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Chapter 1
He was old. He wasn’t so old that he had seen the mountains being formed. But he certainly remembered when most of the hills had been mountains. He was so old that few living creatures, including him, remembered his name anymore. Everyone that he had grown up with was long ago gone and most of those that still knew about him just called him ‘The Old One’. And, because he hadn’t heard his name spoken in so long, it had ceased to be even a vague memory to him as well.
He spent his days just slumbering, in his cave, and dreaming of things that had been gone from the Land before anyone else was even born. But he was mostly content. He had been until today that is. Sometimes he had a dream in which he was falling and it felt so real that the shock woke him up. That had happened to him again, and now he knew that something was not right. The cave walls, around him, didn’t seem the same, and there was a strange smell in the air. His favourite jewel, the large ruby that he had wrested from the dwarves, over half his lifetime ago, was not on the little rock shelf. In fact the little shelf was not there either, and what was that smell? Glancing around him he noticed the great ruby lying in amongst the rest of his hoard. He wondered what had happened to move the shelf and cast the gem down there. All of the rock formations seemed to be different, to what he remembered, now that he looked closer. What was happening? Had he moved himself, and all his cache, to another cave and then forgotten the fact? No; the last time he had moved caves it had been such a struggle that he remembered it well, and it had not been recently. So what was happening, and what was that smell? It seemed familiar but he couldn’t place it.
Lumbering to his feet, he crawled towards the light that came in through the cave entrance. Strangely, the entrance seemed to be in a different direction than he thought it should be. Poking his head outside the cave he looked around. He was in a pass between two mountains that he didn’t recognise. Why was he in a pass, he knew that was dangerous. It made access to his cave much too easy for his enemies. And, wherever this was, it wasn’t the Mountains of Fire. The air was too fresh and there was no smell of ash, or sulphur. There was another smell though, what was that? Where was he? Looking down the pass he saw fields and beyond them, what was that? Was that a River? That was what the smell was that had been nudging the back of his mind since he’d woken up, water. He hadn’t seen, or smelt, water in such a long time. Not since the third great war when the Ravers had nearly wiped out the dragons. Then he had had to flee to the centre of the Mountains of Fire on the other side of the Schism. Oh, he had fought at first, of course he had, but they just seemed to keep coming and coming. Finally he had had to leave. So, for what man called centuries, he had been ensconced in a cave atop the largest of the mountains, leagues away from any contact with humans, and also leagues away from the nearest water source. Now here he was looking at a river, and a large one at that. Something strange was definitely happening.
He looked out at the wide blue ribbon of the river, winding between the green fields, and felt a happiness that he had not known for many years. Oh, he had missed these simple pleasures in the harsh yellow and grey vista that was the Mountains of Fire. Old age, despite its disadvantages, also brings some advantages. Having witnessed so much before, and realised how much is new, the older tend to be more relaxed about things that are initially strange. They have a fair share of acceptance and patience. He would sort reasons out later, for now he would simply accept the fact that there was a river and he had not had a swim in a river for a very long age. With a cry of joy he leapt out of the cave mouth, his large red wings expanding as soon as they cleared the rock and cracking taut against the wind. Oh yes, he had missed this. Circling round, to get his balance, he revelled in the joy of flight. It was a joy that that he had denied himself for so long. And then he turned and, happily, headed towards the river.
Ralf had had a bad night, what with the pig birthing earlier than it should have done and the subsequent loss of half of the litter. He’d managed to get very little sleep and still he had the field to plough today. Walking along behind the slow, old carthorse he was letting his mind go over all of the things that he had to do next. The barn had to be cleaned, the cottage roof definitely needed new thatch and he really should make time for a trip to the market this afternoon to get some more salt. After all, he had more pork meat than he had planned for now and he had to treat it before it spoiled. He looked over to the other half of the field where Kurt, his neighbour, was working just as hard as he himself was. Maybe he could trade some of the pork for some eggs from Kurt’s chickens. Then Kurt would have the worry of finding salt. Ralf could possibly save himself some money, and have eggs to go with the pork as well.
Kurt was also thinking about pork. However, his thoughts were more on receiving the pork in return for his help in ploughing the field. The arrangement, that they made every year, was that he would help Ralf in Ralf’s field and then Ralf would help him with his field in return. But Ralf’s field was bigger than Kurt’s. Besides, didn’t Jamie, from the next farm down the valley, owe him a favour? Kurt thought that, if he could persuade Ralf to pay him in pork, then he could get Jamie to help him plough his field. Hearing a loud noise, he looked up, into the sky, and saw something in the distance that had never actually been seen by anyone of his knowledge before. However, everyone had heard the stories. He shouted and waved at Ralf, to get his attention.
