An old man
gestured to the women, who now came

forward with
drinking cups. Cautiously sipping, Hardrag

commented, “Not
quite as good as your mead Rambusco, but

very thirst
quenching.” Rambusco answered by taking a sip,

then tossing
the whole back, and licking his lips.

Turungi waved
for them to come closer to the group of

elders. As they
approached, one of the men who seemed to be

in charge
spoke, “We are preparing a meal for when the men

come home; our
food is simple, but you are welcome to join us

before you
leave.”

Rambusco and
Hardrag exchanged glances, and

Aruther
muttered, “Join us at our meal, then be on your way,

seems a very
strange welcome to me.”

“Hush,” said
Turungi, “I’ll explain as we unload the

horses, they
can enjoy this rich pasture while we rest till the

men get back.
I’ve told the elders we will set up our own camp

outside the
village, they’re going to let us know when the meal

is ready.”

The camp was
set up quickly, as all were anxious to

hear what the
elders had been talking about so seriously.

Before they
were properly finished, Turungi started. “The men

have taken a
dozen or so horses to their local Chief. The

horses have to
be broken in for riding, that way they fetch a

good price at
the markets; they reckon their horses are the best

in the
world.”

Aruther said,
“They must be the Beldocs, I’ve heard

people speak of
their horses.”

“So, they spend
a couple of weeks getting the horses

ready, then,
when they deliver them to the Chief, they have to

do farm work,
or gardening, fetching and carrying about the

house, even
cleaning the guard’s weapons.”

“They don’t
sound much better than slaves,” said

Rambusco.

“It seems like
it. The Chief doesn’t sound especially

cruel, but he
is very lazy. He wastes all the money he gets on

gambling in
Serifa. That’s where we’re going, by the way.”

“With all the
horses we passed on the way here, he

should be worth
a fortune,” said Aruther.

“Aye,” agreed
Rambusco, “and these people should be

better off too.
Did you see their rough clothes?”

“Apparently the
old Chief was a good man,” said

Turungi,
“everyone prospered under him; but his son is a

wastrel. The
Captain of the guard is a particularly unpleasant

man, takes a
delight at making the men do all the menial jobs.

They were
saying he has taken a fancy to one of the young

women; the
girl’s father isn’t happy with the idea, and the girl

herself has
ridiculed the captain’s advances; so much so that

he is now
losing patience. Her comments don’t make him

laugh any
more.”

“Can’t these
men stand up for themselves?” said

Hardrag, “they
don’t sound like men to me.”

“The trouble
is, it’s all come about so gradually.

They’re not a
warlike people, and it’s only this past year, since

that captain
came that things have got worse.”

“So that’s why
the villagers want us to go after we’ve

eaten?” asked
Aruther.

“I’d like to
see that jackanapes try to make me move

on,” growled
Rambusco. This brought an accompanying growl

from
Splatattack. “Yes, boy. We’d show ‘em what for.”

“Well, all we
can do is enjoy the villager’s hospitality

first, then see
what happens,” said Aruther.

Any further
discussion was halted as Hardrag called,”I

think they’re
coming back. I can see horsemen coming down

the road on the
other side of the village.”

Most of the
riders turned into the village, and busied

themselves with
their mounts. One came to inspect the

travellers, and
from his manner, and soldierly dress, assumed

rightly that
this was the infamous captain.

He rode around
the camp frowning, “It won’t take you

long to pack
and move on.”

“We’ve been
invited to a banquet,” said Rambusco,

“and we might
not feel like moving on,” turning his back on

the rider.

The captain’s
face flushed with anger, and his raised

his whip.

Splatattack saw
this intended assault on his master, and

bounded
forward. He was going so fast when he shoulder

charged the
captain’s horse, that the captain was unseated,

tumbling in a
heap on the ground.

Two guards, who
had been unsuccessfully trying to

strike up a
conversation with some of the village women, saw

this, and
galloped across.

Still facing
away, Rambusco smiled to himself as he

heard the man
fall, and was prepared for his next move. The

captain
struggled to his feet, shouting, “Imbecile. You could

have killed
me!” and lunged at Rambusco, hand on sword.

He was brought
up short as Rambusco turned, and with

one continuous
movement, drew his sword and touched the

point to the
other’s neck.

Rambusco’s
smile faded, “He will, if you do that

again.”

The guards
stopped when they realised that here was a

different breed
to the uncomplaining villagers. Hardrag placed

his feet apart,
as he faced them with folded arms. “Did you

want
something?”

“We only came
to help our captain,” said one.

Rambusco
laughed, “He needs help, his mother never

taught him to
ride a horse properly.”

The captain was
almost speechless with rage, “You’ll

pay for this,”
he hissed, as he got back on his horse.

“If so, it
shall be in my coin,” said Rambusco.

Galloping off,
he whipped his horse savagely, and

shouted at the
guards, “What are you waiting for you idiots?

Back to the
castle. Now.”

“That’s no way
to make friends Rambusco,”said

Turungi,
“You’ve really upset that man.”

“He’s a friend
to no one, not even himself.”

“Yes. A sad
man. I don’t think we should spend any

time feeling
sorry for him; we must prepare for when he

returns, with
more support.”

“Perhaps later,
I think,” said Hardrag, “someone is

coming from the
village.”

A young woman
approached, looking at them with

undisguised
respect, “If you would join us? The meal is

ready.” Looking
round with a shy smile, “what did the captain

have to
say?”

“Nothing that
should trouble you, fair maid,” said

Aruther.

Rambusco smiled
broadly as he exchanged knowing

looks with the
others. Turungi diplomatically intervened,

before they
could make any comments, “And ready we most

certainly are.
Lead on, fair maid.”

Much to the
other’s amusement, Aruther and the girl

blushed. After
a quick glance at each other, Aruther busied

himself with a
piece of baggage that needed moving all of two

inches, while
the girl fluttered her hands, waving for them to

follow her.

They found that
tables and benches had been arranged

in a large
circle in the middle of the village. Visitors were

obviously rare,
and the villagers had made an occasion of it;

especially for
someone who had got the better of that

unpleasant
captain.

Seated with the
village elders, they were regarded with

a certain
amount of concerned hostility by the women, and

some of the
men; but with considerable curiosity by everyone.

Naturally,
Splatattack and Rambusco were the centre of

attention. It
was the children who were the least concerned

about any
consequences the visitors might bring; and who

were the ones
least afraid of Rambusco, or his pet’s fierce

appearance. The
villager’s dogs had made themselves scarce,

and the
children treated him as just a particularly large dog.

As soon as
everyone was seated, large plates filled with

chunks of meat,
surrounded by mixed vegetables, were

distributed.
One of the meats, the travellers recognised as

being eel; but,
even after tasting it, the richness of the other

had them
puzzled.

The oldest man
addressed them. “Compared to better

days, what we
have to offer is poor. However, our women are

good cooks,
well versed in the use of herbs and spices. I trust

you will find
this satisfactory.”

Turungi, having
been spokesman previously, looked at

his companions.
They all looked back expectantly, so he

replied, “I’m
sure we will find it a great improvement on our

food of the
past few days,” smiling at Aruther and Harbungi,

“however well
it had been caught, and cooked.”

”I noticed you
enjoyed our speciality; the rabbits here

feed on such
good grass, they are usually larger than

elsewhere. We
find they are considerably improved by being

kept in wine
before cooking. The eels you would know, these

were freshly
caught this morning. They were cleaned by the

lake, only the
best steaks being saved. The head, and the rest

are usually
thrown back in, or used for bait.” The elder looked

at Turungi with
raised eyebrows, “this usually attracts the

attention of a
water dragon; but, it seems he was busy

elsewhere the
other morning.”

“We were having
a little competition with him,” smiled

Turungi,
“fortunately, we won.” He went on to tell of how

they had
crossed the lake. The story was passed around the

tables; any
animosity that was present turned to smiles, as they

heard how the
dragon had been dealt with.

Later, sitting
around the dying embers of the fire,

several of the
men came to talk to the newcomers; the subject

usually coming
round to horses. There wasn’t much these

people didn’t
know about the breeding and training of top

class
steeds.

They recalled
‘the good old days’, when people

travelled from
distant lands to attend their horse fairs. Very

few outsiders
were able to match the skills these people had,

either in the
games and competitions, or the races. Men,

women, and
children taking part in the various events. The

‘good times’
were being enthusiastically recounted.

Though he knew
instinctively what the answer would

be, Rambusco
could not stop himself from asking, “When is

the next
festival?” Some looked angry, but all were


embarrassed.

“There are no
more,” one of the elders said, “We must

obey our
Chief.”

“Even when he
is wrong?” asked Aruther.

“He has his
guards, and we have no weapons,” was the

reply, “no one
can remember the last time we had to fight.”

“Perhaps the
time has come to learn,” said Aruther.

Some men turned
away at this, none of them spoke.

The girl who
had called the travellers to the meal

stood, “I would
learn.”

“You are only a
girl,” one said.

“I hate that
Captain. I would rather fight him than

marry him.”

Durlan, the
girl’s father, joined her, “I think Ruahna is

right. It is
time we made the chief see how unhappy we are.

I’m sure he is
not a bad man; but he does give that Captain too

much power. I’m
not even sure who gives the orders any

more.”

There were
growls, and nods of agreement from the

other men. “We
have never been so badly treated, but what

can we do? We
are not warriors”.

“No,” cried a
voice from the darkness, “you are just a

bunch of sheep,
and you will do as you are told.” The Captain

rode into the
fire light, as a large group of guards surrounded

the people
there.

“You wouldn’t
be thinking of including me in that,

would you?”
Rambusco enquired.

Hearing this,
the Captain’s face flushed with anger,

“What! You
still here?” he shouted, “I said all strangers were

to be gone
before dark.”

“But it would
have been rude to leave after such a

friendly
welcome,” protested Hardrag.

“You’ve had
your chance, now you must pay.”

The travellers
picked up their weapons. “I do believe

he’s serious,”
said Aruther.

“Too serious
for me,” grumbled Harbungi.

“Come on,” said
Turungi, “you’re a good shot with

your sling. See
if you can down more than me; after all there’s

only about
twenty of them.”

Harbungi
started to splutter a reply, but the Captain

shouted,
“Enough talk. Kill all the strangers, and any who get

in your
way.”

The guards
hesitated. They were quite happy to push

people around,
and generally swagger their way around the

village; but it
was quite some time since they had actually had

to fight
someone, especially someone who appeared to be

armed at least
as well as themselves. This delay was their

undoing.

The first move
was made by the Gnomes. They had

chosen guards
on opposite sides of the circle; it unnerved the

rest to see two
of their comrades fall, before they had actually

started to
move. Aruther’s arrows pierced the shoulders of two

more in quick
succession; they were dragged off their horses,

and disarmed by
Ruahna and Durlan.

The guards
charging Rambusco and Hardrag were no

match for their
swordsmanship, and, in seconds four more

found
themselves wounded and disarmed.

With so many of
their number out of action so quickly,

the rest
reigned in, and looked fearfully around them.

“Kill them,”
screamed the Captain, “Kill them you

fools.” Too
late he heard Spatattack’s growls, and saw the

charging,
snarling beast. His horse reared in fright, and

Splatattack’s
full weight sent it over backwards, to crush its

rider.

Ruahna and
Durlan mounted the captured horses, and,

waving the
guard’s swords, charged the dumbfounded

attackers.
Splatattack joined them, and the sight of the fearless

trio was a
deciding factor for the remaining guards. With their

leader
apparently dead, and almost half their number disabled,

they turned and
raced for the chief’s lair.

The villagers
were almost stunned into immobility by

the fierce,
swift action. As the guards fled, Rambusco recalled

his fighting
pet. Trotting beside Ruahna and Durlan, the trio

returned to the
wide-eyed villagers.

“Who said you
were not warriors?” cried Rambusco,

“you see what
can be done?”

The wounded
guards were rounded up, while the

Gnomes went to
see what injuries the Captain had. His richly

decorated horse
had survived unharmed, but the Captain had

suffered his
inevitable fate. Even in death, his features were

twisted in
hatred.

Aruther saw
that the prisoners were bound hand and

foot, then
called for Turungi to examine their wounds. The

women were able
to deal with cuts and bruises, but were

unsure of arrow
wounds. Aruther’s arrows were not barbed, so

it was a simple
matter to give the unfortunate guards a piece of

wood to bite
on, while the arrows were pulled sharply out.

During all this
excitement, no one had noticed one of

the guards
approaching, walking in slowly, with his hands

behind his
back. Rambusco swiftly drew his sword, shouting,

“Stay where you
are”, when, from behind the man came a

small girl of
about 12 years of age.

“He will do as
I say. He is my prisoner”, she said. The

people nearby
laughed, and applauded her. “He must have

fallen off his
horse”, she admitted, “he was just lying there, so

I tied his
hands together, and used his sword to make him

come with
me.”

Rambusco
laughed with the others, “Well done, little

one.”

“I’m not so
little”, she said, waving the sword at him.

Rambusco fell
on his knees, crying, “I surrender. I

would not dare
to fight so famous a warrior.”

Ruahna quickly
intervened to prevent the girl from

attempting to
strike Rambusco with the flat of the sword. “You

are not yet
that famous Astari, be thankful that this man has a

sense of
humour. There are some who would have taken your

hand off for
such an act my sister. You must learn to control

your
temper.”

Astari hung her
head, and was quick to say “I am

sorry”, and,
with a shy smile at Rambusco, who now towered

over her, “am I
forgiven?”

With a stern
expression,”Aye”, he answered,”If you

remember in
future, that a sword is not a toy.”

“I promise”,
she said.

“And.”, he
added, “If we can be friends.”

“Oh yes,” she
beamed.

Aruther spoke,
“I made the same mistake myself, when

first I met
Rambusco. I’ve since found he makes a much better

friend than an
enemy.”

“And now,”
Ruahna said, “You need to have your

prisoner’s
wound treated before he is locked up.”

“Yes sister”,
as she led the bemused guard away,

surrounded by a
group of her admiring friends.

The captured
horses were put into a safe paddock,

while the
weapons dropped by the fleeing guards were added

to those
captured, and piled by the re-kindled fire. Rambusco

and Hardrag
checked them over, finding them to be of

excellent
quality. Whatever else the Captain was, he was

careful to
provide his men with the best available weapons.

Most of the
excitement had died down, so Turungi

approached an
elder with the suggestion that a celebration

would be in
order. He produced his bottle of mead as a

contribution;
the elders quickly agreed, calling the women to

bring more
wine.

Careful
questioning of the prisoners revealed that those

who had
accompanied the Captain had been his best men;

most of those
left behind were fairly new recruits, not yet

trained. It was
agreed that the Chief would not be able to rally

the guards, so
it was most unlikely there would be any further

attack
tonight.

The prisoners
were locked in a tool shed, and everyone

gathered round
the fire once more. Wine and mead circulated

freely,
lightening spirits further. A quiet word of warning to an

elder made him
call for order. “Tomorrow we must go to our

Chief, and, if
our new friends will help, rid ourselves of those

troublesome
guards.”

“There are
enough weapons for twelve men,” said

Rambusco, “that
should be enough to deal with them. We can

always come
along, just in case.” Hardrag and Aruther nodded

in
agreement.

“Why not eleven
men and one woman?” Ruahna’s

voice halted
further discussion.

“You certainly
deserve a place,” said Aruther, who

blushed as she
smiled warmly at him.

“This would be
no place for a woman,” her father

started to
protest. One of the elders put a hand on his arm.

“Perhaps she
has earned the right. She faced the guards

at your side.”
Reluctantly, Durlan had to agree.

The celebration
continued, but there was a lot more

talking than
drinking. The people obviously felt that a great

cloud had gone
from their lives. A lot of the talk centred on

what should be
done with the Chief; he had let his people

down so badly,
that no one felt any obligation to him at all.

The general
consensus of opinion was that he should be

confronted with
their grievances; his reaction would then

dictate what
they would do.

What to do with
the Captain’s body took much less

time. At the
end of the discussion, two men with spades came

forward. They
had not dumped the body in the rubbish pit, as

some had
wanted, but buried him beside it, covering the grave

with rocks. As
one said, “After all, he was a man; no person,

however bad, is
just rubbish. The stones will remind people

that wickedness
must always be stopped.”

There were few
hours left for sleeping by the time

everyone was
‘talked out’, yet people were bustling about

early next
morning, getting horses ready, generally preparing

for the
journey. Not just the ‘eleven men and one woman’

were going to
confront the Chief , but all the available horses

were being got
ready so that the whole village could go.

No one had time
for breakfast, they all wanted to be on

their way as
soon as possible. Packages of food and bottles

were packed
into saddle bags for later. Rambusco’s party were

ready, and
joined the others as they set off. Somehow, Aruther

managed to find
a space next to Ruahna, and they spent the

whole journey
deep in conversation.

 


 


Chapter 20. In
which almost anything can happen, including

Plan B.

 


No longer
wondering what to plan, no more wondering

how to get
help, no more ifs or buts; her mind was settled, and

Grandma made
her way home as quickly as she could.

Without
alerting the whole colony, she had been able

to contact a
senior dwarf, and he had brought several others to

hear her fears
that the original plan had been compromised.

When they heard
the more ambitious plan ‘B’, they began to

express doubts
about the ability of elves and dwarves to work

together,
especially in a fighting situation. It took all of

Grandma’s
charm, and persuasion to convince them that it

really was
going to be the only way to bring peace to the

whole area. The
arrangements were all made, and it was now

up to the
enemy, whether to be sensible, and move to a new

location, or
start something that Grandma now knew he could

not possibly
win. With plan ‘B’, success was almost certain, as

much as
anything could be certain, in a land of magic.

Though she had
breakfasted before leaving the elves

stronghold, she
was ready for something to eat when she

arrived at her
temporary home. But it was not to be; so anxious

were the others
to hear what had transpired, they insisted on

sitting her
down with a glass of water and a bread doorstep

with a hefty
slice of cheese on top, till she told them how she

had been
received, and what plan ‘B’ was.

Grandma was
able to satisfy everyone that the plan had

been accepted;
but it was all the details that they wanted to

hear, who had
said what, that sort of thing; and it took quite a

long time
before everyone was satisfied, and cooking the

evening meal
eventually started. While this was being eaten,

there was very
little conversation, everyone was pretty well

‘talked out’,
as seems to happen quite regularly; anyway, they

were all too
deep in thought to talk.

There were no
objections to Grandma’s suggestion of

an early night,
and before they separated, only Drangora spoke

the longest
sentence, “Do you really think ….?”

To which
Grandma quickly replied, “Yes. Goodnight.”