Ralf wondered what was wrong with Kurt. He was shouting something and waving his hands pointing into the sky. Was that a bird? No, surely it was much too big, and it was getting bigger all the while. ‘No, dragons don’t exist anymore’ he thought to himself but if that wasn’t a dragon then something was doing a very good impression of one. Ralf was first and foremost a farmer though and, whether it really was a dragon or not, this thing was threatening his farm. Shouting to Kurt to ride into Town for help Ralf dropped the lines from the plough and snatched up his bow. Let the thing come, he would show it. Was he not the winner of the Town archery competition for the last three years? He could draw and loose three arrows every two seconds. Some people could set more arrows in the air in that time. But they had to admit that, the difference was, when Ralf let them go they pretty much always ended up landing where he wanted them to. Taking a breath, to steady himself, he brought the bow up to aim, with the first arrow nocked. He knew that, if he got the first shot on target, he could follow up with a hail that had killed, or scared off, most things he had come against in his life. Ralf centred himself, sighted down the arrow, released and then he was in his rhythm; draw, glance, release, draw, glance, release. Arrows seemed to leap from his bow of their own volition and speed towards the dragon, or whatever it was. He was just releasing the seventh arrow when the first one reached its target. Ah, he thought to himself, a perfect hit right on the base of the throat. Then he forgot about releasing the next arrow as he noticed the first one crumple against the things neck and fall, harmlessly, to the ground. The others followed, one by one, and every one of them just crumpled against the hard hide of the dragon, because Ralf was sure now that it had to be a dragon.
Kurt, meanwhile, had unhitched his horse from the plough and was getting ready to, jump onto it and, ride to Town. He decided to pause, just a short while, though, to see how Ralf got on. His arrows were flying perfectly and he seemed to be hitting the thing every time, not surprising given the size of the target. However, none of the arrows seemed to bother the dragon at all. Kurt gathered the reins in his hand and gave the horse a mighty kick in the withers to get it started. Dragging its head around, to point it at the road to Town, he set off as fast as the old horse could go.
Just as Ralf was starting to worry, and think about running away, he felt a deep calm come over him. ‘Come on, this is your livelihood and you cannot run off and leave it. Concentrate’ he heard himself thinking. He relaxed his arm because he had held that last arrow at full stretch while all this was happening. Taking another deep breath, to steady himself, he breathed out slowly and, as he did, he raised the bow and pulled it back further than he had ever pulled it before. Sighting down the arrow he counted slowly to three, as he made sure of the aim, and then he released. The arrow shot from the bow with a mighty twang and flew towards the dragon. Hitting right at the juncture of the neck it found a small gap between two scales and penetrated. Ralf heard the dragon roar in surprise and smiled to himself. ‘Fine, so you can be hurt. Get ready for some more pain then’.
The Old One was surprised to feel a small pain. He lived, daily, with the dull ache of arthritis and sore joints, although they didn’t seem too bad today. It had been many centuries, however, since he had felt sharp pain, and it had been caused by that little man crawling on the ground beneath. Why? All he was doing was enjoying the flight, and heading towards the river for a swim and a drink, and yet that insect had tried to hurt him with one of its tiny sticks. He felt his rage growing, and filling him, and, with it, came other memories as well. He hadn’t always been called the Old One. His true name was Ochoba, named after the very bones of the earth itself. And it was a name that these puny humans used to know and fear. Hotter and hotter grew his rage and then he felt something else that he had not felt for a long, long time. He felt his fire growing inside him. Hurt him would they, well he could show them hurt. Hurt that mankind had not felt in generations. Angling his wings he banked around, the river forgotten now, and circled round the tiny human. Ochoba gained height as he circled and then, when he was facing the human again, he started a steep dive. Diving towards the human he waited for the precise moment. No calculations were needed. This was the memory of his race, passed down from the dragons before him as they had received it from the ones before them. ‘There, now I have him’. Ochoba opened his mouth and, with a mighty roar, breathed the fire out.
Just as he was doing so he noticed a glint of red in a ring on the hand of the man. Could that be what he thought it was? He looked again and he wasn’t mistaken, he recognised that ring and its ruby, a smaller cousin of the one in his cave. Turning his head quickly he directed the stream of fire to one side where it obliterated a small copse of trees at the edge of the field, neatly cooking the carthorse as it skimmed over it. Was this insignificant man, who scratched at the dirt for a living, really descended from the mighty warrior who had aided Ochoba all those years ago against the dwarven armies he wondered? It would almost be his duty to incinerate this feeble thing now, just to spare the memory of his old friend from any more shame than it already had. But a deal is a deal, and a bargain is a bargain. Therefore, in the name of a friend long since passed from this world, the farmer would not be killed by him. However, if it fired any more of its little sticks at him then he would make it regret it. Turning on one wing he dove down and snatched the remains of the horse up as he flew past, no point wasting a perfectly good dinner. Calming down he remembered the river and lazily turned towards it for the swim that he had promised himself.
Ralf couldn’t believe his good fortune. The dragon had breathed fire at him and the ‘magic ring’ had deflected it and protected him. When his father, on his deathbed last year, passed the ring to him, and told him that it was magic, he had privately thought that the man’s brain had gone soft with age. Of course he had taken it and thanked his father seriously, so as not to insult the old man. And he had remained wearing it out of respect for his father’s memory rather than any illusions about its worth. Now though, wonder of wonders, it looked as if it was true, he could never be hurt by fire while he wore it. He noticed the dragon snatch up the horse and veer off towards the river and he suddenly remembered his wife, Sara, and the two young ones. What was he doing standing here when he should be by their side so that they would be protected by the ring’s magic also? Rushing towards the small cottage he called for Little Sara and Ralf junior to go inside and then followed them through the door. Slamming the door shut, behind him, he stood as his father had told him to and touched the ring to the wooden frame of the house, knowing that they were all safe now.