It was as if
they were trying to make up for lost time,

when they were
so quiet the night before, next morning

interrupting
each other, all having a question that had to be

answered before
anyone else’s. So, from the waking moment,

there were at
least three people talking at once, and, by the

time breakfast
was ready, Grandma had to rap hard on the

table, to get
the silence she wanted. “No more questions, we

all do what
fits in with the plan. Hopefully, we may not have

to fight, but,
if we do, you can be sure it will be a hard fight. I

think we should
spend the rest of today in training, while our

youngest member
goes to suggest to the dwarves that we start

tomorrow on our
journey to the coast. The elves will join us on

the way.
Agreed?” And she was rewarded with a row of

nodding heads.
“Good. Now we can eat in peace.”

The messenger
returned after lunch, saying that all was

ready for the
next day, and he joined in the training


enthusiastically. So keen was he to practice, that he floored

two of his
friends, before someone had to tell him it was just a

training
session, not the real thing.

Fully satisfied
that they were as ready as could be for

the morrow,
they sat to a well deserved evening meal, having

only stopped
for a light snack during the day. Another early

night happened
automatically, no one having to suggest it, so

tired, and
ready for bed were they all.

Next morning
was quieter after all that work, each

being absorbed
in private thoughts on the possibility of a

serious
struggle to come, and who would be left to tell the tale

at the end of
it. Careful attention was made to a final clean,

and thorough
check on all the weapons, food for the journey,

and stout
footwear. The messenger had brought back a parcel

of thick
leather jerkins for everyone; in spite of being

uncomfortably
warm, they were going to provide a fair amount

of protection
in a fight.

Lined up on the
track, Grandma inspected her ‘troops’,

casting her
eyes over them, she could find no fault.

“Excellent.”
She said, “We are ready for anything that idiot

can throw at
us; and, don’t forget, we will be joined by some

new friends, so
let’s show them all just what we’re made of.

Right?”

She was
answered by a great shout, “Right!”

And by a hearty
laugh behind her. Spinning round, she

saw her old
friend followed by a half a dozen well armed

dwarves; as she
looked back, she was confronted by a row of

grinning faces.
“You might have warned me”, as she gave a

shy welcome to
the newcomers. “OK. Now that we’re all here,

we’d better
make a start.”

Leading the
band, Grandma, and her friend strode out,

as the others
followed, each group pleased to see that the

others were
equally prepared for any action. A few miles along

the way, they
found themselves, quite suddenly, in the midst

of a large
group of elves.

The dwarves
looked apprehensively at the equally well

armed new
arrivals. The senior elf stepped forward. “We’re

ready to join
you. I suppose the fairest way is to have an equal

number of elves
and dwarves.” He smiled broadly, “After all,

we don’t want
to overwhelm the poor man, do we?” This

brought
relaxing smiles from everyone.

“And we don’t
want to frighten him off with too great

a number
either.” Added Grandma.

“You may now
know this,” went on the senior elf, “But

what magic we
have can only be used to confuse, and, to a

lesser degree,
to protect ourselves, and friends.”

“So even with
your help, we could still have a big fight

on our hands?”
The head dwarf asked.

“Yes. We have
to beat this rebel on his terms, then he

can never say
we won unfairly.”

“And
afterwards?” asked Grandma.

“With some
help, I think we can arrange things, so that

any survivors
are not able to enter our sphere of influence

again.” He
looked at the dwarf, and Grandma, “And I mean

the area we ALL
consider home ground.”

“I think that
will make everyone happy.” She stepped

forward with
the head dwarf, and paused, waiting for the

senior elf to
join them. When he did, the trio set off on the

road to the
port.

There was no
conversation as they trudged along, and

the whole
journey passed without any sign of trouble. It didn’t

take long to
assemble all the things they wanted, and after

some
refreshment in a local hostelry, they set off for home in a

much more
relaxed mood. With the goods shared out, it meant

no one had a
really big load, so, in an emergency, everyone

would be ready
in seconds.

Outside the
town, Grandma held up her hand. “From

now on, we must
all be on full alert.” She looked round at the

apprehensive
faces, “Somewhere along the way, there will be

an ambush, I’m
sure. It may be in the narrow ravine where we

first met, but
I have a feeling it will be before that, so everyone

on their guard.
We three will be at the front, so if we see any

danger we will
alert you by drawing our weapons. Right?”

By now they al
knew how to respond, and she got a

satisfying
chorus of “Right!!”

Passing through
a small dark wood near the famous

ravine, Grandma
heard the faintest ‘chink’ of metal, she

whispered to
the others, “They are here,” a muffled curse from

the same
direction confirmed this.

All three drew
their weapons, and each shouted their

war cry as a
crashing through the dense undergrowth

advertised the
expected attack. Instead of finding a line of

workers
carrying boxes, and bags, the attackers were met by a

line of
warriors with weapons at the ready. So fast had their

charge been,
that they were face to face, and hand to hand, the

moment they
came into the light.

There had been
no chance to throw any axes, or knives

as the enemy
could only be seen the moment they burst from

the dark wood.
Fierce fighting broke out, elves and dwarves

back to back,
standing their ground against the onslaught. The

stout leather
jerkins proving their worth against staff, and

mace, but
wounded on both side were beginning to fall.

There was a
moment when everyone paused for breath,

and the head
dwarf called out, “Stop this foolishness now. We

will let you go
if you move on, away from here.”

The rebel
leader laughed. ”Do you really think I am

going to give
up when I am winning? They may look like

elves beside
you, but it’s only a trick. At them, we will win!”

The senior elf
struck a crushing blow to his head,

“Does that feel
like a trick?”

The rebel
staggered back, and shook his head, “I don’t

believe it.” He
cried.

“Then believe
this,” The senior elf shouted. At once all

the elves
transformed themselves; some into giants, and some

into huge
trolls. The rebel dwarves all stepped back in terror.

Once more their
leader rallied them, swinging his mace, and

going for the
biggest giant. Even as he struck, the giant

changed back to
an elf, who nimbly stepped aside, and brought

his staff down
in a blow which would have stunned any

ordinary
dwarf.

The leader
staggered again, but still swinging his mace,

brought low the
elf who struck him.

Soon, all the
hard training that Grandma had insisted

upon, began to
show results. They were faster, and harder with

blows than the
rebels; and, as the fight continued, their

stamina, and
fitness was making a difference. But there were

some very
dangerous moments.

Kerathte lost
her footing on a moss covered stone, and

swung her arms,
trying to recover her balance; but she still

fell, badly,
and at the feet of one particularly scruffy dwarf.

Baring his
misshapen teeth, he growled, as he raised

his spear,
“Gotcha!” Fleet had seen her fall, and moved to

protect her.
His staff, loaded with the elves gifts, was held,

spike first, as
rushed to her aid. He moved so fast, and pushed

his weighted
staff so hard, that it skewered that offensive

dwarf through
his heart, pinning him to a tree. “Gotcha!” He

cried.

Grandma tripped
on a tree root, and fell backwards.

Before she
could recover, the rebel leader was upon her;

standing, with
a foot on the arm which had held her axe, now

lying beside
her, uselessly.

“You are the
cause of all my troubles, but no longer!”

He raised the
point of his staff over her body, ready to drive it

deep into her
breast.

Wind was about
to throw an axe at one of the dwarves

keeping
Drangora fully occupied, when he saw what had

happened, and,
his weapon changed direction. The staff had

begun its
downward thrust, when the flying axe cut it in half,

throwing him so
much off balance, that Grandma was able to

kick his legs
from under him. The rebels by now, started to

aim their
strokes badly, and began to lose more ground, as

they were
beaten back to the edge of the undergrowth. When

two dwarves and
an elf overpowered the rebel leader by their

sheer weight,
Grandma shouted, “Stop. It’s over. Drop your

weapons, and
surrender if you value your life.”

The rebel
leader made one last desperate attempt to

stand, but
others were now holding him, and he couldn’t move

a muscle,
though he struggled, and shouted. One of his

dwarves came to
him, and said, “It’s no good, we can’t go on.

We have lost
too many. It is over.”

Grandma held an
axe to his throat, and, with her face

inches from
his, she glared fiercely, “Surrender or die” she

growled. The
look on her face was enough to convince him

that she meant
exactly what she said.

With a great
cry of rage, he forced the words out, “All

right, damn
you.” Through tears of frustration, and gritted

teeth, he
shouted, “It’s over. Stop fighting.” And slumped into

a dejected
heap, murmuring, half to himself, “and beaten by a

woman.”

“Never under
estimate people,” Grandma said.

One of the
dwarves, suffering from a bad gash in the

shoulder from
one of Grandma’s flying axes said, “And no

ordinary woman
at that.”

With their
leader taken captive, and, it being obvious

that they had
been seriously out fought, by this amazing

combination of
dwarves, elves, and not least, the three women

and two youths
who were so proficient, that they were a

formidable
fighting group on their own, all thoughts of

fighting went
out of them.

. They were
then made to swear a solemn oath, that

they would
never cause trouble in this area ever again. It was

made clear to
them that any who wanted to return, and re-join

their tribe,
would be forgiven, and made welcome. But, if they

still wanted to
start a new group, they would be set free to do

so, but, it
would have to be in a completely new area.

In the
meantime, the wounded were treated, roughly

enough to get
back, then be cared for properly. There were two

dead dwarves on
each side. Branches were cut to make litters

for the wounded
who couldn’t walk, and for carrying the

bodies back for
the ritual burying.

Their leader
was secured more strongly, kept from

them, and
watched more closely on the journey back to the

dwarves
community.

The arrival of
such a mixed group caused a great

commotion, and
everyone assembled in the Great Hall.

Dwarves, elves,
prisoners, Grandma and friends, all together in

a crowd. At
such a sight, the locals were talking, gesticulating,

shouting to
friends on the other side of the hall, and generally

causing a great
deal of noise. This was the greatest event

anyone could
remember, nothing had ever happened like this

anywhere
before.

Eventually the
senior dwarves assembled, and with

their leader,
managed to restore order. The dead had been

taken by their
families to be prepared for the ritual burying, the

wounded were
being cared for, dwarves and elves together; all

taking
advantage of the knowledge the elves had of the various

healing herbs
and plants.

From a
messenger who had been sent ahead from the

battle site,
they already knew what had happened. The captive

dwarves were
called forward, and made to repeat their oath,

that, if this
was what they wanted, they would only start a new

tribe in a
completely new area, and not cause this kind of

trouble again.
They all agreed to this, though some had

decided to
return to the tribe.

The dwarf
elders made it clear that, if ever they needed

help in their
new home, it would be provided, only if they kept

to the promise.
The prisoners were then released, and allowed

to go their
way. This all happened in a very civilised manner,

until the rebel
leader raised his arms and cried, “My followers,

we will make a
new beginning, and any who are brave enough

to come and
share in our prosperity to come, is welcome.” As

he walked out
with a dozen others, he passed close to

Grandma, and
growled in a low voice others could not hear,

“Beware, old
woman. I shall be back.”

Grandma lifted
her chin, and glared back into his face,

“Only if you
very, very foolish.”

Although they
could not hear, or see exactly what had

happened, the
senior dwarves quickly conferred, and

announced that
there would be an escort for those who wished

to start on the
journey to where they could establish

themselves.
“You will remain here for tonight,” They

declared,
“Tomorrow you will be provided with tools, seeds,

and some food
until you have become settled.”

The rebel
leader frowned at this. He wanted to be off,

but was obliged
to obey the instructions given. After they had

retired to
temporary quarters, the chief dwarf addressed the

elves. “This
has been an exceptional experience for us all.

From now on, I
think we can begin to think a little more kindly

of each other.
And I know we will both benefit from doing

business with
the famous Grandma.”

After the
cheers, and applause had died, he added,

“And now, of
course, you will be able to return to your home,

knowing that
you will be safe there from now on.” He gestured

to the dwarf,
who was a particular friend of Grandma’s from

long ago. “At
the moment, you do not appear to have any

pressing
duties. I think it would be appropriate if you were to

lead some of
our warriors to escort our old friends to their

home; and, a
slight detour, to see our new friends safely on

their way. It
is the least we can do. But first, a banquet has

been
prepared.”

At his signal,
some went out to bring in the tables and

chairs, while
others went to the kitchens, bringing back dishes

laden with all
manner of foods. After so energetic a day, they

all were able
to do good justice to what was before them.

Those who
fought were so obviously tired out, that any further

speeches were
dispensed with, and they were allowed to retire

early. But that
didn’t stop the celebrations going on in the

Great Hall for
many hours afterwards.

 


 


Chapter 21.
Leaving a new leader, and Love joins the group.

 


Before it could
even be seen properly, the Chief’s

fortress had
that air of abandonment about it. Soon the huge

wooden gates
could be seen, wide open, and unattended.

“Looks like no
one’s home,” growled Rambusco,


disappointed.

“Well. I
suppose it will save us a lot of trouble,” said

Hardrag, who
also had been looking forward to a scrap.

They held back
while the armed riders entered,

followed by the
village elders. Ruahna came to the gates

within a few
minutes, beckoning them inside. “The place is a

mess,” she
said, “it looks like everyone left in a hurry, carrying

as much as they
could.”

Turning to
Aruther, she said, “Will you come with me?

I want to show
you something.” She looked at the grins on the

faces of
Rambusco and Hardrag, “and you two can take that

silly look off
your face, I just want to show Aruther where our

village used to
be.”

Smiling even
more broadly, Rambusco and Hardrag

went to join
the others inside the building. It had been well

furnished at
one time, but several years of neglect were

enough for
there to be dusty corners, and well scuffed carpets.

Durlan met them
in the main hall, “This is where the Chief

used to
entertain buyers, the rich wall hangings and tableware

have all
gone.”

Hardrag nodded
sadly, “It must have impressed your

visitors.”

“In the old
days, I came here often, the old Chief and

my father were
cousins. We never saw much of Guerlin, he

was sent away
to be educated.”

“It didn’t do
him much good.”

“No. Only when
he came after his father died, did we

see how weak he
was.”

“So who will be
the new Chief,” asked Rambusco, “I

don’t suppose
this Guerlin will be coming back.”

“The elders are
meeting now to decide that. We have

had elected
leaders before.”

“So you being
related doesn’t automatically put you in

line for the
job?”

Durlan laughed,
“No. The trouble is, you can vote

someone in as
Chief, but you can’t vote them out. That’s why

they have to be
careful.”

“But, whatever
happens, things must now get better for

you,” said
Hardrag.

“Oh yes.
Already people are talking about moving the

village back
here. Where we are now used to be just a few huts

for the men
watching the herds. Guerlin made us move when

he became
Chief, I don’t think he wanted people to see what a

spendthrift he
was.”

During the next
few days, the travellers helped with

putting up new
buildings on the site of the original village;

leading teams
of horses, dragging timber from the forest.

Splatattack
particularly enjoyed this, there were always lots of

thick branches
for him to chew. In the mid-day and evening

breaks from
work, the villagers polished their riding skills;

men, women, and
children, all taking part. They all seemed to

be able to do
whatever they wanted while riding a horse

bareback. Most
of those things, like juggling and

somersaulting,
most would have found difficult on solid

ground.

Astari,
Ruahna’s little sister, had made such a friend of

Splatattack,
that she was able to ride him, even joining in the

races with him,
and occasionally winning, much to

Rambusco’s
delight.

By the end of a
week, all belongings had been moved

into the
Chief’s house, and temporary accommodation rigged

up around the
courtyard, while the re-building was well under

way.

“Time we were
moving on”, Turungi reminded his

companions one
evening, “we’re still not sure how much

further we have
to go.” Turning to Aruther, he asked, “Are you

still coming
with us? Perhaps you have found something, or

someone to lead
you to think about staying.”

Aruther looked
uncomfortable, “I was going to talk to

Ruahna tonight.
We’ve only known each other such a short

time, yet I
feel as if I’ve known her all my life.”

“That’s no
surprise,” laughed Rambusco, “love

sickness is
easy to see.”

“Aye,” added
Hardrag, “the cure is easy too.”

“I’m not sure
if I want to be cured,” said Aruther,

blushing,
“anyway, I’ll let you know in the morning what I’m

going to
do.”

There are
different kinds of lightning, and the one that

strikes the
heart with love is the most powerful, sometimes the

swiftest.
Aruther had suffered such a strike. Close as he had

become to his
friends, this new feeling seemed to overrule

every other,
and he needed time to think. Yet, so sure was he

that Ruahna had
similar feelings for him, he went to where she

and her father
were deep in conversation, and asked them both

if he could
speak to Ruahna. Her father smiled, guessing what

was in the
young man’s mind, and said to his daughter, “Why

not warm
yourselves while there is still a little warmth in the

fire?”

This led to
them sitting up so late that night talking,

they ended up
asleep together by the fire; a sleep full of

dreams for the
future. They were not the only ones to have a

decision to
announce next morning.

The elders
called everyone together, and announced

that they had
decided Durlan was to be their new Chief, and

the ceremony
would take place next day. Word that the

villagers were
free of their troubles reached the people who

had fled over
the years. Most were intending to return;

Durlan’s two
sons would be among the first to come back.

Once the
excited talk at this news had died down,

Ruahna stood,
and turned to her father. “I am pleased you have

been chosen. I
know my people will be well led, and cared for.

You may have
noticed I have spent a lot of time with our

visitors.” At
this, some of the younger women giggled and

pointed at
Aruther. Trying to ignore them, she went on, “As

you know, I
have not been fond of cooking, or the things that

seem to make a
good wife. I have a longing to see some of the

world before I
settle down. With your consent, I wish to join

our visitors on
their quest; I could not go without your

blessing.”

Durlan smiled,
“I have always known you were not

like other
girls; you always tried to equal your brothers in their

games, and
sometimes bettered them. Take my blessing with

you. Take also
Winfell, you may have need of a good horse.

You could not
have chosen better travelling companions, we

wish you all a
safe journey. Will you be here tomorrow to

receive the
blessing of your Chief also?”

“Oh. Father,
yes. That will be the happiest day of my

life.” Ruahna
moved closer to Aruther, and, taking his hand,

looked round at
his friends.

Clearing his
throat loudly, Rambusco said, “You are

right welcome
to join us, you have the right spirit for me.” The

others
applauded, and nodded their agreement.

Preparations
for the next day’s ceremony began after

another hard
days work. An ancient robe, used at previous

occasions was
found in an attic cupboard. Some of the older

women who were
expert with needle and thread, cleaned it up,

and repaired
the small moth damage. An early night would

have prepared
everyone for the next day, but there seemed too

much to do.

Next morning,
after a very quick breakfast, people

were hurrying
with the final jobs, this mostly involved food

preparation.
Splatattack was secured to a large tree trunk

which had lots
of branches for his entertainment. The cattle,

and sheep
heads, along with various other titbits had been fed

to him by the
women preparing the feast; he was overwhelmed

by the
offerings, but refused nothing.

A platform
built on one side of the courtyard now held

the village
elders. At a signal from them Durlan was brought

in through the
gates, struggling with men on either side of him.

A worried
Rambusco put his hand to his sword, and then

relaxed; when
Aruther explained that the Chieftain elect was

always
traditionally reluctant; usually having the office forced

on him.

Durlan stood on
the platform before the elders. Even

without the
robe of office, he looked every inch a Chief. Tall,

well made, and
with his head held proudly, his appearance

made a ripple
of excitement pass through the audience, he was

clearly
destined to be a good leader.

At the very
moment the ancient robe was settled onto

his shoulders,
several young men rushed through the gates.

Seeing the
inspiring event at its peak, they broke into loud

cheers, and led
everyone in tumultuous applause.

“It’s some of
the young men come home,” exclaimed

Ruahna, then,
as she recognised her brothers, cried, “and

Hebier and
Landros.” Aruther smiled as she dashed off to join

her brothers,
now locked in a deep embrace with their father.

The elders
realised that this was the end of any further

ceremony they
might have had in mind; they contented

themselves with
shaking hands with Durlan and his sons.

The women had
laid food ready in the great hall, but

there was only
room for the new Chief and the elders to sit.

Excited people
carrying their plates, going from platter to

platter on the
laden tables. Children ran about, chasing, and

hiding under
the tables; the noise was like that of a thousand

Magpies all
chattering at once.

When Ruahna and
her father had related to her brothers

all that had
happened in the past week, at least twice, she was

then able to
bring them to where Rambusco and the others

stood,
surrounded by admiring villagers, Aruther looked

apprehensive as
the three approached. He was worried that the

brothers were
going to be unhappy at losing their sister to a

stranger,
having just been re-united.

Herbier settled
his mind by beaming at Aruther as he

pumped his hand
vigorously. “So. Ruahna has found a man

she doesn’t
want to fight with all the time?”

“She always was
such a tomboy, we were never sure

that she really
was a girl.” Said Landros, This earned him a

sharp punch on
the shoulder, which made him wince.

“Now see what
you’ve made me do?” blurted out

Ruahna.

“Now you know
what to look out for, my friend,” said

Landros
ruefully rubbing his shoulder, “just make sure you

bring her back
safely.”

“Have no fear,”
said Aruther, “to me, her life always

comes before
mine; and I, for one, look forward to coming

back here.”

“I think that
goes for us all,” said Rambusco, “perhaps

you should
spend the rest of the time with your family, we

need to leave
in the morning.”

Ruahna would
not release Aruther’s hand, and made

him join her
brothers for the rest of the evening.

Next day, all
too soon for Durlan, the travellers were

packed, and
ready to go straight after their early breakfast.

After much hand
shaking, back slapping, and fond farewells

from Ruahna’s
family, they began the next stage of their

journey.

Rambusco had
introduced Splatattack properly to

Ruahna before
they left; even he seemed to recognise the

special
relationship between her and Aruther. On the road, he

was usually
trotting along beside, or close to Ruahna.

Aruther had
learned a lot about the road ahead from

Ruahna’s father
and brothers; there was little to worry about

till they
reached the sea, and the port of Lleb Drakap. This

was in a
different direction to where that neglectful Chief had

made his
escape. He had friends at his pleasure house in

Serifa, but how
long they would remain so once his money

was gone, was
another matter. There was the occasional


highwayman or
bandit, on the road; but none who would

tackle a group
such as this. Each night Ruahna would guide

them to a
settlement or farm; her people had a good reputation,

being well
known through their horse trading activities, and

they were all
welcomed famously.

Although the
journey was short on excitement, there

was a lot for
them to discuss, and plan.

Would they be
able to secure a passage on a ship going

to the island
they were seeking, perhaps a trader? Perhaps they

would have to
hire a vessel. Most important though, could they

find a ship’s
captain who knew of the island?

On the evening
of the fifth day, they arrived at the

suburbs of the
city. Fortunately, the first inn they came to had

enough room for
them, and stabling for the horses. After they

had settled in,
the innkeeper’s wife cooked them a substantial

supper; even
satisfying Rambusco and Hardrag. During the

meal, they saw
that although local people came here, there

were a lot of
folk from different races too; so this mixed bunch

of travellers
caused no raised eyebrows among the other

customers.

In order to
hear most of what was current gossip, and

rumour, they
decided to pair off after they had eaten. Just

casually going
to sit in different parts of the room.

Rambusco and
Hardrag sat near some war-like

individuals.
Warlike, mainly from the fact that, instead of

hands, they had
tools and weapons at the ends of their arms.

This probably
accounted for them slicing through meat and

plate during
their meal; and may also have been, to some

extent,
responsible for the scarred face; just combing hair

could be
hazardous, and trimming a beard, downright

dangerous.

The Gnomes sat
at a table where a Gnome and a Dwarf

sat alone; as
Gnomes and Dwarves are usually fierce enemies,

the other
customers had left them alone.

Ruahna and
Aruther sat with another young couple by

the door. Only
after their mead was brought could they look

properly at the
others, and see how upset they were; the girl’s

face showed
where tears had run. Aruther broke the awkward

silence, “We’ve
just arrived here, tell us, is there anything we

should know?
Perhaps a curfew, or a part of the city we should

avoid?”

“If you have
anywhere else to go, do not stay here,

there is too
much evil in this city.” The boy’s eyes flashed as

he said
this.

“Hush Grammon,”
the girl said, “you never know

who’s
listening.”

“I don’t care
any more Jennil,” he replied, and, seeing

Aruther’s
shocked face, “we have a wicked man for our

Leander.”

“Leander?”

“Yes. Our head
man is always called after a famous

leader who
founded the city many years ago. But this man is

hated by
everyone.”

“You must be
careful what you say,” said Aruther.

“They have put
our father in prison, and thrown us out

of the family
home,” explained Jennil, “Mother has gone to

stay with
cousins outside the city, but Grammon will not leave.

I am afraid my
brother will get into trouble.”

Suddenly the
door burst open, and a tall man in a bright

red jacket
swaggered into the centre of the room. Smiling

evilly, he
looked behind the door at Gramman and his sister,

“Well now, it
looks like we’ve got our first two volunteers

already,” and,
looking at Aruther and Ruahna, “You want to

join them? You
look as if you would be useful.”

Aruther put his
hand on his sword, and was about to

jump up, when
Jennil put her hand on his arm, “No, there are

too many.”
Before she had finished speaking, heavily armed

men had
surrounded her, and Grammon.

Hardrag gripped
Rambusco’s arm, stopping him from

rising
likewise, “Not now, not here. We’ll soon find out where

they are
going.”

While the
guards hustled the prisoners outside, their

leader walked
round the room. He hesitated at Rambusco’s

table, and
looked hard at him.

At that moment,
there was a commotion at the table

where the
dwarves sat, but Turungi somehow quickly restored

order.

This was enough
to unsettle the leader of the guards, he

stepped back to
the door, calling to his men, “Right, that’s

enough, get
them down to the ship.”

It was all over
so quickly, this was obviously a regular

happening;
everyone went back to what they had been doing,

it seemed as if
nothing had happened at all. The two warriors

at the table
saw the look on Rambusco’s face, and smiled,

“They’re
Rubock’s slaves now. They won’t be harmed, as

soon as they
are worn out they’ll be replaced by some other

strangers, or
locals, depending if anyone’s upset the ones in

power.”

“But, the
women,” Rambusco said.

“Don’t worry
about them, they can work just as hard as

the men. Rubock
keeps couples together, that keeps them

under control
more, and the man works harder to help his

woman. They’re
not even chained up, apart from the normal

ship work, they
have to collect and load the cargo.”

Hardrag said,
“Let’s have another drink,” to

Rambusco, “It’s
your call. I’m just going outside for a minute,

that must be
the way to the toilets, I’ll be back by the time my

drink arrives,”
and went through the side door where he’d

noticed
customers coming and going, giving Turungi a long

look as he
passed.

Rambusco was
still a bit bemused by the sudden

activity, which
just as suddenly returned to normal. “Yes.

Right.”

Outside,
Hardrag waited, fiddling with his belt when

anyone passed.
Eventually, Turungi came out, and they went

round the
corner of the building to talk in private.

“Now what?”
Began Hardrag.

Turungi held up
his hand, “I must speak quickly, and

quietly, this
place is over-run with spies and informers.

Harbungi and I
will find out which ship they are being taken

to, and will
try to get aboard as cooks, our medical skills are

well known so
that will help. You must go on with Rambusco,

you know where
to go; you can come back for us later.”

Before Hardrag
could say a word, he was gone.

Worried at the
turn of events, he went back to sit by

Rambusco. As he
sipped his mead, almost absentmindedly,

Rambusco caught
his expression, and prompted him, “Well?”

“Not good,” as
Hardrag gathered his thoughts, this was

not the kind of
place to have the group split like this. He told

Rambusco what
Turungi had said, and added, “I think he’s

right, we’ve
got to get that stuff back to the Grand Whizzard

as soon as we
can. Once their magic is straightened out, I’m

sure they’ll
help us find the prisoners safely.”

Rambusco stared
into his jug, “Yes, I suppose you’re

right. I only
hope I have the chance to get to meet that

character on
his own.”

Looking across
the room to where the Gnomes were

sitting, he saw
that the strangers were either slumped back in

their chair, or
lying across the table; heads on arms. Drunk, or

asleep, and
Harbungi looking red faced in his argument with

his friend.
Turungi caught his eye, and gave a quick smile as

they rose, and
left the tavern.

Hardrag had
seen the smile too, “Looks like those two

are up to
something already.”

Rambusco
laughed, “And to think I was starting to

wonder if they
would be all right on their own.”

The inn keeper
came across the room, wiping tables as

he went.
Stopping beside our friends, he said, “Looks like they

have business
elsewhere, will you still want the room for

tonight?”
Rambusco gave him a sharp look, and he went on,

“That sort of
thing happens all the time,” he smiled, “but they

usually manage
to survive; the boat is used for trading, they

never have to
fight, that’s why they lose so many prisoners.”

One of the
warriors cut in, “See, I told you they’d be

all right. If
they don’t get on to one of the islands, I reckon

they’ll get
away when they get back here.”

Rambusco looked
at him, “And when do you think

that’ll
be?”

“A couple of
weeks at most.”

“Will you be
wanting to keep the horses?” the inn

keeper asked,
“I can get a good price, if you want to sell. We

don’t see
quality like that very often.”

Rambusco shook
his head, “We’ll be staying tonight,

and will leave
the horses in your care. We will be needing

them
again.”

“Sounds like
you mean business, “the warrior spoke

again, “We were
moving on in a few days, but I think we’ll

stay a while,
you sound as if you could make things interesting

around
here.”

Hardrag said,
“We have a job to do, and don’t want

anyone to get
in the way.”

The warior
laughed, “Well, it certainly won’t be us.

There are some
people here who need taking down a peg or

two. We’ll
fight for most people who pay, but we turned down

that swaggering
bully who calls himself the Guard

Commander.”

His friend
broke in, “I would fight him just for the

practice,” and
laughed. “These people have a rotten leader, but

it’s not our
fight.”

The inn keeper
said, “Not so loud friend.”

The other said
scornfully, “They know how we feel,

we’ve been here
nigh on a week, and no one’s challenged us.

That’s why we
were bored here, and going to leave, but now,

this place is
beginning to look different.”

Rambusco said,
“We have an important mission here,

we must get a
ship to one of the islands. Do you know of any

ship that goes
to Sandreya.”

The inn keeper
laughed, “There’s the ship your friends

are on, but I
don’t suppose you’d be welcome. If you go to the

harbour, and
ask the bar man in ‘The Captains Bunk’. Any

ships captain
with time to spare will be in there sooner or

later.”

Satisfied that
they had not only got reasonably secure

accommodation
for themselves, and the horses, but had made

useful friends;
they planned an early start the next day, and bid

the others good
night with, “Till we meet again.”

The warriors
replying, “Oh, we will, we will.”

Rambusco and
Hardrag had a sound sleep; after their

hard days ride,
and a couple of jugs of mead, they just

collapsed on
their rough beds, and slept fully clothed. Next

morning,
tucking into a massive breakfast, they were scolded

by the inn
keeper’s wife. “I don’t mind you going to bed

clothed, I
don’t even mind your sword stuck into the

floorboards,
but why does no one ever take their boots off?”

The inn keeper
raised his eyes to heaven, and re-filled their

jugs of mead
with a broad smile, and a sly wink.

He also offered
to store their equipment safely upon

their return,
“If you are unlucky, and cannot come back, the

horses would
pay the bill.”

Rambusco shook
his head, “No. Here are two gold

pieces on
account, we will settle up with you when we return.”

The inn keeper
smiled, and said, “Yes, somehow, I

think you will
be back. The road outside will take you into the

city; for the
harbour, turn right at the monument.”

“Monument?”

“You’ll know it
when you see it,” and smiled again,

“It’s an over
large statue of our Leander – the present one.”

“Right, thanks
for everything,” Turning to the keeper’s

wife, “We’ll be
back for another of those breakfasts.”

Carrying the
few things they needed in a knapsack,

they wore their
armour, and weapons. From what they had

seen of this
city up to now, this was perhaps the safest way to

travel. Twenty
minutes walk took them to the monument.

Rambusco looked
at Hardrag and said, “Now I know what he

meant. Whoever
this Leander is, he certainly has a big opinion

of himself,
that thing must be at least three times life size.”

“He’s probably
got an ego to match,” smiled Hardrag,

“by the way,
what was the fuss about at the dwarves table last

night?”

“I think
Harbungi was not being very diplomatic, I

only heard part
of it, but I think he was telling one of his jokes,

about a goblin
and a fairy I think. Look there! You can see the

harbour down
this way.”

“And ships
waiting for us.”

“Let’s see if
we can find that inn, what was it again?

The Captains
something.”

“Bunk.”

“No it’s not,
I’m sure that’s what he said.”

“The Captains
Bunk.”

Hardrag almost
blushed, “Yeah, right.” Ten minutes

later, they
were ordering drinks in that hostelry. Sitting at a

table by the
door, they could see the rest of the customers, and

sipped the mead
quietly at first; then, as they realised its good

quality, began
to enjoy it. Looking round, they could see there

weren’t many
people in, it was still early in the day.

Rambusco went
across to where the inn keeper sat with

a few friends.
“Do you know of a ship that would take us to

Sandreya?” The
others at the table exchanged glances.

The inn keeper
smiled, “There might be, “he said, “Is

there anything
you want from there?” This brought a snigger

from one of the
men, and Rambusco gave him a hard look.

This was enough
to make him turn away, and for the others to

take Rambusco
seriously.

The inn keeper
ventured, “It’s nothing to do with

wraken by any
chance?”

“Perhaps,” said
Rambusco, “Does it matter?”

“Very much. If
that’s what you’re looking for, you

won’t find any
there.”

“But I thought
it grew there.”

“Oh it grows
there all right, but the Leander’s brother

is the only one
allowed to go there, and harvest the stuff.”

“I didn’t know
it was so popular.”

“It didn’t used
to be, once over, the stuff was only

wanted by
apothecaries, magicians, and the like. One day last

year, someone
got some dried bits of it mixed up with some

herbs; they put
it into sausages. The next day, people were

going crazy,
all over the place, dancing, singing, carrying on

like they were
drunk, and no one got a hangover. They soon

found out what
caused it, and now they’re all throwing

sausage
parties, everyone wants some. I haven’t tried it

myself, but
they reckon it’s like flying through the air. So, you

see, there’s
quite a big call for it.”

“Is that the
ship where the guards take people they

round up?”

“Yes, what’s
up? Lost some friends?”

“No, but I saw
the guards last night with some

prisoners.”

“That’ll be
right,” broke in one of the men, “They

needed more
men, as usual; the ‘Raven’ sails today.”

Rambusco nodded
his thanks, and went back to sit with

Hardrag, “We
have a small problem.”

Hardrag said,
“Small?”

“Yes, we have
to hire a ship, then capture the ship

Aruther and
Ruahna are on.”

Hardrag smiled,
“Oh, that small.”

“That’s right.
I’ve been thinking. If you go back and

find those two
warriors, we’re going to need their help. They

might just want
to come along for the fun of capturing a ship, I

don’t suppose
they’ve done that before. Anyway, tell them

there will be a
reward at the end, that should bring them.

While you do
that, I shall see who our host can recommend, if

someone would
wish to hire a ship for a short journey.”

Everything went
to plan, and by mid afternoon, all four

warriors were
on board a ship, owned by a captain whose

trading
business had been taken by the Leander’s brother.

Though Rambusco
hadn’t told Captain Goodwin of his plans

for attacking
the Raven, he felt sure he wouldn’t meet any

opposition from
him.

Under full
sail, and with a brisk breeze behind them,

they sailed out
of the harbour. Out in the open sea, they could

just make out
the Raven, about a mile away. Rambusco asked

the captain,
“Do you think the Raven is headed for Sandeya?”

“It seems to be
on the right course for there.”

He decided this
would be the right time to let Captain

Goodwin know
what he intended. After outlining his plan, he

added, “Perhaps
we should steer a different course for now, I

wouldn’t like
to give them the idea that we are following

them.”

“My feeling
also. I shall take a course that will bring us

to the island
about mid morning. By that time, they will

probably have
the ship loaded, and be just off shore.”

“Good. If
anything should go wrong, you were my

prisoner at the
time.”

“Don’t worry
about that,” Goodwin replied, “I, and my

crew will be
only too happy to join you. Now I must plot my

course, and we
shall see what tomorrow brings.”

The warriors
all spent the rest of the evening checking

their armour,
and weapons; all loose fastenings fixed, and

weapons given
that extra edge which make all the difference in

close quarter
fighting.

This was when
Rambusco discovered that his new

companions had
normal arms and hands. Their weapons were

attached to a
fitting, which enclosed the hand, and upper arm,

being securely
strapped on. They could not then be disarmed,

however hard
the blow. One of them smiled at Rambusco’s

expression when
he saw the weapons detached. “Not many

people know
that, and we never disillusion them.”

“Not many would
feel like asking!”