The man in the white robe watched from the smoking ruins of the copse of trees and smiled quietly to himself. It was a good beginning. The first game tile had been placed and, when the rest had been aligned behind it then, one push would start the inevitable sequence. It had taken many years to get the plans correct and even more to collect all the necessary things that were needed. The relocation spell for something that size had only been possible to make after sacrificing a whole village in the south of the Land. He wondered if the spirits of the villagers would rest happier knowing that the spell had worked perfectly, probably not. But it had worked well, as had the rejuvenation. The possession of the farmer Ralf was not even worth thinking about, possession he did with no need for spells or aids. Let’s face it; there was no way that dirt scratcher was ever going to manage to get an arrow through the dragon’s scales without his help. Mind you the dragon re-finding its fire was a surprise, he supposed it had been a side effect of the rejuvenation spell. He had not been worried when the dragon breath cleared all the trees from around him, of course. For someone born in the very fires of hell themselves the breath of a dragon was simple to deal with. He had just absorbed it into himself. Mind you he had had to be slightly careful not to absorb so much that the trees survived. His invisibility spell was always the match for the dragon’s sight but if Ochoba had breathed on a copse of trees and they hadn’t burnt then the dragon may have investigated and the man in the white robe didn’t want that.
Thinking back, to when he had possessed the farmer, he wondered about the ‘magic ring’. That could possibly be a problem. There was no point waiting for a shock later in the game if it could be decided, one way or another, now, and he had to be sure. Holding one hand outright he concentrated and expelled the dragon fire from inside him until it was a large ball sizzling on his palm. With a thought he cast the ball directly at the farmhouse. Unsurprisingly the door didn’t stop it at all, in fact the fireball took out the door and most of the wall holding it as well and then crashed into the inside of the house. He leaned back against a tree, resignedly, as he watched the house burn. With a glance towards the dragon he softly whispered ‘Eat well my large friend. For all that you will do for me a decent meal is the least that you deserve’. Then he settled down to wait.
Eventually, Ochoba returned from his meal, and his swim, and flew back into the cave. He noticed the burnt out farmhouse as he passed overhead but didn’t worry too long about it. His deal had said nothing about aid or protection, just the forbearance of attack. Luckily the arrow had not had an iron point. It was just a sharpened stick really and it had slid out easily. It was unbelievable that the farmer had managed to get it to penetrate his scales in the first place when you thought about it. Maybe he had been descended from the mighty warrior after all. Crawling into the far reaches of the cave Ochoba gently took the great ruby and placed it in front of his nose on a small pile of diamonds. Settling down he stared into the red depths of the ruby until sleep overtook him. Flight, his fire inside, a whole horse to eat and a swim as well, it had been the best day that he had had for some time.
The man in the white robe gave the dragon a good ten hours to settle down. It would probably sleep for a couple of days, after all the excitement, so there was no point being in such a rush that he surprised it before it fell asleep. No-one had ever accused him of being impatient, as witnessed by this plan that had been so many years in the making. Once he was more than satisfied that the dragon had settled down to sleep properly he took a scroll out of his pocket. Smiling to himself he unrolled it and started to activate the spell that it contained.
Chapter 2
When the minstrels tell the story it always sounds incredible. The man leaps onto his horse and digs his heels into its flanks. The horse then goes from a standing start to a full gallop in about two paces. It keeps this pace up for a full hour, while it outdistances all of the pursuers. And then it settles into a ground-eating lope that it will be able to maintain for three weeks, or so, without pausing to rest. The rider, at one with his horse, sits peacefully on the saddle and will arrive at his destination fully rested and ready for anything.
In real life these things don’t happen in quite the same way. Kurt didn’t leap onto his horse, as such. It was more of a fast climb. Dragging its head around, to face the exit to the field, and digging his heels into its flanks produced a respectable canter from the animal. This, just about, lasted until they had left the field and turned down the road to Town. Then it very quickly slowed into what would, more accurately, be described as a fast walk rather than a slow run.
Kurt was scared, but also amazed, a real live dragon had just flown overhead and this stupid horse still wouldn’t move. He’d never really classed it as the smartest horse that he’d ever owned but this was, almost, beyond belief. As a plough horse its unexcitable, plodding nature was an asset, as a vehicle to raise the alarm this trait was not proving to be half as useful. Kurt fretted and pressed his hands against the horse’s neck, to try and get its pace back up again, but the animal was adamant that this was the pace it wanted. Hearing a roar behind him he turned to take a last look back at the farm. The dragon had breathed fire! Seeing that Ralf was still, so far, alive he turned back, to face his direction of travel, and attempted, once again, to speed up the reluctant horse. Another mighty kick to its flanks just caused it to shiver and, if anything slow down. Even with the slow pace though, they were now at the turn into the forest and, taking it, Kurt lost sight of Ralf and the events behind. He settled down to trying to get some pace from the unhelpful beast while, silently, wishing Ralf luck in his uneven battle.