Next morning,
Rambusco was giving them his fighting

plan, “As soon
as the Raven is sighted,” he said to the

warriors, “You
come with me to the fore mast, while your

friend goes
with Hardrag to the stern mast. They have fixed a

couple of ropes
about halfway up, on these we can swing into

the middle of
the Raven as soon as the captain puts us along

side. Our
appearance at each end of the ship will split the

fighting crew,
and will distract their attention from any who

attack over the
side. And don’t forget to look out for our

friends, as
soon as the fighting starts, they are sure to join in.”

Rambusco and
Hardrag stood side by side, giving their

weapons a final
check, when Hardrag turned to his friend and

asked. “By the
way, what was that joke Harbungi was

upsetting the
dwarves with?”

Rambusco
sighed, “Not a very good one.”

Hardrag
laughed, “Hey, in this kind of situation, any

joke is better
than none at all.”

“All right, you
asked for it. It seems that one day a

Goblin and a
Fairy went into a really rough, tough bar on the

borders of the
Thuringian mountains. The Goblin went up to

the bar, and
said, ’I’ll have a gin and tonic in a nice clean

glass, with
just a teeny bit of ice, and be a dear, put two slices

of lemon in for
me.’ The barman laughed, and said, ‘we don’t

serve fairies.’
So this seven foot tall Fairy reached over the

bar, grabbed
the barman by the throat, lifted him off his feet,

and said. Hey,
Captain, is that a ship over there?”

A whistle from
the masthead confirmed the skill of

Captain
Goodwin, and everyone looked in the direction of the

raised arm. The
hazy outline of the Raven came closer, and the

captain ordered
a change of course, to put them in the same

direction.
Hardrag was looking confused as he squared his

shoulders,
ready for action. He was much more used to the

direct
approach. Ram the enemy ship. Hard.

The warriors
climbed their respective masts, while

Captain Goodwin
called to the Raven’s captain, saying his

compass was
damaged, asking if he had one to spare. By the

time the
message, and answer had been relayed, the ships were

quite close; a
few well-aimed grappling irons pulled then

together.

Rambusco and
Hardrag landed with their companions

as planned.
Well, almost as planned. Hardrag’s partner

managed to cut
through his rope before he landed. Fortunately

his fall was
softened by bowling over a half dozen of the

Raven’s crew.
They had been completely taken by surprise by

these
apparitions falling from the skies with such fierce cries.

The fighting
ability of Rambusco and partner were

enough to
quickly subdue, or put to flight any unwounded

men. Captain
Goodwin and his crew stormed over the side,

and fought
their way to the quarterdeck. There, the Raven’s

captain wisely
surrendered, calling for mercy.

Rambusco, and
the others were surprised at the small

number opposing
them, but the appearance of the Gnomes

from a hatchway
made them realise that perhaps they’d had

more help than
they knew about. They found that the Gnomes

had added
potions to the breakfasts of most of the Raven’s

regular crew,
who were still in the mess deck, slumped across

the tables, or
lying in a stupor on the floor.

Hardrag called,
“Come and see who we’ve found,” and

they all
clambered back on deck, to be welcomed by Aruther

and Ruahna;
Rambusco getting an embarrassing hug. The

young couple
from the inn also turned up safely.

Harbungi broke
into the congratulations with, “Wait till

you see what
we’ve got in the hold.”

“Not wraken, by
any chance?” asked Rambusco, with a

sly wink at
Aruther.

“He always
spoils my surprise,” complained Harbungi.

The Raven’s
crew and the prisoners were soon sorted

out. The ones
who swore they were loyal to the Leander, were

dispatched into
the hold in Captain Goodwin’s ship. There

were more than
enough freed prisoners to man both ships, and

they were
safely back in port early next morning.

Rambusco said
he would get the horses and equipment

ready, while
the others collected some wraken into haversacks.

“That way, “he
said, “Even if we lost some, there should still

be enough for
what the Grand Whizzard wants. I reckon if

he’d wanted a
wagon load, he would have asked for it.” And

he set off up
the hill to where the hoses were stabled.

Rousing the inn
keeper, he called for the horses to be

made ready, and
the equipment loaded onto the pack horses.

The inn keeper
hesitated, “Before we start, I think you should

meet this funny
looking fellow who turned up last night

looking for
you.”

“Me.?”

“Yes, he was
quite sure in his description, and he said

he had come
from the Grand Whizzard.”

“Well, you’d
better go and rouse him. What we have

done will be of
great interest to him.”

A few minutes
later, a tall, thin, almost scrawny young

man was rubbing
the sleep from his eyes. “Aaahh. You must

be Rambusco. I
am Wazkah, and I have been sent by the

Grand Whizzard
to help you.”

This took
Rambusco by surprise; he couldn’t think

what help this
gangly youth could possibly offer. “I think you

are too late,
we have got what we came for.” He looked the

young man up
and down more carefully, and said, “And

you’ve come to
help.”

“That’s
right.”

“What weapons
have you?”

“None.”

“What armour do
you favour?”

“None.”

“No weapons,
and no armour?”

“Correct.”

Sarcastic now,
“But you can run really fast?”

“If need
be.”

“But, can you
fight?”

“When I have
to.”

Rambusco gave
up then; and who could blame him?

Any warrior
likes straight answers best, but, straight as they

were, these
answers didn’t make a lot of sense to Rambusco.

He knew
thinkers and talkers usually didn’t have muscles; and,

to his way of
thinking, that’s what a fighter needed.

“We must get
the horses ready,” began Rambusco,

“There is a
quantity of wraken to go to the Grand Whizzard,

and the sooner
it’s on its way, the better.”

“That’s why I’m
here; he realised that you didn’t know

just how much
was required. As much as would go into an

ordinary
knapsack would be more than enough.”

“We’ve got that
much packed already, but there’s a

whole shipload
if you wanted more.”

Wazkah smiled,
“The knapsack will do. I’ll get my

horse ready,
then you can show me the way to the harbour.”

As he hadn’t
carried much with him, this didn’t take long, and

minutes later
they were at the monument. From the harbour,

they could hear
shouts, then, saw someone running up the hill

towards them,
waving his arms.

It was Aruther.
And he looked worried.

 


 


Chapter. 22.
All are safely home, probably.

 


Late though it
was, Grandma’s party, the elves, and their

escort set off
for home. The elves were still bemused at their

friendly
reception in the Dwarves Great Hall; while

Grandma’s party
were, quite justifiably, feeling very proud of

their efforts
during the past days. Although the woodland paths

were well
trodden, they still had to travel, as usual, in single

file.

The excellent
mood felt by all, was sufficient for them

not even to
notice the occasional strand of bramble straying

across their
path. That is, until the last man in the column

shouted, “Just
a minute. I think I can hear something.”

Everyone
stopped, all heads turned to listen back along

the way they
had come. As the distant shouts became clearer, a

worried look
appeared on the faces of some. This was no shout

for joy; there
was an urgency in the voice, which carried over

the distance.
There was no doubt in any of their minds; trouble

was coming back
to destroy their pleasant journey home.

The shouted,
breathless words soon became clearer, as

an exhausted
dwarf drew near. “Stop. You have to go back.

It’s not
safe.”

By the time he
reached the puzzled group, the

messenger was
almost on his knees. After all, dwarves are not

particularly
noted for long distance running. Gasping between

short breaths,
he managed to say, “The rebels have left.” Now,

everyone knew
that there really was trouble on the way. “I was

told to tell
you that it would be best if you all went back.” He

looked around
at the worried faces, “I didn’t think you would

have got this
far.”

The leader of
the escort spoke. “I believe it would be

quicker to
reach your cave than to return.” Looking at

Grandma for
confirmation. She nodded, already deep in

thought.

“Do you know
how many left?” She asked the

messenger.

“About six or
seven. But we can’t be really sure how

many.” He
looked at the elves, obviously embarrassed, “I

think some of
the young ones may have joined him. You know

what some of
them are like. Anything for a fight.”

The leader’s
worried frown deepened at this. “I know, I

have seen this
sort of thing happen before.” He turned to the

elves, “It has
been the cause of most of the trouble between us.

Youngsters
feeling their strength, not having enemies to try

out their
weapon skills on.” He sighed, “sometimes they make

enemies where
there were none, and we all suffer. Most of the

time a group
get together, and set off into the woods to start a

new tribe.” He
smiled, “With no elders to tell them what to do.

It is very hard
to set up a new community; very difficult to

find the right
place. Good shelter, and easier to defend than

attack. Then
there are the creatures already living there.” He

shook his head.
“Enough of reminiscing.” He looked at

Grandma. “We
must get to your home as quick as possible; get

some sort of
defences outside, perhaps some traps, that sort of

thing.”

Grandma had
already thought of the problem. “We

must move now.
I have a plan; I’ll explain on the way.”

The lack of
local knowledge about forest paths, and

slow night time
progress, would slow the rebels considerably.

Daybreak was
only a couple of hours away, and Grandma said

that a short
sleep would benefit everyone, and one lookout

would warn of
the rebels approach. Drangora, Wind and Fleet

agreeing
wholeheartedly with this, and they all tumbled into

their beds, to
have the soundest sleep they’d had for quite

some time.

Except
Grandma.

The early hours
of the morning are notoriously when

sleep is
disturbed most often. Whether it was the excitement of

the day before,
or the changes which had taken place in

relationships
during the past few weeks, but, Grandma woke

with so many
questions rattling around in her head, that she

decided to go
outside and get some fresh air.

Two paces past
the cave entrance, taking a deep breath,

as she looked
up, she suddenly lost sight of the moon as a

sharp blow on
the head laid her headlong in the grass. Waking

to feel her
head and shoulders covered in a rough sack, she

opened her
mouth to scream. More annoyed to find that the

sack was
smelly, and that it wasn’t long enough; her

nightdress had
been used to fill her mouth, and her hands were

roughly tied
behind her back.

Fortunately,
they were roughly tied. Just a little too

much of a
hurry, had caused the knot to be just a little bit

loose; loose
enough for Grandma, now that her dander was up,

to twist, and
pull at her bonds, while quietly swearing to

herself. As you
know by now, when Grandma did things

quietly, it was
a very bad outlook for whoever was


responsible.

Before she
could free herself completely, the sack was

pulled away,
and she was face to face with the grinning

countenance of
the rebel leader. He pulled her to her feet, and

quickly bound
her to the tree she was leaning on. “I told you I

would be back.”
As he pulled the gag from her mouth, and the

nightdress
covered her once more.

Free to express
her feelings, she screamed at the top of

her voice.
Words, expressions, and intentions, which could not

possibly be
included in this book. She went on for quite some

time, including
insults in other languages.

He was so taken
aback, she had time to let off steam.

He shouted
back,” If you don’t shut up, I’m going to gag you

again. And, for
your information, we are far enough away

from your
friends for them not to be able to hear you”

Rather than
suffer this indignity, Grandma stopped

screaming, and
resorted to murmuring once more through the

long list of
things she intended to do to him, by this time she

had thought of
a few variations.

“I have thought
long and deeply about you” he

growled.

“Am I supposed
to be flattered?”

“Ha! You won’t
be feeling so witty by the time I have

finished with
you.”

“Now you are
starting to repeat yourself, and you can

be very
boring.”

With a growl of
annoyance, he raised his hand, as if to

strike her
face, but he got such a look of defiance, as she lifted

her chin, it
made him stop. “You will soon see what I have

decided for
you; and I promise you, you will not be bored.”

Though bound
tightly at the waist, Grandma had still

been struggling
with the binding on her wrists, loosening, and,

eventually
breaking free. She reached out and grabbed

handfuls of his
hair, pulling his head down to her level, “Say

that again,”
she shouted in his ear, and pulled harder, “How do

you like this?”
trying to bite his ear. Unfortunately, as she

pulled, his
foot slipped and his head struck her head, hard.

Once again
darkness descended on Grandma.

Moving her head
slowly from side to side, as

consciousness
reluctantly returned. Two blows on the same

head, on the
same night, were almost more than flesh and

blood could
stand. Any quick head movement caused a stab of

pain; enough to
make the person whose head it was, move

much more
carefully. Gently testing her limbs, she found that,

not only was
she still tied to the tree, but, her hands had been

pulled together
round the tree, and tied much more securely,

and
painfully.

Satisfied that
she was, this time, securely tied up, the

rebel leader
turned away, “We will be having a pleasant nights

sleep, in
preparation of the great day tomorrow.” Giving her a

mocking bow, he
went on, “Sleep well, I shall see you in the

morning.” And
he went to join his followers where there were

piles of dry
leaves in a gentle hollow making a comfortable

bed for the
night; for them!

Grandma knew
she didn’t have to pull at her bonds to

know that they
were beyond any kind of twist off, or wriggle

free. She could
only hope that, tomorrow, that blethering idiot,

as she called
him, would make a mistake; big enough to give

her a chance of
freedom, or, at the very least, allow her to deal

him a blow he
wouldn’t forget in a hurry.

In this very
much, down frame of mind, she was

thinking that
things really couldn’t get any worse.

Her left hand
twitched.

Then her right
hand.

Some choice
words were forming in her mind, as she

opened her
mouth; before a sound came through, she was

again
gagged.

Not again! The
thought spinning through her mind,

why should - -
? Before her mind could finish the question,

careful hands
were sawing at her bonds, slowly releasing her

from that tree.
Friendly hands, and that means - -? Again,

before the
question could form, an Elf looked around the tree,

and put his
finger to his lips, before removing the gag.

She was
gobsmacked into silence, as two Elves led her

quietly away
from the snoring Dwarves. On the way back to

her cave she
was told how the dwarves, on their way home,

had heard the
rebels singing, boasting to each other what they

would do when
they captured Grandma. They hadn’t been able

to get ahead of
them to warn them at the cave, that an attack

was imminent;
and now, on every side, Dwarves and Elves

were
desperately trying to persuade her to leave the cave, and

take shelter
with one or other of them; at least, for a time.

She was able to
put them all off, until they arrived

home. Drangora
and the others fussed around her, upset that

she had been
spirited away from under their very noses. After

several large
cups of tea, and a hearty breakfast, she was

thinking a
little more clearly.

“I have
decided”, she announced, once the dishes were

cleared,
washed, and put away. Everyone stopped what they

were doing, or
weren’t doing, as the case may be. “I want to

give that so
and so the fright of his life.”

There was no
murmur of approval to this, it was almost

a roar. Dwarves
and Elves united in their feelings about a rebel

who has caused
so much trouble; been given the chance to

reform, yet
still wants to drag his followers into a veritable

fight to the
death, or something very close. Dragging them into

this last
desperate attempt to impose his will on this part of the

land.

“To work!”
Grandma pointed to the broad tree growing

by the cave
entrance, “I want a rope tied as close to the top as

you can get,
and those with axes can cut as far through, all

round, so that
the tree can be quickly pulled over.” Seeing the

work started,
she then said, “And now, I want some digging

Dwarves.” Three
stepped forward, and she led them to the

back of the
cave to where used, and unused, odds and ends of

equipment were
stored. Giving the biggest Dwarf a pickaxe,

the others took
shovels.

Grandma led
them to a small empty cupboard,

“Nothing is
kept here now, it is too damp.” The Dwarves gave

each other a
look, which clearly said, ‘She’s only a woman’.

Grandma smiled
at this, and went on, “I think it’s damp,

because it is
too close to the outside.” She pointed, “If you

start on that
wall, it shouldn’t take you long before we have a

very handy back
door.”

The Dwarf with
the pickaxe gave her a strange look,

“And you need
it right now?”

Grandma’s smile
broadened, “Trust me, we really need

it.” Seeing
their reluctance to start something they obviously

regarded as
merely cosmetic. She added, “I want an opening

just big enough
for only one to pass through, and we haven’t

got much time.”
With another pickaxe and a shovel, Grandma

took two
Dwarves around the side of the entrance, down a

small ravine.
Twenty struggling paces, pushing through thick

brush, and
briar, to where they could hear the solid ‘thunk’ of

a well wielded
pickaxe. Feeling the ground vibrations in

different
places, she finally said, “Yes. This is the place. Dig.”

Backwards and
forwards, supervising the progress, on

passing the
tree, the white of the new cut caught her eye.

“Quickly,” she
said to a standing Dwarf, “Get some brushes,

and cover that
work. We don’t want to spoil the big surprise

now, do we?”
With a puzzled expression, betraying his

feelings, he
obeyed, and soon there were no fresh, white cuts

to be seen.

Being attacked
from both sides, the cupboard wall soon

yielded, and
Grandma was able to oversee the creation of an

opening wide
enough for only one person to pass through.

At the front,
the tree was now finely balanced on a

trunk that had
been whittled to a lot less than half its original

size. It
wouldn’t need much of a pull on the rope to topple it.

The day by now
being well advanced, she directed a small Elf

to hide behind
a rock immediately above the entrance, taking

the rope with
him. Her instructions were burned into his brain,

there was no
way he was going to make a mistake.

Grandma
assembled everyone at the front for her final

instructions.
Action stations were taken, and a fire lit near the

entrance,
easily seen from the forest.

It soon became
clear why Grandma’s preparations were

necessary. A
group of twenty or so Dwarves emerged from the

forest, and,
seeing the fire in the cave, the occasional shadow

as someone
moved about inside, they separated into two

parties to
approach the cave from each side. Creeping close,

the rebel
leader could see no sentry, and that evil smile of his

showed he felt
all was going his way. “Like rats in a trap”, he

gloated.
Leaving five outside, he motioned the others to follow

him.

With a great
shout they leapt into the entrance, but

were completely
flummoxed to find it empty. Here they had

their first
casualty. The Elf holding the rope, pulled hard, and

sent the tree
crashing down, blocking the entrance, knocking a

Dwarf into the
fire; at the same time, a large half rotten branch

added fuel to
the flames. They smothered the burning clothes,

but, the poor
Dwarf inside them was quite clearly out of any

kind of
action.

A startling
burst of laughter from deep inside the cave

took them all
be surprise. “You won’t be laughing when I

catch you.” He
turned to his followers, “Come on, let’s finish

this now,” and
led them in a mad rush to the back. With yells

of frustration,
the Dwarves pushed spears into every dark

corner, every
pile of straw; stabbing through all clothes, and

bedding, with
no result. They were practically running around

in circles.
Bumping into each other, pushing each other out of

the way; it was
only a matter of time before someone got too

close to a
waving spear.

“What did you
do that for?”

“You got in the
way, you fool.”

“Who are you
calling a fool?”

“You shouldn’t
have been holding it like that.”

“Who are you to
tell me how to hold a spear?”

“The one who’s
going to teach you how.”

“Go no then,
show me.”

And, when they
started fighting, the rest couldn’t help

themselves; if
there was a fight, they just had to join in. Before

he could
separate them, the leader had lost another two

followers, this
time, permanently; and others wounded, to

various degrees
of incapacity.

“Stop! Stop!
Stop!” His shouts had the desired effect.

The Dwarves
stood, shocked, and bewildered by what had

overtaken them
so swiftly, and with such effect. “You blister

headed, bilge
brained, nanny footed bunch of wriggleys.”

Speaking with
such force that, with each insult, the Dwraves

took a nervous
step back, eventually to the walls. One knocked

the cupboard
door with his foot. The leader turned at the

sound, “What’s
that?”

“Don’t know,”
mumbled the Dwarf he poked in the

stomach with a
spear haft.

“It’s a door,
you nincompoop. Open it.”

Starlight shone
through the opening. “That’s where

they went.”
Pushing two Dwarves towards the opening, “Get

after them.” As
each emerged on the other side, they were

overpowered
quickly, and silently. However, the scuffling feet

could not be
disguised. The leader smiled grimly, he had

guessed
rightly, it was a trap. The remaining Dwarves looked

at each other,
as the reality of the situation began to sink into

their
consciousness.

One spoke,
hopefully, “Plan B ?” The thump on the

side of the
head from that same spear handle was all the

answer he
needed.

“There’s only
one way out, and we have to put that fire

out first; find
some water, quickly.” The mad panicky rush

started again.
“Slowly!” He cried, “Look slow and careful.”

Moments later
three came back with buckets; two were empty,

and the third
held a cupful of water.

One Dwarf hung
his head, “That was half full when we

found it.”

The leader
sighed. “And?”

“Somebody tried
to grab it at the same time as me.”

“All right, I
don’t need to hear any more,” Looking at

the dwarfs
black eye. He set the buckets in a row, looked hard

at all the
Dwarves, and said, “Start filling them.” Setting an

example by
unfastening his trousers, and sending a yellow

stream into the
nearest bucket. Lining up beside him, there

followed a
period of grunting, huffing and puffing, sweating

and straining,
pulling faces, hissing and whistling. Until,

eventually, the
leader was satisfied with the results.

“Now listen
carefully,” Motioning them away from the

cupboard door,
“When the fire goes out, we have to push that

tree as hard as
we can. It’s the only way out, and you know

what’ll happen
if we don’t get out.”

Someone said,
“What?” But before anyone could

answer him, he
cried, “Ow!” to a thump on the side of the

head from his
neighbour.

The leader
sighed, “Anybody hungry?” All nodded.

“Anybody
thirsty?” They now knew what he was coming to.

“So we have got
to get out, now.” The nods became more

vigorous. “So.
Let’s do it. Right? Pick up those buckets, put

that fire out,
and move that tree. NOW!”

Not having been
given specific instructions, too many

hands grabbed
for the buckets. The resulting splash covered

everyone’s
trousers, but as each was still a little more than half

full, there was
enough to put out the fire. Egged on by the

leader, joining
in his loud cries, the tree was moved enough for

them all to be
able to rush out, and form up in fighting order.

They were
quickly faced by a similar number of

Dwarves and
Elves. For five tense seconds, no one moved. All

eyes darting
desperately right and left, as each wondered who

was going to be
the first to make a move. “Kill them! Kill

them all!” It
was the rebel leader who broke the spell.

There was an
instant reaction. Hand to hand fighting

broke out. The
Elves were having a hard time defending

themselves.
Fleet, and Wind managed to disable their

opponents
quickly, so the Elves were able to pair up against a

Dwarf, evening
up the odds considerably. It soon became clear

that the rebels
were getting the upper hand, forcing the others

to fall back,
step by step. The situation was becoming

desperate,
there was no sign of a rescue party arriving in time

to save them,
when, with a stroke of genius, Fleet shouted at

his opponent,
“You horrible smelly pants.” The Dwarf was

sufficiently
put off his stroke, and Fleet’s axe cut deep into his

shoulder before
he could recover.

The cry was
taken up by the others to great effect, and

the night air
rang with the cry, “Smelly pants.” The rebels

began to lose
ground in the face of this new, and unexpected

aggression.
They were used to trading insults during a fight,

but they had
never had to put up with so vile and terrible insult

as ‘smelly
pants’, especially as it was true. The rebel Dwarves

were hardly
able to concentrate as much as they needed to, and

were steadily
pushed back to the cave entrance.

Suddenly a
fearful cry stopped them all in their tracks.

A battle cry
that echoed round, and was magnified by the cave

entrance. It
was enough to freeze the blood. Axes and spears

about to strike
hung motionless, as the arms holding them

stopped in mid
air. Their owners stunned into statues.

Grandma’s voice
followed the cry. “Where is the

biggest smelly
pants of all?” At that, everyone turned to see

what the rebel
leader would do.

He turned with
a roar, “You’ll not escape me this

time.” He
sprang over the half burnt branches to face

Grandma. “This
time.” He glared. “To the death!”

“Your choice,”
she said through gritted teeth, “Your

choice.”

Then followed a
hand to hand combat that has since

passed into the
realms of legend. Hard blows were struck by

each side, with
such intensity, many an ordinary warrior would

find
overwhelming. A bitter determination to rid the world of

their opponent,
had lent superhuman strength to the arm of

each.

The speed of
Grandma’s axes were more than a match

for the rebel’s
sword, and he was hard pushed to avoid her

every stroke.
The blows were balanced by the weight of the

rebel’s sword,
more than making up for its lack of speed, by

the force of
each strike. Back and forth they fought; first one

gaining the
upper hand, then the other. The slightest mistake

being taken
advantage of. A slip of the foot, a badly deflected

blow, and the
result was another gash, to add to those each had

already
suffered. Some simple, some serious, but none of them

quite serious
enough to disable the other.

Perspiration
bespeckled Grandma’s brow as she

struggled to
maintain the speed of her attack. Veins stood out

on the arms of
the rebel as he tired visibly under the onerous

weight of his
weapon. Surely this bitter fight could not last

much longer?
They were both clearly weakening under the

onslaught of
blows they inflicted on each other.

He thought he
had spotted a mistake Grandma made

when she took a
small step back. But he was wrong, fatally

wrong. Lifting
his weapon high for a final strike, he was

shocked as
Grandma landed two blows in quick succession,

both on his
sword arm. Staggering back, he stumbled on a

branch of the
tree, and fell backwards.

“Get up”,
Grandma cried, “Get up, and let’s finish this

once and for
all.” But he didn’t move. Then she saw; and

couldn’t
believe her eyes. A spike of half burnt wood stood out

from his chest,
and his eyes stared into nothingness in stark

surprise.

Grandma’s
shoulders slumped; she bent, and looked

long into his
face. “Oh, you stupid, stupid man. You could

have started a
whole new tribe somewhere else, but you had to

have this crazy
personal vendetta.” She gave a great sigh, “and

all in the name
of pride.”

Drangora
climbed through, and took her mother’s

hand, drawing
her away. “There’s nothing you could have

done. It’s just
the way he was. Not your fault.”

Outside the
cave, the wayward Dwarves had

relinquished
their weapons, and stood dejectedly, awaiting

their fate.
Already others of their kind were starting to clear

the burnt tree,
and were urging them to help. “Come on, at

least you can
make up for the damage you’ve done. But, first,

you need to
prepare your ex leader for burial. You’ll find some

spare bedding
in a cupboard at the back, you can use that till

you get him
back,” Drangora hesitated, “home.” looking round

her at the cuts
and bruises on everyone, “I think there’s an old

sheet as well,
you can use it for bandages, there’s quite a bit of

binding up
needs doing, for quite a few of us.”

The rubble in
the old cupboard was cleared away, and

the opening
boarded up. “It will make a very handy back door,

one day,” she
said, surveying the burn marks left in the floor

by the tree,
“And that will serve as a reminder, not to get too

complacent in
future.”

Rough
stretchers were made for the more badly

wounded, and
the body; cuts, and gashes bound up, “There

isn’t enough to
feed everyone, so, I suggest you make as much

speed as you
can. Send someone ahead to let them know

you’re coming,
and need help.”

One of the
rebel Dwarves still felt able to bristle, “We

can manage, We
don’t need any help.”

“You will by
the time you’re half way through the

forest.”

“Right.
Haarrrump,” he sort of coughed, “We’ll be off

then.”

The Elves,
fortunately, had no need of stretchers; after

treating their
wounds, they were quickly ready to leave.

“Before you
go,” Grandma said, “I would just like to

say thank all
for your help. Heaven only knows what would

have happened
if we hadn’t all pulled together. This has been a

great lesson
for us all,” she looked at the wayward Dwarves,

“For all of us.
I only hope we can keep working together in the

future, That
way, life should be a lot easier for everyone.”

Standing
together, Grandma, Drangora, Wind, and

Fleet, waved
them off. “With a bit of luck, we might just get a

bit of peace,”
said Wind.

Drangora
answered, “Once my home is back to normal.

I want it all
straight by the time Rambusco returns: he’ll have

had a busy time
while he’s been away, and he will need to be

able to relax;
when he gets here.”

Wind, and Fleet
looked appealingly at Grandma; but,

she could only
shrug her shoulders, and say, “The sooner we

start, the
sooner we finish.”

 


 


Chapter. 23.
More fighting, but different. And another

bullies
cumupance.

 


“Rambusco,” he
cried, “He’s got away.”

Aruther held
onto the horse, panting. Rambusco said,

“Get your
breath back, then you can tell us what’s happened.”

After a few
deep breaths, Aruther said, “It’s the

Raven’s
captain, I don’t know how he did it, jumped out of a

window, I
think. Anyway, he’s probably on his way to rouse

up the guards.
We can expect a visit from them any minute.”

Wazkah said,
“It looks as if my departure may be

delayed a
little. I must make sure you are all safe before I

leave. I shall
take the horse back, and join you in the harbour.”

“But this is
going to be a pretty rough fight, I don’t

think you
should get involved.”

“It is my
duty.”

“There’s going
to be a lot of fighting,” said Rambusco,

he felt as if
he were having to explain it to a child, “And

probably a lot
of killing,” looking carefully at Wazkah, “It

were better
that you leave with what you came for.”

“I shall wait
until you are safe, then I will leave.”

Aruther broke
in, “Rambusco, we are going to need all

the help we can
get. If he wants to stay and help, it sounds a

good idea to
me.”

“Right. Let’s
get down to the ship, and see what they

are doing.”

They found the
quayside full of people running back

and forth
aimlessly. The crews of the two ships simply didn’t

know which side
to throw their lot in with. Captain Goodwin

was able to
rally a lot of support, but the threat of the

Leander’s
displeasure, was enough to make others form a rival

band on the
other side of the docks.

Arriving in the
midst of this hullabaloo, they saw the

two groups
exchanging insult, the shouting and arguing getting

louder by the
minute. There was going to be a fight, whether

the guards got
here or not; each side had picked up weapons,

staffs, lengths
of timber, baling hooks, hammers, and goodness

knows what
else, all being waved around, brandished


aggressively.

Wazkah saw the
dangerous situation, and went quickly

to stand
between the two groups.

“Come back”,
Rambusco called, “You’re going to get

hurt.”

“I’m all right,
I just want to speak to their leader.”

“They have no
leader, it’s just a rough mob.”

“But I must
stop them. Calm them.”

Hardrag tried,
“You can’t stop them alone, come

back.”

Wazkah replied,
“The louder they shout, the more I see

they are
afraid.”

A big man
stepped in front of the growling,

loudmouthed
gang, and waved his piece of timber high,

shouting,
“Afraid. Who dares to say I’m afraid?”

“My name in
Wazkah.”

“They will know
what to put on your gravestone,” and

he came at the
youth, swinging his weapon.

Wazkah took a
short step forward, and met him before

he had taken
two steps. Both their arms became a blur. The

snarling face
changed in horror as his wood flew over the ship,

and his arm
twisted over his head. Still moving forward, he

screamed in
rage, and lashed out with his other arm. Before he

could bring it
down, it appeared to twist of its own accord, as

the youth
barely touched it, and he fell face down, with both

arms firmly
behind his head.

“Does anyone
else want to speak with me?”

Silence. A
shocked silence, was the only reply.

“I think you
should go home, and care for your

families, there
may be fighting in the city tonight.”

An assortment
of weapons clattered to the ground, as

the men turned,
and, avoiding each others eyes, went off

towards their
homes. Wazkah bent over the disabled man..

“Get away. Get
off me,” shouted the injured man.

“It’s all
right. I can make you better. Only I know how

to put your
arms right, you have to trust me.”

The man turned
over on the ground, and cried in agony

as his weight
came onto his arms.

Wazkah bent
over him, and rested a hand on his

forehead,
“Please?”

The man looked
at him suspiciously, “Why should I?

Why should you
help me?”

“Because it’s
my duty.”

“To do this to
me?”

“I had to
protect the people, and myself.”

He thought
about this attitude, something he had not

come across
before, and sighed before he spoke. “Will it?”

The man nodded
at his shoulders, “Will it hurt?”

“Only at first,
then the joints will be sore for a while.

Only I can do
it, and I promise they will be all right.”

“Promise?”

“Yes. I
promise.”

Without more to
say, the man lay quite still, and

waited, eyes
tight shut. It seemed Wazkah only moved his

arms a little,
twice, and the man’s mouth opened to cry out.

Before he could
draw breath, it was over. His arms were by his

side, and an
expression of amazement was on his face.

Sitting slowly,
and carefully, he flexed his arms, and

groaned, “You
were right about feeling sore as well.” He

extended a
hand, and said, “Help me up then.” As Wazkah

went to help
him, Rambusco put his hand on his sword. The

man took
Wazkah’s hand and pulled himself upright. He

turned to
Rambusco, held up his hands, and said, “Don’t

worry, I’m not
stupid. Well, not that stupid.”

Rambusco
gestured to where the mob had stood, “Will

you now be
joining your friends, and going home?”

The man
laughed, “I have no home, not here; my home

is on the
sea.”

“So what made
you join that rabble?” Rambusco asked.

“I just
happened to be standing there when everyone

split in two. I
couldn’t see any difference between them, so I

stayed where I
was, one of the crowd,” he laughed again, and

looked at
Wazkah, “until an un-armed, simple minded fool

suggested I was
afraid. Well. You can’t just stand there after

that, can
you?”

“What will you
do when the guards come?”

“I run from no
man.”

Meanwhile,
Aruther had been a little way into the city,

making sure
that the previous rabble had dispersed. He came

running back to
the dock in time to hear the last exchange of

words. “You’re
going to get the chance to prove that, there’s a

full company of
guards on the way here.”

Rambusco,
Hardrag, Aruther, and the warriors, Corbek

and Kukal,
stood in line in front of Ruahna, Jennil, and the

others.
Rambusco signalled to Splatattack to stay by Ruahna,

and said to
Wazkah and the sailor, “You’d better get behind

with the
others, this is going to get rough.”

The sailor
replied, “So long as no one thinks I might be

afraid,” and
stood by Wazkah on the end of the line, “and if

anyone thinks
WE might be afraid, it will be better if they do

not say it.” He
turned to the young man, and said, “My name is

Bulrok, and I
would stand with you.”

He only had
time to pick up one of the pieces of wood,

when the guards
burst out onto the dock, running full pelt into

the waiting
line. The sun was just coming over the horizon,

and the swords,
pikes, and burnished armour shone, and

flashed in the
morning light. All seemed already touched with

blood.

With a
deafening crash, the guardsmen ran full tilt at

the waiting
line of swords, held firm by experienced warriors.

Although
greater in numbers, the guards were no match for the

others. Wazkah
and Bulrok held their end of the line superbly,

in no time at
all, there was a heap of bodies before them. Some

had arms
twisted behind their heads, others had lumps

knocked out of
them by the bar of oak, which always seemed

to find a way
past their weapons.

Led by Ruahna
and Jennil, the sailors shouted and

surged around
both ends of the line, completely surrounding

the guards, and
attacking them in the rear. Their experienced

commander had
brought them in to battle at a fast run to

prevent any
second thoughts on their part. He knew most of

them were
foreign mercenaries, and would probably not have

the heart for a
long fight. He had hoped to overwhelm the

intruders
quickly. Now that they were surrounded, his worst

fears were
realised, as more, and more guards dropped their

weapons, and
stood with their arms in the air.

Helplessly, he
cried out, “All right. All right, it’s over.

We surrender,
put your weapons down.”

Rambusco took
his sword, and turned to Captain

Goodwin, “Can
you find room for this lot on your ship

somewhere?
Somewhere secure, while we get this whole thing

sorted
out?”

“There’s plenty
of room in the hold, and we could

always empty
Raven’s hold if we need more room.”

After the
captives were safely under lock and key,

Aruther and
Hardrag went to Rambusco, “Are we going to

take this
further?” Asked Aruther.

“Take it
further?” said Rambusco.

“Storm the
palace, free the people. Something like

that.”

“What do you
think?”

Aruther
replied, “You helped me, and my people, when

you didn’t need
to.”

Rambusco
shuffled his feet, “Well. I just happened to

be there.”

“Gramman and
Jennil need help, and we just happen to

be here.”

Hardrag
laughed, “I suppose there’s no answer to that.”

He turned to
the others, and said, “I think we should help these

people get back
to a normal decent life again, are you with

us?”

Corbek spoke
for them, “We are all fired up for a fight,

why stop
now?”

Rambusco said,
“Right, the palace it is. Gramman can

show us the
way, Splatattack can stay and look after the

women.”

“That’s what
you think,” laughed Ruahna, “There’s no

way you’re
leaving us behind, and poor Splatattack has only

had to watch up
to now.”

“The Leander
has an animal like that,” said Jennil,

“I’m sure they
would like to meet.”

Rambusco
smiled, “I hope the other one’s up to it.”

“There’s only
one way to find out,” said Aruther, “And

we should be on
our way, before they find out what’s

happened
here.”

“This way,”
cried Gramman, “Hurry. I heard a trumpet

call. We must
get there before they have time to organise a

reception
party.”

Following him,
they went at a steady trot as far as the

monument. As
they passed it, Hardrag said, “We’ll deal with

that on the way
back.”

Arriving at the
Palace entrance, Gramman shouted to

the guards on
the walls, “Open the gates, what’s left of the

company are
following.” This confused the guards, and Jennil

saw the
hesitation, “Quickly,” she said, “the rebels are close

behind, open
the gates and let us all in safely. You don’t want

to lock the
commander out do you?”

One of the
guards decided to take a chance, “Open. Let

them in, and
prepare for action, now.” As soon as they heard

the bars and
bolt drawn back, Rambusco, Hardrag, and Bulrok

pushed hard at
the gates, and bowled over the guards there.