After half an hour of cajoling, coercing and, mostly, cursing the reluctant beast Kurt had come to two conclusions. First that he was not going to get to Town in time to get any help for Ralf. Events at the farm would have played themselves out well before he could send any help back. In fact, from what he remembered of the old stories of dragons, encounters didn’t tend to last long and it could even be all over by now. So, wholeheartedly praying for Ralf’s safety, he had decided that his mission was now to warn the Town. Secondly he had decided that he really needed to learn some new swear words. Even he had long ago tired of his unimaginative repetition and he was now reduced to just muttering ‘Tub of Lard’ over and over again in time with the horse’s hoof beats.
At least they had now left the forest and were on the rocky trail over the top of the pass. Riding out into the sunshine he could console himself with the fact that, once they were over the top of the rise, it would be all downhill to Town. At least the horse should go quicker then. Kurt suddenly felt cold as a large, quick moving, shadow passed over him. Without even thinking, he leapt off the horse and took refuge in the rocks at the side of the road. Looking skyward he was both relieved and embarrassed to see that the shadow was just a cloud passing between him and the sun. However, there was not much time for either emotion as he looked back up the road to discover that the horse had maintained the same, slow, pace. It was even now cresting the rise and starting downhill.
With a groan he picked himself up and started to run. Even with all that had happened at the farm, and the sudden panic that he had just had, he could not fail to see the irony of the situation. Just five minutes ago he was cursing the horse for its slow speed and now here he was chasing after the thing. Pushing hard he, finally, caught the beast just as it was going back into the woods at the other side of the pass. Breathless, and just on the point of collapse, he made a final lunge and dragged himself up onto the horses back again. The net outcome of this was that the horse staggered slightly. An unfortunate rabbit, that had poked its head out of the burrow, to see what was happening, was neatly despatched as the horse’s hoof came into contact with its temple. And, of course, the horse noticed the extra weight and slowed down again. Kurt groaned and then settled back into his mantra of ‘Tub of Lard, Tub of Lard, Tub of Lard, Tub of Lard’.
As even the slowest racer must eventually finish the course, they finally came out, on the far side of the woods, and saw the ford across the river. The other side of the ford was the Town and Kurt could see his destination at last. The horse, seeing the water, even put on a brief spurt and covered the last part at a respectable canter. However, reaching the water, it then stopped and dropped its head to drink. Kurt, tired from the journey and almost hypnotised by his own mantra, was taken completely by surprise and deposited in the middle of the shallow ford where the cold water quickly brought his attention back to the present. With a final glance at the horse and a last, heartily felt, ‘Tub of Lard’ he staggered to his feet and started across the ford. Another thing that the old stories don’t tell you is that when you are not used to riding it can really cramp up your leg muscles. So it was that, after just one pace, Kurt found himself flat on his face in the water again. Reluctantly he started to crawl towards Town and the ‘Kings Rest’ Inn where he hoped to find assistance.
Otto was starting to enjoy life. Otto junior was old enough to work the bar now which gave him a lot more time than he used to have. He remembered, fondly, how his own father had been proud when he, himself, had started working the bar and could now fully appreciate why. Sitting with a few friends he savoured his mug of ale and looked around the barroom. It was plain and comfortable with wooden benches and tables. People came here to relax and talk and didn’t want anything ‘fancy’. Already a number of people were here. There was Sven, of course, Old Sam and Sam and even Sam junior. How lucky Old Sam was to see the son of his son, not many people achieved that. It was said that when Old Sam was a junior himself there was another Old in the village. This was the only one that Old Sam had ever seen in his whole life. Most people in the Town said that Old Sam was blessed by the Angels. That always made Otto, and Otto junior, smile to themselves. It was still early yet but the signs were that it would be a quiet night. Good. Later on he would have time to make preparations for his next trip to the trading post. As he had to go anyway, to pick up ale, he always took all of the Towns’ spare goods, and provisions with him and did the trading for them all. Otto Junior could manage the bar by himself these days so there was more time free for preparation. Then the door flew open and Kurt staggered in. Drenched in water and bleeding from some minor scratches on his face and hands. Kurt stopped just inside the door and stood, uncertainly, looking around. Then he muttered ‘Dragon Ralf fire help Tub of Lard slow ford’ and collapsed on the floor.
Jumping up, off their chairs, Otto and a couple of the others got Kurt to a table and installed a large mug of ale in front of him. As he drank they waited patiently. Finally he seemed to recover somewhat and Otto decided that it was time to find out what was going on.
‘Come on Kurt, what has got you in such a state, and why are you all wet and scratched?’ He asked.
‘Ralf was attacked by a dragon and I came for help. But Tub of Lard was too slow and I think it may be too late’
‘Ralf was attacked by a dragon? If I didn’t know that Otto was the only one that sold ale I would wonder if you had been drinking before you got here’ said Old Sam. ‘And what the heck has a tub of lard got to do with it?’
‘Not a tub of lard’ said Kurt ‘Tub of Lard, my horse’.
Otto carefully placed his mug back onto the table. But, even placing it gently, the sound seemed to echo around the suddenly silent bar-room. Glancing around he saw some of the people linking their thumbs, and fanning out their fingers, to make the sign of the Angels’ wings. He had better do something quick.
Calling Otto junior over to help him, they moved Kurt into the back room explaining, as they did, that something was obviously wrong with him and he should not be subjected to everyone firing questions at him. Otto would get to the bottom of what was going on and then come back and tell them all. Once the three of them were safely in the back room Otto had a few quick words with Otto junior and then sent him back out to the bar.