Running for the
steps, they were more than half way up before

the rest of the
guards could react. The guard who came

running down
the steps at Rambusco, found that his pike was

cut in half
before it could do any damage. A second slash cut

the shaft to
within an inch of his fingers, a raised sword was

enough to have
him drop the stub, and raise his arms in

surrender.
Unfortunately, the man behind him was still

moving;
together, they fell on Rambusco’s shoulder. Like

falling leaves,
he brushed them off, into the courtyard below.

No one else
seemed inclined to follow them, dropping their

weapons and
standing, hands in the air.

While Hardrag
and Bulrok disarmed the guards at the

gate, Wazkah
found himself first on the other steps. The guard

who charged him
was horrified to find that, not only did his

pike not find
its target, but it was responsible for swinging him

over the edge
of the steps; the man behind him suffered the

same fate, and
landed on top of his friend. There were no

others brave
enough to come forward after this, and

accordingly,
the walls were taken.

From the walls,
they had easy access into the Palace;

attacking from
two different directions was enough to panic

the rest of the
defenders. This was something the guards had

definitely not
signed up for. Sentry duty, and the occasional

kicking of
unarmed civilians, was as far as they were prepared

to go; in fact,
for most of them, it was the uniform and three

meals a day,
that attracted them. Real fighting was not on their

agenda.

By this time,
the whole of the city was awake, and

people were
crowding into the Palace courtyard. Any guards

still around,
were being roughly handled, by people who were

beginning to
get a sense of freedom.

The Leander was
aroused from his bed, and appeared

on a balcony
facing the crowd; his personal bodyguard behind

him, and his
garwulff by his side. He started to speak, “My

people,” but
could say no more over the roar from the

courtyard. He
quickly realised the extent of the animosity

towards him,
gave the garwulff a fierce tug on its lead, turned,

and ran,
gesturing for his guards to follow. Back in his

apartment, the
guards locked, and bolted the heavy doors.

He could hold
out indefinitely in there, if they had

food; since
they only had water, it would be a week at most.

Still, he hoped
that, by then, the people would have got tired of

waiting, and he
could go back to running the city, as before.

Unfortunately
for him, Gramman, with Jennil at his

side, addressed
the crowd from that same balcony. He went

through the
same formula that newly released people wanted

to hear. It was
the sort of thing which any politician would

have said,
except that Gramman meant every word. He assured

them that the
city was theirs, that the oppressive Leander

would be
replaced, and that it would be their choice, by secret

ballot, who
would take his place. Gramman looked suitably

embarrassed
when the crowd began to chant his name; he was,

after all, the
hero of the hour, and the young couple looked to

the crowd as
being eminently suitable candidates for the

leadership of
their city.

Discovering
that the Leander was secure in his rooms,

Rambusco,
Hardrag, and Aruther held a council of war.

Aruther
frowned, “We’ve got to get him out of there,

somehow.”

“We could break
down the doors,” said Rambusco,

“But, from the
looks of them, it could take quite a while.”

Hardrag agreed,
“That’s true, and when anyone finally

broke through,
there’s sure to be a nasty trap waiting on the

other
side.”

Aruther said,
“I’ve sent one of the locals to find

someone who
knows the Leander’s apartment. Where all the

windows and
doors are, that sort of thing.”

Rambusco
grunted, “Yes, well. I suppose that would be

useful.”

Hardrag said,
“I counted his bodyguards, there are six,

maybe
seven.”

“And a
garwulff,” said Aruther.

“Splatattack
will take care of him,” said Rambusco,

“You don’t need
to worry about that.”

The man who had
been sent for information came

running back,
pulling a young woman by the hand, “Here, I’ve

found someone
who knows. She cleans the rooms.”

Aruther smiled
at her, “We just want to know where all

the doors and
windows are. Can you help us?”

Her worried
expression faded under his warm smile,

and friendly
face. “Yes, I know the rooms well.”

“Can you draw
them?” But, as he said it, he realised,

he had nothing
with which to draw, or to draw on. With a flash

of inspiration,
he turned a table upside down, and took out his

dagger. “Could
you draw on there, with this?” And drew a line

with the point
of the knife on the wood.

“Of course,”
she said, “The table is about the same

shape as the
apartments. The rooms are like this, and this,”

marking them
out, “and the windows here, and here on this

side, and here
on the other side. Only this door goes in, there is

no other way
in.”

“What about the
walls?”

“You cannot get
to the walls.”

“And there’s no
other way in or out?”

“No.”

“So the only
way in, is through here, or one of the

windows.”

“There is the
cupboard,” she suggested.

“Cupboard?”

“Well. It is a
cupboard, but it has stairs.”

“Stairs?”

“Yes, wood
stairs.”

“Where do they
go?”

“I don’t
know.”

“Outside,
somewhere?”

“No. Up.
Somewhere.”

“Can you get to
the walls from the roof?”

“Perhaps, I
don’t know.”

“Right.
Rambusco, can you take Corbek and Kukal

with you, and
try and cut them off at the steps by the gate?”

He turned back
to the girl, “Is there another way up to the

roof?”

“I’ll show
you.”

“Hardrag, go
with her, the rest of you, go with him. I

shall stay here
with Wazkah, and try to get in through here

somehow. Go
quickly, before they escape.”

After they had
all gone, Aruther said to Wazkah, “Let’s

have a look at
this window.” It was only a moments work to

loosen the
catch, and lift the window. Leaning out, Aruther

said, “Yes, I
thought there would be. There’s a ledge here, but

the trouble is,
it’s so narrow, we can’t use it to get into the

apartment.”

Wazkah looked,
“MMmm. You may be right. There is

another ledge,
about head height.”

“But, it’s like
the other one, it’s too small.”

“Maybe. Let me
see,” and, before Aruther could stop

him, he had
slipped off his socks and shoes, and was climbing

out of the
window. “It’s all right, I can manage.”

To Aruther, it
looked as if he was doing the

impossible;
there was only room for his toes on one ledge, and

his fingertips
on the other. Incredibly, he began to edge his

way along the
wall, looking just like a human fly. Inch, by

inch, till he
came to the first of the windows of the apartment.

If there had
been anyone inside, it would have been so easy to

push him off,
to the long drop down to the courtyard below.

Fortunately,
the window was slightly open, and he was

able to climb
in, and release the bolts on the doors. It didn’t

take them long
to make sure all the rooms were empty; and, by

opening every
door they came to, they found the stairs leading

to the
roof.

They could hear
the clamour from the courtyard,

Aruther feared
that the noise would aid the escapers. “We

must catch
them, before they get to the gates.” They both ran

to where the
roof joined the walls at one side, and saw no one;

at the other
side, only a disconsolate weaponless guard

contemplated
his future. No sign at all of the Leander.

Aruther looked
in dismay at Wazkah, who could only

shrug his
shoulders. He ran again, right round the roof, and

came back,
shaking his head. Wazhkah meanwhile, had been

thinking.
“There’s only one place they could be,” and pointed

down at his
feet. “There must be a side passage we missed,

or,” he snapped
his fingers, “or a room. A room they could

hide in, and
wait till everyone’s searching the roof and the

walls, then
they come out, and go downstairs. I bet they try

and get out
through the kitchens.”

“Of course.”
said Aruther, “Nothing’s straightforward

with this
Leander.” He leaned over the roof, and got

Rambusco’s
attention, “They’ve got out, and gone down. Can

you block the
kitchen exit?”

Rambusco waved
acknowledgement, sent Hardrag and

Corbek back to
the main entrance, as a precaution, and ran

with
Splatattack and Kukal for the kitchen door at the back of

the palace.

Aruther and
Wazkah ran across the roof, and down the

stairs. Halfway
down, their way was blocked by a huge piece

of stone,
hinged on the inside. They managed to push this so it

was almost
shut, and, in squeezing past, saw it enclosed a

small room,
almost a cupboard, where the Leander, and his

men, had
hidden. That they were in front, was confirmed when

they arrived at
the apartment doors to find them closed, and

guarded by two
of the Leander’s henchmen.

Wazkah motioned
to Aruther to step back, which he

did, leaning on
his sword. The guards smiled at each other

when Wazkah
stepped towards them, one waved the other

forward with a
sarcastic grand gesture. Aruther smiled to

himself, and
waited for the fireworks, he had seen Wazkah at

work, and knew
just how deceiving his appearance was.

The guard
placed his feet apart, and raised his sword

before him.
Wazkah was so slow and graceful in his actions,

as he moved
forward, “My name is Wazkah.” One more step,

and he moved
like quicksilver beneath the sword; then, falling

back, he pulled
the guard with him. The sword flew from his

hand as he
spread his arms in an attempt to save himself, but

he couldn’t
stop, as Wazkah twisted, and, before he knew it,

the guard was
flying back through the air, to land heavily on

his companion.
They lay there, with the breath completely

knocked out of
them.

Aruther looked
across, and said, “My turn?”

The guard’s
recovery was remarkable. The furniture at

the door was
flung to one side, and they raced down the stairs

as if the devil
himself was after them.. Aruther laughed, as he

shook Wazkah’s
hand, “Had someone told me of what I have

just seen, I
would never have believed it. You really have no

need of
weapons.” Sheathing his sword, “And now we’d better

try and find
this elusive Leander.”

They ran down
the stairs following the direction taken

by the fleeing
guards, but looking into each room as they

passed, they
were not going to be fooled a second time.

Eventually,
they burst out through the kitchen doors, almost

knocking over
Rambusco.

“He’s done it
again,” cried Aruther in frustration.

”I’m beginning
to get tired of this trickery,” growled

Rambusco, and
he was joined in his opinion by a deep throated

rumble from
Splatatack.

There was a
sudden commotion by the gates, at the

same time,
Wazkah shouted, “Look, over there, narrow stairs

to the top of
the walls. That’s how he got past the people, they

must be coming
down by the gates.”

Following his
lead, they raced up the stairs, and along

the walls.
Beside the gates, they found Hardrag, Kukal, and

Bulrok busy
with a half dozen or so guards, who had decided

to make a
stand; they were too busy to be able to chase the

Leander. He was
already outside the gates, and no one there

was inclined to
attempt to stop him, not with a garwulff on a

lead.

Seeing this,
Rambusco said, “You’d better let me deal

with this, I’ve
got Splatattack. You deal with the guards.”

Getting clear
of the crowded courtyard, he loosed Splatattack,

saying, “Right
boy, now’s your chance. Stop them, till I catch

up.”
Splatattack was off like a shot, he knew exactly what

Rambusco
wanted.

Racing ahead,
Spatattack soon came in sight of the

Leander, and,
amazingly, what was the first garwulff he had

seen since
leaving his mother. He came up to the pair

cautiously,
there was something about the garwulff he didn’t

quite
understand; in his mind, some sort of memory stirred, but

he wasn’t sure
whether of his mother, or his brothers and

sisters.

Mother. Sister!
Yes, that was the smell he was picking

up. A female.
Instinctively he gave a full throated, male,

recognition
roar; this brought them to a halt. When the man

saw it was a
lone garwulff, he laughed, “Shebeena will deal

with you,” and
he untied the heavy lead from the spiked collar,

shouting,
“Kill, Shebeena. Kill.”

The garwulff
turned to Splatattack with a growl, but

stood still;
like Splatattack, this was her first encounter with

another of her
species. Warily, they faced each other. This

wasn’t enough
for the man, and he brought his staff down on

Shebeena’s
back, hard. “Kill, you stupid animal, I said kill,”

and began to
beat Shebeena about the back. “Kill,” he shouted,

over, and over,
while the poor beast flinched under the hail of

blows. This was
obviously a common occurrence, and was

something no
creature should have to endure. It greatly

disturbed
Splatattack, and when one vicious blow opened an

old wound, and
Shebeena howled in pain, it was more than he

could
stand.

He launched
himself at the man, catching the staff in

his jaws,
snapping it like a twig, and biting it into smaller

pieces in his
anger. Shebeena wasn’t sure how to react to this,

but her mind
was made up by her owner. In his blind rage, he

stupidly kicked
her hard in the side. Growling, she turned on

him; and,
without any hesitation, he ran for his life.

Running
alongside him, she saw Splatattack on his

other side, the
look that passed between them was enough for

each to know
what the other intended. The kind of instant

thought that
comes from an instinctive meeting of sympathetic

minds. The two
garwulffs came together with an almighty

crash, trapping
the running bully with such force, that the

breath was
knocked out of him. He still lay gasping when

Rambusco caught
up with them.

Rambusco hadn’t
seen two garwulffs together before,

he’d been
warned against it when he got Splatattack as a pup.

“Never have
two, they always fight,” he was told. Perhaps this

was because the
dealers almost invariably kept the few

females that
were born, for breading, they usually only sold

dog garwulffs.
It was quite clear, though, that these two had no

intention of
fighting; Shebeena standing quietly, while

Splatattack
nuzzled her ear, then licked, cleaning her newly

opened
wound.

As Rambusco
came close, Shebeena growled; but

Splatattack
nudged her before going to lick Rambusco’s hand,

then turned to
look at her, and grunted. Rambusco knew this to

be a sort of
O.K. signal, and held out his hand to Shebeena.

Quite unused to
doing anything without a harsh command, or

blow, she just
stood in confusion, and gave a small cat-like

mew.
Splatattack went behind her, and nudged her towards

Rambusco. After
the forced step forward, she took another

step slowly,
sniffing cautiously all the while. Then, having

seen
Splatattack’s example, she gave a tentative lick in the

direction of
the outstretched hand.

Looking over
Shebeena, Rambusco saw the signs of

regular, fierce
beatings, and the sores at her neck, caused by

the heavy
collar. He went to loosen this, speaking quietly all

the time to
calm her; although she growled a little, he managed

to remove the
collar. This time, in gratitude, she gave him a

real lick,
making Rambusco wince.

Pulling the
disgraced Leander to his feet, Rambusco

marched him
back to the palace, making a grand entrance into

the courtyard.
Escorted by a triumphant Rambusco, flanked by

a pair of
fierce garwulffs, one of them his own, he couldn’t

have looked
more dejected. Gramman, and the others had been

very busy
meanwhile, and had created a new police force; only

a half dozen up
to now, but enough to take the deposed leader

into custody,
to await trial. Although he was an out and out

bully, neither
he nor his henchmen had been responsible for

anyone’s death.
Like all bullies, he was basically a coward,

and was not
ruthless enough to be a murderous tyrant.

It took twenty
four hours for the population to settle

down, and for
everything to get back to normal, a much

pleasanter,
happier normal. Gramman and Jennil formed an

emergency City
Council, and began to arrange, and organise,

the election of
a new Leander, and a democratic City Council.

One half of the
twenty four hours had been spent in

celebration,
and the other half spent in recovering; so it was

quite a while
before anyone noticed ‘The Change’.

Not everyone
was affected, and there were no Changes

in either
children or animals, seeming to be restricted to about

ten per cent of
the adult population. Completely without

knowing why,
pickpockets, swindlers, and burglars, became

model citizens,
and reported the activities of their criminal

friends to the
new City Guard. But the downside was, a lot of

people were
surprised, and upset, when previously ordinary,

upright
neighbours, and friends, turned to a life of crime.

Probably the
biggest surprise was that, the captain of

the Raven had
freed his crew, and, with their help, had rescued

the imprisoned
leader. They had recaptured the ship just before

the Change,
intending to take over the island where wraken

grew, and
declaring his leader as King. The Change affected

him, his
leader, and most of the crew. They now decided that

the thing they
most wanted to do in the world, was to take

children from
the orphanages, and poor parts of the City, and

give them all a
free holiday at sea.

Wazkah found
that the previously helpful inn keeper,

had changed
into a money grubbing extortionist; demanding

more money for
the lodgings. He wouldn’t release Wazkah’s

horse until he
paid for the ‘extras’.

The only one of
the heroes who changed, was

Rambusco. The
first thing he did, was hand over the two

garwulffs to
Hardrag, “I can’t be bothered to look after these

useless
creatures.” Hardrag couldn’t believe his ears, and poor

Splatattack was
utterly confused. But he knew Hardrag well,

and was happy
enough to go with him; believing that

Rambusco must
have some plan in mind.

Rambusco made
for the inn where Wazkah was

puzzling over
the owner’s changed character. Seeing

Rambusco order
mead, he was about to approach him with his

problem, when
he saw Rambusco carefully cut the purse from

the belt of a
man next to him. This took Wazkah so much by

surprise, he
was completely lost for a few moments, not

knowing what to
do. Then a small light began to flicker in his

memory, he’d
heard of these things happening in the past, but

couldn’t think
where or how.

He went out to
try and find the others, hopefully, they

would be all
right, and might have some idea of what to do, or

where to get
help. Hardrag he met, sitting by the roadside,

while the
garwulffs chewed happily at a couple of nearby

trees. He
looked up as Wazkah approached, “I hope you

haven’t found
another reason to delay your departure, the

Grand Whizzard
will be getting worried.” Then he saw the

frown on
Wazkah’s normally smooth brow, “It looks like it’s

you that’s
worried. What’s wrong?”

“You’re right,
and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“I can’t
imagine anything that could worry you as

much as
that.”

“It seems that,
something, or someone, has changed

good people
into bad, and bad people into good; and, just to

make things
more difficult, it doesn’t affect everyone.”

“A bit like
when magic started to go wrong, you never

knew what was
going to happen.”

“That’s right.
There’s something at the back of my

mind, I’m sure
I’ve heard of this sort of thing happening

before. It was
caused by fall-out.”

“Fall-out?
Never heard of it.”

”Well. If I
remember rightly, it happened when there

was an
especially heavy snow melt; it combined with almost

continuous
rain, and flooded a disused mine. Old waste, and

deposits were
washed into a river where most people got their

drinking water.
This stuff mixed with the natural minerals, and

caused the
problem.”

”Sounds like
you’re looking for a once in a lifetime

happening to
explain what’s happened here.”

Wazkah looked
very unhappy, and had to agree,

“That’s the
problem.”

“So the best
place to start would be the river, and

follow it to
see how far the effect has been.”

Wazkah
brightened, “Yes. I think you’re right. We

must see if
anything’s happened to the water.”

“I’ll go and
find Aruther. We’ll need him and Ruahna

to keep an eye
on Rambusco while we’re away. We don’t want

him getting
into too much trouble. Should I get Korbal and

Bulrok to come
too, in case we run into any trouble?”

Wazkah thought
about this for a moment, “No. I think

we should find
out what’s happened first. Then decide if it’s

going to take
strength, or persuasion to put it right.”