‘Well this is a lively bar and no mistake’ Otto junior said as he returned. ‘Kurt will be fine, there is no need for you all to sit there silently staring at each other’
‘You heard him’ said Old Sam, ‘He named his horse. He clearly said “Tub of Lard, My Horse”’
‘Oh come on Old Sam’ Otto junior said. ‘We all know that Kurt isn’t the fullest mug in the round. He was just shook up is all! What he obviously meant to say was “that tub of lard of a horse”. Come on and have a fresh drink and we’ll leave it to my dad to sort out’
Almost reluctantly Old Sam took another drink. Seeing him accept the explanation, others soon followed and the atmosphere in the bar eventually became relaxed again, if a bit quieter than earlier.
Otto wasn’t quite as happy with his life as he had been some three hours earlier. After getting the complete story from Kurt he had reported back to the rest of the bar. Kurt had been to check on his wife and children who had, luckily, been visiting his sister in Town. Sam, with a group of others, had gone to see what had happened at Ralf’s farm. They had returned with news of a burnt copse of trees and a burnt out house. One of them had found a ring with a red stone, which they had brought back and given to Otto, but there was nothing else. Now it seemed that the whole Town was in the bar. All of them were loudly discussing what had to be done. Otto knew what had to be done but, at the same time, he knew that he couldn’t tell the others his true plans. Listening to them he heard all sorts of different conversations. Some of them were talking about dragons in the same sense as elves and dwarves as just the contents of old stories. Sam and the others that had visited the farm were more inclined to believe Kurt. And Kurt, of course, was sticking to his story and telling it to anyone who listened.
‘All right’ Otto said stepping forward and everyone stopped their conversations to listen. All problems were, traditionally, brought to the Kings Rest because Otto usually had good suggestions so people tended to listen when he spoke. ‘This is what we have to do. None of us can fight this thing; I fear that Ralf has proved that. The only danger that we could pose to this beast would be if one of us got stuck in his throat and choked him. So we need help. I propose that I will go to the trading post and see what help, and information, I can find. I would like Kurt to accompany me and also, if he is willing, Sam. Everyone here’ Otto continued ‘should get the other farmers into Town as soon as possible. Tell them to bring with them all of their stores, you may need the food. Otto junior will collect whatever we have that has value in the Town and then follow me to the trading post. He was due to come with me on the next trip anyway and I have already shown him the way on a map. By the time he gets there I should have more idea of what our options are. Old Sam will be in charge while I am gone and I recommend that you should all stick to the Town limits for safety’.
Discussions followed, as they usually did, but eventually they all saw the truth in Otto’s statements. After all he was the only man who ever left the Town, and met with outsiders, so he, obviously, was the best person for this mission. Having Kurt along, for details and corroboration, and Sam, the blacksmith, for muscle also made good sense. Otto junior was the obvious person to follow on afterwards. Although there was some sense, people argued, in sending accompaniment with him if he was transporting all the valuables. But that could be decided later. The main thing was for Otto, Kurt and Sam to get on their way. Sam junior was despatched to get the three best horses in the village and food was packed for the three.
As they left the Town Kurt looked back at all the people who had turned out to see them off, and behind them he could just make out where the ford he had arrived at so few hours ago was. This was a major day in Kurt’s life. He had seen a dragon, ridden for help and now, with everyone’s good wishes still ringing in his ears, he was leaving Town for the first time in his life. He didn’t count the farm as being outside of Town because they were still part of the Town community even there. But the trading post, well that was definitely the outside world and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that.
Sam was also looking back. When you looked at it closely it wasn’t much, this little collection of wooden houses. There was his smithy right by the road out of Town. The road they were on that, up until now, had only ever been used by Otto and his predecessors. Then there were nineteen, or twenty, other buildings all packed together tightly with, behind them, the Kings Rest by the ford. No, not much at all but until today it had been his whole life. He had been born here, met and married his wife here and had two wonderful children with her. And he had fully intended to die here as well. He wasn’t one of these people who listened to the tales and wondered what it would be like to go adventuring. He was solid and dependable like the metal things that he made, and usually just as immovable. But Otto had said that he had to accompany him. And once Old Sam had agreed with Otto then there had been no choice really.
The three men rode at a gentle pace as Otto had assured them that there was no point tiring the horses out at the start of the journey. Winding down the road from Town they finally turned into the woods that would lead them away from everything that Kurt and Sam had known up until then.
‘How far is it to the trading post?’ Kurt asked and Sam looked up from his study of the road as they waited for the answer. However, the answer they received was not what either of them expected. ‘We aren’t going to the trading post’ said Otto ‘We are going to see the Angels to ask for their help’
Chapter 3
Kurt and Sam stopped their horses and stared at Otto. He rode on for a couple of paces and then also stopped. Turning round to face them he patiently waited.
‘What’ said Kurt? After thinking through numerous other responses and discarding them all.
‘We are going to see the Angels to ask for their help. Or rather, to be more specific, I am going to hold the Angels to their promises. There are a few things that you should know before we get to our destination. So, come on, let’s get moving again and I will explain as we go’ Otto said as he turned his horse’s head around and set off once more. Kurt looked at Sam whose expression clearly told him that he was as confused by all of this as Kurt himself was. Shaking their heads slightly at each other they set off to catch up to Otto and hear what he had to say.