Hardrag smiled,
“Well, I really wouldn’t like to

disagree with
you on anything, so I’m quite happy to follow

your lead. And,
perhaps, the sooner the better. So while you

get your plans
made, I’ll find Aruther.”

The Palace was
still the place where things were

happening, and
Aruther was easy to find. In the Main Hall,

where
messengers raced back and forth, ex – councillors and

senior members
of society sought to find out from Gramman,

and each other,
what their position in the new society would

be.

“Hardrag”, he
said, “This place is like bedlam; so

many people
want to know so much, I don’t know how

Gramman manages
to handle all this. But he does, with

Jennil’s help,
of course.”

“Aruther, we
seem to have a different problem. Some

people have
changed, and not for the better.”

“I have heard
stories about that, but couldn’t

understand any
of it.”

“Well, it seems
Rambusco is affected, and we must do

something about
it.”

“Rambusco?”

“Yes, somehow
he’s changed, become a pick pocket.

Wazkah thinks
it might be something to do with the water, and

we are going up
river to see what we can find out.”

“You want me to
come?”

“No. If you,
and Ruahna keep an eye on Rambusco

while we’re
away. Try and keep him out of trouble, we’ll be

back as soon as
we can. We’ll leave the garwulffs in your care,

they might
cause too much of a distraction”

“I’ll do that,”
shaking Hardrag’s hand, “Good Luck.”

Hardrag smiled,
“You might need more than luck with

Rambusco, He’s
already cut one man’s purse; we left him at

the inn,
drinking his ill gotten gains.”

Hardrag managed
to borrow a couple of horses from

the palace
stables, and, with Wazkah, set off along the river

bank. Stopping
every few miles when they came to an inn,

ostensibly to
water the horses, or, for one of them to buy a

small jug of
mead. It only took a comment like, ‘I’ve had to

leave home ‘cos
father’s suddenly changed’, to get a

sympathetic
reply, usually saying how something similar had

happened
there.

It took three
days to reach the lake, and another day to

find, and start
out along the largest stream feeding into the

lake. After a
cold night on the moors, and a bread and cheese

sandwich for
breakfast, they came to a remote hill farm. They

knew they were
on the right track, when they saw a young

man sitting
lazily in the sun outside the cottage, while a young

woman was
struggling to put sheep through a trough

containing
sheep dip.

Hardrag and
Wazkah glanced at each other, and

nodded. They
rolled their sleeves up, and went to help the

woman. She was
very apologetic, as well as grateful, “I don’t

know what’s the
matter with Worral, he’s a good husband,

always been
such a hard worker; then last week, he just

changed. Won’t
do anything unless he has to.”

“What day was
this?” asked Wazkah.

“Monday.”

He gave Hardrag
a meaningful look. “We got the

problem on
Wednesday, that sounds about right for whatever

is causing the
problem to get through the lake, to the city.”

She looked
puzzled, “Time for what to get to the city?”

“Whatever it
was that came with the water from up

there.” He
said, looking up the hill.

The young woman
looked nervously from one to the

other, “You’re
not going up there, are you?”

“We might.”

“Oh. I wouldn’t
if I were you.”

“Why not?”

“There’s a bad
tempered God who lives near where the

stream starts;
doesn’t like strangers or visitors.”

“I think we’re
going to have to go though, this God of

yours might
know what’s caused these changes to a friend of

ours, and your
young man. It’s been happening all the way

down to the
city.”

The woman
hesitated, “If you are really set on going,

then I might be
able to help you.”

“How’s
that?”

“Every now and
then, and always at full moon, I leave

a large jug of
mead by the gate. I’ve got a fresh bottle ready,

you can take it
as payment for your work. The Gods seem to

like a tipple
now and then, I’m sure you’ll get a friendlier

reception when
you offer to share the mead.”

Hardrag smiled,
“That’s very kind of you, I hope for

your sake, we
find out what’s happened.”

“And, perhaps
do something about it.” Added Wazkah.

She bobbed a
little curtsey, and went into the cottage.

Awaiting her
return, Hardrag addressed the young

man, “Good job
done, getting all those sheep dipped.”

The lounging
figure only nodded.

“Do you think
you’ll manage at shearing time?”

The man
frowned, “We always used to,” looking at

Wazkah and
Hardrag, “Hard work. Will you two still be

around?”

Hardrag
laughed, “Do you think you’ll still be here

then?” The man
looked puzzled, and Hardrag bent towards

him, as if
speaking to a child, “If you don’t look after the farm,

you might lose
it.” But he didn’t look unduly concerned,

merely
grunting, and reaching down for another blade of grass

to chew.

“I’ve wrapped
it in a lamb skin,” his wife came

bustling out,
“sometimes asks for one, patching up a coat I

suppose.”

“What do you
get in return for all this mead, and lamb

skins over the
years?”

“It’s difficult
to say exactly. We’ve never lost a lamb

to foxes, or
wolves, and we’ve never had any trouble with

rustlers.” She
laughed, “There was once, a group of ruffians

arrived. Said
they were going to stop anyone stealing our

sheep, and
wanted paying for it. They were going to stay for

the night by
the stream, and said they would take a sheep for

their supper as
part payment. I don’t know exactly what

happened, but
five minutes later, there was such a

hullalaballoo,
and they ran for their horses, and galloped off.

We stored all
their tents, weapons, clothing, and money bags,

but they never
came back. My husband saw one of them when

he was at the
store for supplies; told him we had everything

safe, and asked
when they were coming for their stuff.

Apparently he
looked quite upset, said we were to keep

everything, and
he was very sorry to have troubled us. So I

suppose it
might not be such a bad thing to have a God for a

neighbour.”

“Very useful
indeed, if that story is anything to go by,”

said Wazkah,
“Let’s hope we can get the same kind of help

with our
problem.”

Hardrag stored
the wrapped bottle in one of his saddle

bags, and was
about to mount his horse, when the young

woman shyly
produced another parcel, “I cut some cheese and

a loaf for your
journey. Good luck attend you.” The pair

waved their
thanks as they started up the hill, travelling in

thoughtful
silence for a while.

“Now let’s see
if we can find this God,” Said Wazkah.

“If I know
anything about Gods, he must already know

we are on our
way to see him, and he probably knows why,”

said
Hardrag.

“What do you
mean. ‘HE’?” a voice boomed out over

their
heads.

They looked up
in surprise, then down, then around. At

last, their
eyes lighted on a tall, willowy, and remarkably

curvaceous
blonde woman. Standing by the now tiny stream,

two hundred
yards away, she looked so elegant, and out of

place on that
bare hillside. Not at all with the proportions

which would be
associated with such a voice.

Again, it shook
them to the tips of their toes, “Well?

You heard
me.”

Wazkah raised
his hands, palm upwards, “Please

excuse our
ignorance, we did not know such power could be

found in one so
fair.”

“Flatterer,”
she called, “Yet I see you are truthful in

your ignorance.
Come closer, then we can speak, and I may

discover the
reason for your trespass.”

As they
approached, she turned, and vanished behind a

tree growing
close to a cliff face. Coming to the tree, they saw

it concealed
the entrance to a cave. The same voice, but now at

a normal level,
said, “Leave your horses by the tree, they’ll be

safe there.
Come inside, and don’t forget to wipe your feet.”

Hardrag and
Wazkah smiled as they glanced at each

other, Hardrag
whispered, “She sounds just like my mother

when I’m at
home.”

“I am,” she
said, “Only I can hit a lot harder if

someone dirties
my clean floor.”

The two men
entered the cave cautiously, being

especially
careful to wipe their feet thoroughly on the large

rush mat inside
the entrance. Facing them was a curtain of

some sort of
heavy fur, like a huge bearskin. Wazkah looked at

Hardrag
enquiringly, he could only shrug, and wave Wazkah

forward.

The voice
beyond the curtain spurred them on, “Come

on. Don’t keep
me waiting.”

Through that
rough entrance, they entered a large

comfortable
room, not a bit like a cave. With wood lined walls

and ceiling,
warm coloured rugs on the floor, and brightly

coloured
hangings on the wall, it was a very warm,

comfortable
room indeed. Large, well padded arm chairs

before a log
fire looked so inviting; and the Goddess gestured

for them to
make themselves comfortable there.

Wazkah spoke
first, “I did not know how true my

words were,
when I said we were ignorant. You have a lovely

home.”

“And so it
should be, I’ve just finished spring

cleaning.”

“I didn’t know
Gods did such things.”

“It might be
easy to use magic, but when you do things

yourself, you
know they’ve been done properly. Like my

storeroom, it’s
a long time since everything was sorted; things

arranged in
order, leaking bags and bottles repaired, that sort

of thing, and
the floor properly cleaned. It all needed a really

good washing
out.”

“A good,”
Hardrag waved his hands around, “Washing

out?”

“A long time?”
Wazkah looked enquiringly.

“About a
hundred years,” the Goddess looked a bit

ashamed, “I
know it should be done more often, but I can’t get

to the sea
without causing such a big fuss, not since they built

that city.”

Hardrag and
Wazkah looked at each other, and

Hardrag spoke,
“So you used the stream to wash everything

in?”

“Why not? It’s
the only water I’ve got.”

Carefully he
went on to try and explain what had been

happening along
the river, and in the city. “I know it’s not

something
particularly desperate, but when a good man you

know well,
turns out to become a common thief, then I think

it’s reasonable
to try and do something about it.”

“So it’s all my
fault?” she said, looking hard at

Hardrag.

“No. No,” he
said, “It’s not anyone’s fault really, it’s

just one of
those things that happens every hundred years or

so,” and his
voice trailed off as he realised he was putting his

foot in it
again.

Wazkah tried,
“We’ve come here to get your advice,

we were hoping
you can help us to get things back to normal.”

“Mmmm,” she
seemed a little mollified, “So you say

some people
have changed from being good, to being bad?”

“Yes, and the
other way, from bad to being good.”

“So I suppose
it’s balanced out nicely then? The status

quo has been
maintained. No problem.”

The pair looked
at each other in dismay, this was not

the reaction
they hoped for. The Goddess regarded them for a

few minutes in
silence, her frowning concentration was

beginning to
get them seriously worried.

“All right,”
she smiled, “I just wanted to see how

serious you
were. I take it one of your friends is affected?”

“Yes,” they
chorused.

“Then you
probably are on the right track, coming

here.”

“We don’t think
it’s your fault,” said Hardrag quickly,

“Not
really.”

“Not
really?”

“No,” said
Hardrag blushing, “I’m not putting this very

well, am
I?”

“Which tells me
you are an honest man,” she laughed,

“I know what
you mean.”

Hardrag took a
deep breath, he’d just remembered the

package from
the farmer’s wife, “Er, can you excuse me for

just a moment?”
And he dashed outside, ran to the horses, and

returned with
his gift. “This is for you,” he said with a shy

smile.

Her eyes lit up
when she saw the lambskin and

brightened when
the bottle of mead came into view. She

looked from one
to the other, and said, “Wait.”

The few minutes
she was out of the room seemed like

hours to the
friends. They were relieved when she came back

smiling;
carrying a large sack as if were only a feather.

Handing it to
Wazkah, she said, “I think this will put things

right. Pour
this into the stream; now, it has to go in very

slowly, and
make it pour as evenly as you can.”

They both
stood, and Hardrag went to take the sack.

“No,” she said,
“I want you to tell me more about this,

about your
friend, and about the city,” turning to Wazkah, she

said, “I’m sure
you’ll be able to manage on your own.

Remember, it’s
very important that you add this powder a very

small portion
at a time.” She went to a drawer, and took out a

table spoon,
looked at it, and put it back. She took out a tea

spoon, and
handed it to Wazkah, “This much at a time, and

make sure you
mix it properly.”

She ushered him
out, saying, “Remember, it must be

added
continually, don’t stop, and don’t rush it.”

It was almost
three hours before Wazkah emptied the

last of the
powder into the stream. He gave the sack one last

shake, and
looked back towards the cliff, and the tree guarding

the mouth of
the Cave.

“Well,” he said
to himself, “We can’t hang about here

all day, it’s
going to be dark soon.” He braced himself, “and

we might just
have to stay here for tonight; she might arrange

for that to
happen.”

He sighed, he
had recently acquired a little experience

of the world at
large, and had managed to cope quite well. But

he had no
knowledge of the way women think and act; and as

the ancient
Greeks would agree, a Goddess is no different to

any other
female, when it comes to feelings. The sun was

beginning its
journey to the other side of the world, slowly

going down
behind the cliffs he regarded so doubtfully; and he

knew there was
nothing he could do to stop this being his

resting place
for tonight.

Coming to the
cave entrance, he hesitated before going

in; after all,
he wasn’t sure just how friendly Hardrag and the

Goddess had
become. He wiped, and stamped his feet

vigorously,
coughing, and clearing his throat the while. Before

he could move
the heavy fur curtain, it was pulled aside to

reveal a
worried looking Hardrag.

“What’s the
matter?” he asked, “Have you caught a

cold from
standing in the stream?”

“No”, Wazkah
replied, “No, I just had a frog in my

throat.”

“What’s wrong?”
the female voice called from beyond

the fur
curtain.

“Nothing, dear
lady. Only Wazkah returning from his

small
task.”

“I’ll have you
know my back’s nearly breaking with

putting all
that stuff into the stream. Three hours I’ve been

bending over
that sack.”

“Oh,” said
Hardrag, “I had no idea.”

“Well, time
does pass quickly when you’re enjoying

yourself.”

“And who said
we’ve been enjoying ourselves?” The

Goddess
emerged, drawing herself to her full height.

“Sorry,” said
Wazkah, “I didn’t mean to er, I hadn’t

meant to imply,
I wasn’t suggesting er, you know.”

“All right. All
right, I know. But what you don’t know

is, I spent
some time where Hardrag comes from, and we

know the same
people.”

Wazkah smiled
at Hardrag, “So I suppose you’ve

become quite
good friends?”

Hardrag
blushed, “Yes, well. As Darleena said, we

know the same
people.”

“That’s right,
and Hardrag’s staying the night, so we

can have a good
old natter after supper. Which, as it happens,

is almost
ready. Lamb chops all right with you? It’s Hardrag’s

recipe you
know.”

Hardrag’s face
went redder than ever at this, “It’s the

way my Granny
used to do them.”

“How was
that?”

“You soak them
for two hours in mead, then fry them

in mead, and
serve with a mead sauce.”

“Sounds like a
good start to a party.”

“Well, everyone
enjoyed it, even if they didn’t always

eat the
chops.”

Needless to
say, the chops were delicious, as was the

mead sauce, and
the special vintage mead to drink, provided

by Darleena. I
suppose we can call her by name now that

we’ve found she
has quite human qualities.

Wazkah’s back
really was beginning to ache, after all

that bending;
so while the two new friends went on and on

about the
people they knew, and the strange ones they’d heard

of, he fell
sound asleep.

Hardrag told
the story of how he’d been rescued from

the worm in the
desert, and the party’s encounter with the

water dragon.
Darleena was sure she had met Boopah at some

time in the
past, so she made Hardrag tell that part of his story

three
times.

The first
lightening of the morning sky, that ‘false

dawn’, was just
beginning before they realised how long

they’d been
talking. Darleena covered Wazkah with a warm

sheepskin
cover, and took Hardrag’s hand, as she led him into

a lavishly
furnished room at the back of the cave.

This must have
been near to a corner of the cliff, for it

had a large
window, which looked out, over the valley, past

the lake, to
where the distant sea was just a smudged line on

the
horizon.

She smiled at
Hardrag, “For the first time in a thousand

years I begin
to feel like a woman, and I have the man beside

me to thank for
that.” Hardrag’s brain whirled, but, before he

could gather
words together, Darleen went on, “I know your

destiny, and
would not take it from you; all I ask is, for this

night, to be
your woman.”

For a man with
no wife, no home ties, he knew casual

relationships
with the opposite sex were going to be just that,

casual. But he
also knew tonight was going to be quite

different,
quite special. The look in his eyes told her how

much he
understood the depth of her feelings; so words were

now
superfluous. Lifting his hand to her brow, he loosened her

golden curls,
saying, wonderingly, “So much beauty, with

such
wisdom.”

And Wazkah
slept on soundly, till a shaft of sunlight

found its way
past the heavy, partly drawn curtain. He was

pleasantly
surprised at the still burning fire, and, as he looked

round the room,
and found himself alone, he gave a small

smile. He was
beginning to understand a little more of the

ways of women,
whether they were Gods or humans.

Thinking back
to his days of learning, and long hours

of study at the
Grand Whizzarde’s College, he was amazed at

how much he
didn’t know; but he realised that there are some

things which
have to be experienced, to be learned or

understood.
Stretching, he made his way outside, and stood for

a few moments
enjoying the view; it was breathtaking, this

truly was the
abode of a God.

The chill of
the stream caught his breath, as he

splashed his
face. Fully awake now, he got the kettle and filled

it, soon it was
singing on its stand over the fire. Hardrag came

in, sleepy
eyed, “Thought I heard someone about, is there

enough for
three cups?”

Wazkah said,
“Yes, but cups of what”

“There’s a
herbal brew in one of these jars, we had a

cup while you
were busy yesterday,” seeing the doubt in

Wazkah’s eyes,
he went on, “It’s very invigorating, should be

just the thing
for waking up to.”

With a pinch of
sugar in each, three steaming cups

were soon
ready. “I’ll just take these in,” Hardrag said, taking

a cup in each
hand, he went into the bedroom.

Wazkah murmured
to himself, “And that’s a battle

hardened,
fierce, marauding Viking,” and he shook his head in

wonderment. He
really was learning. He took his cup outside

to enjoy the
magnificent view, and the bright new day. It

seemed to be
the first chance he’d had to think about his

mission; he
needed to get that weed back to the Grand

Whizzarde as
soon as possible.

Hopefully, the
powder he’d added to the stream had

done its work
by now, and the City, and countryside around,

could be back
to normal soon. He still wasn’t too sure if he

should have
stayed for the revolution, and then for this

expedition; but
he was sure the Grand Whizzarde would

understand.

Hardrag’s call
from inside interrupted his thoughts,

“Breakfast’s
up,” At the same time as an eggs and bacon smell

wafted out of
the cave, making him realise how hungry he

was.

Breakfast was
eaten in almost complete silence.

Wazkah didn’t
know quite what to say, and the other two

seemed to have
already said all that needed to be said. So the

meal, and the
packing up, went quicker than normally, with no

stoppages for
chat.

Before mounting
his horse, Wazkah bowed low as he

kissed
Darleena’s hand, and thanked her for her hospitality.,

looking up, he
could see it was not only the firelight that lit her

eyes.