By the time that they settled down to camp that evening Kurt was more than glad that the day was ending. He had seen a dragon, lost his neighbour, ridden to warn the Town, been conscripted to go for help and now he’d been told that Angels actually existed. Not in a ‘speak and they will hear you’ sort of way but more in a ‘hold your hand out and they will shake it’. And, what was more they apparently looked after the Townspeople and would help them. Otto had opened the front of his tunic and shown them a gold medallion that he wore. This, he had said, was the physical representation of the Angel’s goodwill towards the Town. It seemed that, long ago, their predecessors had helped the Angels in a time of great need. The Angels had rewarded this act by swearing a blessing on them, and their descendants, and promising to always watch over them. Otto didn’t know exactly what help had been given and Kurt and Sam certainly couldn’t imagine any way that their forefathers could have helped Angels. Kurt looked over at Sam who was checking the horses before settling down himself. In Sam’s face he could read the same thoughts that were in his mind. It had started out as such a normal day. What would happen tomorrow? The way things were going there was a good chance that they were going to meet elves and dwarves next. What a day.
‘It is time that we got going’ said Otto.
Not surprisingly, the day had dawned with no signs of the threatened elves and dwarves. Just the three of them waking up, breaking their fast and washing their faces and hands in a nearby stream. They could almost be on a camping trip like they used to take part in as juniors over in the woods by Kurt and Ralf’s farms. If it wasn’t for what had happened the day before, and what had been promised for today, that was.
Completing their morning tasks Sam started to move towards the horses, to get them ready for the day’s travel, but Otto stopped him.
‘We won’t need the horses Sam. Just make sure that they will be fine by themselves for a while. Lengthen the reins so that they can reach the grass to eat and we will leave them here for now.’
‘Leave them here?’ questioned Sam, ‘and what if some beast comes along the road and finds them nicely tied up like a presentation dinner?’
‘The Angels will watch over them don’t worry’ replied Otto
‘Like they watched over Ralf I suppose’ Kurt heard Sam mutter but, luckily, Otto didn’t seem to catch it.
Getting their stuff together in backpacks they joined Otto, in the middle of the clearing, and waited to see what he would do next. He looked them both in the eyes for a couple of moments, as if to judge if they were really ready, then he seemed to come to a conclusion. Nodding he took the medallion out from the front of his tunic and, in a voice that it seemed no-one further away than Kurt and Sam could possibly hear, he just said ‘Vezer, I would see you’. Kurt felt a little unsteady as if he had taken one too many mugs in Otto’s pub and then things went black for a fraction of a second before brightening again. They were no longer in the clearing.
They were standing in a large, stone built closed in area. Kurt was reluctant to call it a room because it was easily big enough to contain the main square of the Town back home. And yet it was not natural. The sides and floor were not rough, like a cave would be. The floor was some sort of white stone, shiny and with pink veins running through it in designs that seemed to confuse the eye. Kurt quickly raised his eyes off the floor as he felt himself going dizzy. He had noticed though how incredibly flat and smooth it had been. The walls were equally as smooth and flat and, heroically, supported what must be a roof way above them with no need of any assistance from pillars. Although he could see no lights or torches, the room was easily as bright as the clearing had been when they’d left it. In the direction that Kurt was facing there was no sign of any doors. Turning slowly he surveyed all the walls one at a time. No. No. Ah, there was a door, in the final wall just behind that large white statue.
‘Welcome Otto’ said the statue ‘I see you have brought some people with you, this is unusual’.
Kurt looked again at the statue. It was easily twice his height and yet there was, now, no doubt that it was a living being. Its tall, lean build was somehow intimidating and its movements, now that it had moved, seemed at the same time languid and yet incredibly efficient. And it had wings! Yes two large wings peeked over the top of its shoulders and trailed down to nearly the floor behind it. Its face was similar to theirs in layout but smooth and unlined. And all of it, skin and hair and clothes and wings were pure white. However it didn’t seem threatening, apart from the way that it loomed over them of course.
Sam was also looking at the Angel. As a blacksmith he spent lots of his time working with, and looking after, horses. Some said that he could communicate with them but he always denied that. He did however seem to be able to pick up on their thoughts and demeanour. As he looked at the Angel his mind presented two thoughts to him. One was a memory of a horse that he had known long ago. This horse had steadfastly refused to eat anything but oats. The feeling he had now was the same one that he’d had whenever he presumed to offer the horse some hay or grass. And the other feeling, for some strange reason, was a weird sound something like ‘Oh-War’.
‘Greetings Or’ said Otto, ‘yes, we must see Vezer at once’
‘Of course, Otto’ replied the Angel ‘you may see Vezer at any time. Would it not be better though for your friends to remain here?’
‘No’ said Otto ‘we must all go’
Kurt noticed the Angel looking at Otto and wondered how his friend could possibly argue. It seemed that Otto had some sides to him that Kurt had never seen before. After a moments’ consideration, the Angel nodded his head to Otto, in what almost seemed like a small bow and moved out from between them and the door. ‘As you will’ he said.
Otto headed for the door, followed by Kurt and Sam, who was looking at the Angel in a strange manner. They passed through the doorway and Kurt was once again astounded. He had thought that the last room was large but it would have fitted into this one a hundred times at least. The colours were the same as before with the white floor containing those confusing pink swirls and the off white walls. In the centre of the room, seemingly a day’s walk away from them stood another of the Angels. Sam also looked at the Angel and his mind immediately gave him the name ‘Vezer’. Otto continued walking and, to the surprise of Kurt and Sam, they reached the Angel in a very short time. Kurt looked back, to confirm that they had actually walked as far as it had looked at first, and was disconcerted to notice that the door had vanished. The wall behind them was now just as smooth and featureless as the other three. It did seem a long way behind them as well. Turning to face forwards again he regarded the new Angel and was not really surprised to see that it was an identical copy of the first one. He could see that this place would be very confusing for him.
‘Vezer’ Otto said.
‘Welcome Otto’ replied the Angel ‘Who are your friends?’
‘This is Kurt and Sam’ said Otto indicating each of them as he said their names.
‘Welcome to Talalkozohely, Kurt’ said the Angel ‘and welcome to you too Sam. The blood of your people obviously flows strong in you.
‘We have dire news Vezer’ continued Otto, before Sam could ask what the statement meant. ‘Kurt witnessed a dragon attacking one of his neighbours. It was only by Ralf’s courage that Kurt had the time to escape and bring us warning. Unfortunately Ralf seems to have paid for this with his life’
Vezer looked carefully at Otto and then Kurt. ‘A dragon you say? And it killed Ralf? This is indeed dire news. Wait one second please and we will see if we can get to the bottom of this’.
At that moment another Angel walked up to them. He didn’t appear out of nowhere, as far as they could see, but there was no door behind where he came from either. ‘Thank you for joining us Olvaso’ said Vezer, ‘would you do me the favour of reading what you can about this unfortunate incident from Kurt’s mind please? That is with your permission, of course Kurt. I assure you that it will not hurt and will do you no damage at all.’
Kurt was not at all sure but he looked at Otto and Otto nodded to him. Taking a deep breath he nodded to the Angels. He did not know what to expect, maybe a feeling of intrusion or perhaps even the conscience of another inside his head, as it was he felt nothing at all. The second Angel just seemed to look at him for a second and then turned back to Vezer. The two Angels didn’t speak aloud but it was plain to the three Townsmen that they were communicating in some way. Sam was watching them closely and he suddenly said ‘You know this dragon don’t you?’
Both of the Angels turned to look at Sam and Vezer enquired ‘What makes you say that, Sam?’
‘A number of years ago Jed had a horse’ Replied Sam ‘Now Jed is not the kindest of people to animals and his idea of training seemed to involve an excessive amount of beating with a leather strap. Of course, when we found out about this, we took the horse off him. With kind training he turned into a fine horse, very peaceful and strong. Then, one day, I was riding this horse through Town and he suddenly stopped. For the first time since we took him away he had come face to face with Jed. That horse “felt” just like you two do now.’
Vezer and Olvaso looked at each other again but when Vezer spoke it was nothing to do with what Sam had said. ‘Kurt, we thank you for your help in this matter and would see you safely home now. Are you ready to go back to Town?’
Once again Kurt looked at Otto and, once again, Otto just nodded so Kurt mirrored the nod and waited to see what would happen. Otto and Sam were about to say goodbye to Kurt when he simply wasn’t there anymore. He hadn’t vanished, as such. He just wasn’t standing where he had been. And he wasn’t anywhere else in the room either.
‘Where did Kurt go and what will happen to him?’ said Sam who seemed now to be less in awe of the Angels than he had been at the start.
‘Kurt will wake up in the clearing that you came here from’ explained Vezer. ‘He will remember nothing of this. Instead he will remember that the three of you travelled to the trading post. Once there you discovered that the local lord was already aware of the dragon and had placed a bounty on its head. This had led to numerous people going out to hunt the dragon. While you and Otto decided to remain at the trading post until more news came in about the dragon, Kurt was sent back to bring the news to the village and stop Otto Junior from leaving Town with the valuables. He travelled back to the clearing and rested for the night. Waking up he will know this to be true and he will continue back to Town to pass the news and tell them that they should all wait until you two return’
‘What happens when he wakes up and finds three horses, or gets back to the Town and realises that he has only been gone for a day and a half?’
‘Sam, my young friend, it will be fine. We have brought the other two horses here so they will not be in the clearing when Kurt arrives there. And Kurt will arrive back in Town seven days after the three of you left. Perfect timing for a ride to the trading post, a day spent there and then the ride back. But now, to your earlier question, yes we do know this dragon, or at least it seems so. The dragon appears to be one of the oldest of the wyrmkind, a big red called Ochoba. However, there are some problems. Although, through Kurt’s memory, we could clearly identify the dragon this cannot be true. Ochoba would be incredibly old by now. Certainly he would be much too old to fly or breathe fire. And the Ochoba that we knew would certainly not kill Ralf. So, either there is a problem with Kurt’s memory, or something else is amiss.’
Chapter 4
‘Or something else is amiss’ muttered Sam. ‘It doesn’t seem to me that anything at all is right at the moment. The day starts off as normal and then we have dragons and Angels and some sort of weird blessing that means you will help us with the dragon. I wish someone would explain some things to me?’