Hardrag
embraced her, reluctantly stepping away, as

she wiped a
tear from her cheek. As they made their farewells,

Wazkah rode
slowly along the path, but still heard Hardrag

say, “You are a
wonderful woman, I shall never forget you.”

And her reply,
“I shall watch over you. If you are in

danger, I shall
be there; and at your last hour I shall be there to

make your
journey peaceful.”

The hooves of
Hardrag’s horse sounded beside him,

and Wazkah
turned to give him a smile, but he clearly wasn’t

going to notice
a little thing like that for quite a while yet.

At the sheep
farmer’s cottage, there was no sign of the

lazy young man.
Hearing their approach, the woman came out

to greet them,
and enquired if everything had gone as well as

expected.
Before Hardrag had time to blush, she went on, “I

knew something
must have happened. When I went to get the

lazy good for
nothing out of bed, he was already up, and out.

He knows better
than to face me in the mornings. But the

stupid man went
off without his bread. I don’t know how

many times I’ve
told him to get his food ready the night

before. If he
starves today, it’ll serve him right, it might make

him remember
next time.”

Wazkah assured
her that their journey had indeed been

worthwhile, and
that the Goddess had asked them to thank her

for the mead
and the lambskin.

“I’ve been
meaning to have a word with her about that.

It’s all very
well having someone like that keeping an eye out

for you, but
I’m beginning to think it’s about time she lent a

hand at
shearing time, and another pair of hands would be very

useful at
lambing time.” She looked at them, and said,

“There’s a
fence by the stream that needs fixing; two strapping

fellows like
you, wouldn’t take long.”

Wazkah broke in
before she could say any more, “I’m

sorry, but we
do have urgent business in the city, we must

hurry back and
report on our mission, they are waiting for us.

Can you show us
the quickest way back?”

Reluctantly,
she pointed to a side track over the stream,

and tried
again, “It really wouldn’t take long,” but, seeing the

look on their
faces, said, “Well, if you must go, I suppose you

must,” and
turned, going into the cottage without another

word.

They rode on
down the track. When they were out of

sight of the
cottage, Wazkah looked at Hardrag, and raised his

eyebrows. They
laughed so much, they almost fell off their

horses.

“And to think I
was feeling sorry for her”, laughed

Wazkah.

“Aye,” laughed
Hardrag, “She’s a bonny enough

woman, but what
a tongue.” Shaking his head. “That poor

lad’s really
got something to put up with there.”

“You wouldn’t
call him lucky then?” asked Wazkah,

“Not like
someone I know.”

Hardrag blushed
fiercely, “Listen, friend. I need to ask

you a
favour”

Wazkah only
smiled in reply.

“I know we’re
going to have to tell everyone about

how things
turned out; but, don’t say anything about, you

know, Darleena
and me. I don’t want anyone to think I’ve

gone soft.”

“All right,”
said Wazkah, “But even if people knew,

I’m sure no one
would dare call you soft. Lucky, but not soft.”

“Thanks,” said
Hardrag, “Now let’s see how quickly

we can get
back, and find how things have turned out.”

Although it was
late when they arrived, they found

Gramman, and
told him what had happened. “I’ll put out a

decree in the
morning; everyone has to drink at least one cup

from the river.
I’ll say something like ‘It has been discovered

that there is a
temporary spell on the river, whoever drinks

today, will
become a famous lover.’ That should do the trick.”

“I think for
Rambusco it should be four or five cups.”

Laughed
Hardrag.

Gramman then
looked down in embarrassment. “I have

some bad news,
and good news.” Hardrag and Wazkah

thought
wearily, what now? “I’m afraid our new police force

are not quite
up to speed. It’s the Leander; he managed to

escape, and get
away on that ship. The good news, I think, is

that, their
water barrels had been filled just before people

started
changing. I think there’s a good chance it may have

affected
them.”

Hardrag smiled,
“Not all bad news then. We’ll just

have to wait
and see what happens.”

The cooks had
been set to work as soon as the pair

arrived, and a
hearty supper was being laid as they spoke.

“A good meal, a
good night’s sleep, and you’ll be

ready for your
journey back to the Grand Whizzarde

tomorrow,” said
Gramman, “And I’ll let the people know that

it was you who
got the water back to it’s own sweet taste.”

Neither Wazkah
nor Hardrag had had much sleep on

the previous
night, so this night, their slumber was a sound,

and, especially
after their exciting days in the city, a just sleep.

At their early
breakfast, they were joined by Aruther,

and discovered
that plans were well advanced for the return

home of the
companions who’d had so many adventures

together.
Aruther was returning with Ruahna to her home on

the grassy
plains. He had become almost as fond of horses as

he was of her,
and was looking forward to rearing, and training

his own horse.
Corbeck and Kukal had joined the new City

Guard, and, as
experienced sailors, were organising the

beginnings of a
small navy. A well armed ship, with a well

trained crew,
would prove a great deterrent to any pirates;

giving some
very visible protection to the trading ships that the

new city
leaders wanted to encourage.

The two Gnomes
were returning with Wazkah to the

Grand
Whizzarde’s castle. And everyone agreed that

Rambusco would
be anxious to get back to his wife, and home

at the edge of
the great forest. Arrangements were in hand for

his journey
home by ship. There was a small fishing port

where his
stream met the sea; only a short overland ride from

his valley.

Hearing all
those plans, Hardrag realised that he didn’t

particularly
want to re-join his Viking comrades. He quickly

decided to
offer his services to the Grand Whizzarde, which

might help him
to get back in touch with Darleena at some

time in the
future.

Their departure
was delayed until they saw that

Rambusco was
beginning to get back to normal; his fifth cup

had to be well
mixed with mead, but it seemed to be working.

The other
change was with the Leander, and his crew.

Apparently he,
his captain, and almost the entire crew had

changed. They
returned to the port to take orphaned children

on a cruise,
and were too late for the doctored water which

reversed the
change.

Less than a
week later, Rambusco stood once more in

his own valley,
his own personal bit of heaven. The rich

pasture, and
bubbling stream guarded by the mountains and

the great
forest. Splatattack and Shebeena, now constantly

together, were
busily chewing bark from trees at the edge of

the thick
woodland. He smiled as he remembered his first

meeting with
those Gnomes behind that huge rock. His smile

broadened as he
thought of the message that had arrived that

morning by
pigeon post. The ex Leander and his henchmen,

had arrived
back in port with their shipload of happy children,

days after the
antidote was gone from the river water.

He was pleased
to see again his daughter; who had left

home suddenly,
when she was a troublesome teenager. His

chest swelled
with pride as he admitted that she had become

such a
sensible, and beautiful woman. He heard something of

the adventures
Drangora and Grandma had while he’d been on

his important
quest; which he had, so far, managed to recount

three
times.

Looking around,
he was so content that he was

surprised to
find that he didn’t really care if he didn’t get onto

the Apocalypse
team. He felt he had had enough of adventures

for quite some
time to come.
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I hope you have
enjoyed reading this as much as I

enjoyed writing
it!

You can hear
more of Rambusco and his family in

'Drangora's
Revenge'. Here is a sample.

After that you
can see the sample of 'Father's Last Joke'

Written by my
mother in the 60's. Born in Connecticut 1902

brought to UK
at 5, she always wanted to be able to say

"California
here I come", one day her dream came true.
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DRANGORA'S
REVENGE.

Chapter
One.

"Hello. Is
anybody home?"

Rambusco came
out of his cave to find an embarrassed

Dwarf shuffling
his feet near the entrance. "What can I do for

you?"

"It's
about..er..is the lady home?"

"Tell me what
you want, and I'll find out".

"I've got
this..er.. it's a sort of.." He gave up and held

out a hand from
which dangled a bracelet. "It's about this, can

I speak to her
please?"

An embarrassed
Dwarf saying 'Please' was sufficiently

unusual for
Rambusco to call into the cave, "Drangora, I think

there's a
customer of yours to see you".

She came
bustling out, smiling. This would be

someone who had
bought the specialist jewellery the Elves

had been making
to her designs. "Is there something wrong?

Come in and sit
down. Rambusco, can you get a mug of mead

for our
visitor?"

"No thanks, I
have something with me for the walk

home. Can I
show you this?" Laying the bracelet out on the

table, he went
on, "I got it for our second wedding

anniversary,
and I was wondering if you could change that bit

with the
initial on".

Drangora was
aware that some Dwarves stay married

for life, while
others change rather quickly, and this must be

one of the
latter group. Looking at it carefully, she asked,

"Where did you
buy this?"

"We were in
Sheralpia for the weekend, and this Dwarf

said he could
get me something special at a special price.

When he told me
how much, I nearly took his hand off, the

ones at home
were twice the price".

Drangora
managed to control herself and keep a fixed

smile on her
face. "I'm sorry, once the initial is on, it can't be

changed".

"I only want to
change it from the 'C' to a 'G' to suit my

new wife".

"The best thing
you can do is put it away for a little

while, then
look out for someone with the initial 'C' next time".

The Dwarf
brightened up considerably, "What a good

idea. Thank
you, I shall do that". Pocketing the bracelet, he left

humming happily
to himself.

"Well, I must
say, you certainly know how to help a

customer," said
Rambusco.

"He was not a
customer," Drangora said through

gritted teeth,
"That was not one of mine".

"But…"

"Yes. I know it
looked like one, but there was no mark

on the back."
Her eyes flashed, and Rambusco thought he

could almost
see steam coming from her ears. "Somebody is

making copies".
She returned to the kitchen to continue

preparing their
meal. Cutting vegetables with a vigour and a

fierceness that
made him realise just how angry she was.

Attacking them
like an enemy.

Time to leave
for a while until she cools down, came

the thought. "I
need to check on some traps, I'll see you later",

and he left
before he could get into trouble.

Barely five
minutes later. 'Crash'.

Codragor had
come home, throwing a broken trap on

the ground, and
grumbling. "It can't be those stupid giants

again. Can
it?"

"What's
happened now?" his mother asked, as she met

him outside
their cave.

"All my traps
have been broken, and someone has

started to put
those dangerous ones out again. Every one

knows they
cause a lot of pain. And look at this." He held out

a large piece
of paper scrawled with, ' No mor sisy traps'.

His mother
laughed, "That sounds like them."

An agreement
between all who used the forest,

Dwarves and
Elves included, had meant that snares and metal

toothed traps
were now outlawed. Box traps mean any creature

caught can be
humanely killed.

The one group
who can be guaranteed to cause trouble

were the
Giants. Even though there was only one family in this

part of the
forest, they always seemed to cause agitation.

Apparently it
is a part of their nature, but that didn't make

Codragor feel
any happier.

"Well they
better not let me catch them."

They were both
startled by the roar of laughter that

came from the
forest. "What do you think you can do, boy?

You've been
meddling with my traps in my forest." And a

young Giant
stepped into view. Before Codragor's mother

could stop him,
he faced up to the intruder with a frown.

Quickly
stepping between them she addressed them.

"I have far too
much work to do to be bothered with

any squabbles
you children have, so cut out the nonsense, and

get back to
whatever it was you are supposed to be doing."

The Giant took
a step forward, towering over the other

two, "Nobody
tells me what to do."

"My name is
Drangora, and when I tell people what to

do, they always
do it." Glaring up at him, "Or else."

As Codragor was
only just sixteen, he could be

excused for
talking a small step back. "And you don't want to

meet my
father."

"And who might
he be?"

"Rambusco, and
I think your father has already met

him."

"Yes, and he
still limps. So I think I owe you this."

Lifting his
staff high to bring it crashing onto Codragor's head,

he almost fell
over as an axe flashed by him, cutting the staff

in half and
slicing off the feather in his cap, before thudding

into the tree
by his ear.

Drangora now
had her axes in her hands, "Well?"

"I'll tell my
dad on you," he cried before crashing back

through the
underbrush.

Drangora smiled
at her son, "Well done lad, that was

perfect timing.
All you have to do now is climb that tree and

get your axe
back before he brings his father."

"Do you think
he will?"

"If he finds
out your father is in the forest checking the

traps, he might
decide to chance his arm. We must be prepared

for anything.
The first thing to do is let Jason out of his cage,

we might need
his help."

Jason is the
son of Rambusco's pet garwolff. Difficult

to describe; as
big as any Great Dane but much broader and

stronger,
having a fondness for chewing small trees and

branches.
Splatattack had been partly responsible for the

Giants limp, he
mistook the large leg for a tree, and chewed,

hard. Jason's
mother had been rescued from a cruel owner, and

had been so
badly treated that she didn't survive Jason's birth.

By a happy
coincidence he and Codragor were born on the

same day.

Drangora and
Codragor said little while going about

their jobs. She
spent most of the time preparing food, and

cooking, while
he was doing as he was told, mostly sweeping

and cleaning.
The rest of the day was uneventful, and both had

an early
night.

Which was just
as well. Shortly after dawn a great

bellowing came
from the forest, directed at the cave, and

Codragor in
particular. "Where is that little pipsqueak? Come

out if you
dare."

That was enough
to waken the inhabitants, no matter

how hard they
slept. But Codragor it was who woke and came

out to face the
challenge. Axes tucked into his belt, he stood

with feet
firmly planted apart, ready for anything. "Who dares

to make this
noise on my land?"

"Your land?"
The young Giant and his father stepped

out of the
forest together, stamping hard enough to make the

ground vibrate.
"My son will make you sorry you were born."

"Ha," cried
Codragor, "the slowcoach will have to

catch me
first." And before either of them could move, he

slipped between
the legs of father and son, disappearing into

the forest. The
son swung his new staff at Codragor, but only

succeeded in
hitting his father's bad leg, running into the forest

before his
father could retaliate.

Drangora came
out just in time to see this, and hear the

father's howl
of pain. She almost collapsed with laughter.

"Don't laugh at
me woman." He roared.

"I wouldn't
dream of laughing at you, it's your son who

is the
comedian." She pointed into the forest, "are you sure

he's going to
be all right on his own in there with all those wild

creatures?"

"What's that?"
Came another bellow, this time a female

one. "Where is
my son?"

Drangora was
amazed to see a female Giant come

storming out of
the forest to confront the Giant.

The Giant
puffed up his chest, "Wife, he is learning to

become a
man."

"And this is
your idea of being a man? Chasing some

kid?"

"But…But…"

"Excuse me."
Drangora shouted, "That is not just some

kid. That is my
son, and he can take care of himself."

"We'll soon see
about that."
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FATHER'S LAST
JOKE.

Chapter
One.

My stage was
set in a big old clapboard house, built

around the mid
1800's in Bridgeport, Connecticut, U.S.A.

There was
little to keep out the draughts and bitter cold of the

winters in
north east America. Set on the Atlantic coastline,

there was
nothing to slow down the bitter northeast gales. This

was the venue,
and in March of 1902 I was going to be the

star.

As happens so
often on these occasions, I was about to

be born during
a heavy snow storm, and at the worst possible

time, three
o'clock in the morning. My poor father was the real

star though, he
had to dig his way out to bring the doctor. Can

you imagine
what that must have been like at that time? No

waterproof and
windproof anoraks, Ten steps outside the

house the snow
would be over the top of his boots, his trousers

would be wet,
and a trickle would have started inside whatever

heavy coat he
wore. I was their eighth child and I suppose

there is a
point of view that says 'He deserves it'. Perhaps the

experience made
a big enough impression for him to make

good the
promise he made quite some time ago to mother there

would be no
more children, they could barely afford me.

My eldest
sister Annie helped to bring up all these

children; she
would be upset if mother didn't come down for

breakfast, that
was the sign that there would be another baby to

care for. So
father and mother promised her that there would

be no more
babies after me, the eighth one. Two had been still

born, or had
died very young, I don’t really know what

happened to
them, they were never referred to; six was still

quite a handful
for her. There was a belief among the children,

that father
only had to hang his coat on the end of the bed for

mother to fall
pregnant again. I have always been told that I

was my father's
last joke.

1891 was the
year my father, Frederick Dean married

my mother, Mary
Whittaker, in Accrington, Lancashire. They

intended to
join his brother in America. Glowing reports of the

opportunities
over there had been received, and they

determined to
emigrate. However, this was put on hold for a

short while
until after the birth of their first child, Annie. They

were
sufficiently determined to emigrate, that this brave

couple boarded
the M.V. Scythia apparently with only a violin,

a three month
old baby, and what few things they could carry,

arriving in
Boston on Easter Sunday 1892. Although there was

a later Cunard
passenger liner named RMS Scythia, their

vessel would
have had a much more basic standard of

accommodation.
Most of the immigrant trade was carried out

by smaller,
often adapted cargo ships, offering a barely

primitive
standard. There was never much mention of father's

family, but
mother had a positive host of relations in and

around
Accrington, she was leaving so much more behind.

They stayed
with father's brother in Providence, Rhode

Island, he had
left England some time previously, and would

have encouraged
father to make this epic journey. As a tool

maker, always
one of the highly skilled craftsmen, father had

no difficulty
getting a job in a local factory earning more than

he did at home.
The next year Sadie was born, being followed

in due time by
Jack, Jim, and two miscarriages. By now, I

suppose the
house in Rhode Island was starting to fill, and

with babies
appearing at this rate capacity would soon be

reached. So the
decision was made to move to Derby,

Connecticut,
where another girl was born. This must have

been a fairly
short stay, as the next move to Bridgeport,

Connecticut,
was made just in time for my arrival.

I was a very
sick baby for the first year. I nearly died.

The bracing sea
air was not helping at all. It seems I had to

live for some
reason, perhaps for a very interesting life that

followed.

In those days
doctors would take the birth registrations

and the name of
the child. He was told my name was Martha

Sophia Dean and
I was later christened as such. Five years

later when we
were preparing to move back to England, my

birth papers
were sent for. They discovered I had been

registered as
Estelle Dean. The papers were returned to say

they were
wrong, as my name should be Martha Sophia. They

were sent back
again to say that my name had been registered

as Estelle Dean
and that must be my official name. We came

to the
conclusion that the doctor must have had two births that

morning and got
the names mixed up.

I wonder where
Martha Sophia is. I hope she likes her

name. Maybe my
doctor was sorry for me and changed my

name to
Estelle. Whoever you were at the time of my birth, I

thank you for
changing my name. Fate being what it is, this

didn't really
matter, since my sisters decided to call me Pat, so

I've been Pat
all my life. Apart from the times, even after I

married, if I
did something silly, there would always be

someone to say,
"Now then Martha"! I guess there are some

things you just
can’t live down.
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I hope you
enjoy the book as much as the 'taster'. All


comments/thoughts/criticisms are always welcome –

Email me at –
rambusco@talktalk.net.
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