Even though he had spoken under his breath it was obvious that Vezer had heard the smith when he asked ‘What do you wish explained young Sam?’
Sam looked a bit sheepish but there was no stopping now so, taking a deep breath, he replied ‘You could explain the relationship between our people and yours for a start. What was this favour that our forefathers did for you and what exactly is this blessing?
Vezer looked at Otto and Sam almost felt sorry that he had brought the subject up when he saw the apologetic look on Otto’s face.
‘My father’s, father’s father was a good man’ said Otto. ‘He fulfilled all of his obligations and he was a good husband and father. But he was not the best at remembering stuff. While he passed on the overall situation to his son, he was not clear about all of the details. Since then we have all been a bit embarrassed to admit it so we just went with what we have. We just know that our forefathers did you a favour and you blessed us and said that you would look after us.’
Now it was Vezer’s turn to look embarrassed. ‘Otto, my friend, there is no need to be sorry. We tend to overlook sometimes the number of generations that have passed for you since those days. It is only understandable that the story will not be as accurate to you, especially after we specifically asked that it not be written down. Hear then the full story from me and know that it is accurate because I was there.’
‘Many, Many years ago my people were not as they are now. We had been fighting a long, hard war and we were almost beaten. Fleeing from the conflict we badly needed a place to rest, and recuperate, when we came across these mountains. Now, in those days, your people were a mountain tribe. Living up here rather than down by the river. We did not want to disturb you but our need was great. So I met with the King of your people. He was called Otto and you are his direct descendant. King Otto gracefully agreed to move his whole tribe out of the mountains and down to the fields by the river, to leave the peaks to us. Whilst we were badly injured and weak, we still had access to some magic so we used that to cast a blessing on your people. That and the promise of aid, if ever you needed it, were all that we had to give you. And these are the words of the blessing. They are written on your medallion, although you are not able to read it. Another oversight of ours’
‘We the Angels, in grateful recognition of the help given by King Otto and his people, bestow this blessing on them and all of their descendants: We will provide them with rich, fertile land by the river to ensure that their crops will always grow. Further we will protect them from the other races in this world that would disturb their peace. All illness will be kept from them so that they grow and live healthy lives. Each of their number will meet their soul companion on the seventeenth anniversary of their birth. They will dwell together with them for the rest of their lives in peaceful harmony, and to each of these couples will be born a son and a daughter. To celebrate this blessing, and also to perpetuate it, the father shall pass his name onto his son and likewise the Mother onto her daughter. And no other living creature should be granted a name. For names are powerful things and by them will we forever be able to recognise our blessed friends’
‘Now, if you have no more questions?’ said Vezer. Otto and Sam both shook their heads. They wanted time to think about what they had just heard before they even knew if they had other things to ask. ‘Then I will let you into a more comfortable room where you can rest and wait while we decide the best way that we can assist you.
Otto and Sam were in another of the strange white rooms. This one was about the same size as the first one that they had arrived in. In fact it could be the same one apart from the fact that this one had furniture, of a sort, in it. The furniture comprised of what seemed like blocks from the floor that had risen up to a convenient height. Sam was not too sure at first but, when he saw Otto sit on one, he took the other one himself. Immediately he stood up again and looked at the block. It looked just like that, a block of solid stone. But, when he sat down, it felt soft and seemed to give under him. It was actually the most comfortable thing that he had ever sat on. Otto had watched his antics and was smiling at him.
‘Laugh if you want Otto’ said Sam ‘I am the new pony in the team, remember. However you seem quite comfortable. How often have you been here before?’
‘Every year’ replied Otto. ‘The truth is that there is no trading post. Each year I bring the excess harvest, and goods, up here and I get from the Angels, in return, whatever the people have asked me to trade for. Then I take it all back to the Town. After the harvest this year Otto Junior was to come with me for the first time; as I first went with my father in my Sixteenth year.’
Sam seemed to think about this for a while before he continued speaking. ‘So, you know these Angels a lot better than me, then. What do you think of the story he told us?’
‘I believe him’ Otto replied. ‘And you?’
‘I’ll tell you what I think’ said Sam. ‘In the field outside my smithy there is a small patch of earth that grows the best grass in the whole field. Someone cleverer than me would probably say that it is something to do with underground water or drainage or something. Every day rabbits come out of the forests and they immediately go straight to that patch to eat. Now, when I let one of the horses into the field the horse also goes straight there where the grass is sweetest. As soon as the horse walks over, all the rabbits leave. And I have never yet seen one of those horses even give thanks to the rabbits, let alone presents, for going. No, I am sorry; I do not fully trust these Angels. I think there is more going on than they are saying. Everything that they have told us so far we have had to ask for first.’
‘It is all new to you Sam so you are bound to be a bit unsure. Let’s eat some of this food now and rest until we find out what is happening next.’
Sam looked at the table-shaped block full of food that was at the side of him and Otto. He was sure that had not been there when they came in. And there certainly hadn’t been that wonderful smell of freshly baked bread in the room earlier. Now that he came to think of it he didn’t remember coming into this room in the first place. They had been talking in the big room and then they had been here. What had happened in between?
‘Can we talk while you eat?’ said Vezer from behind him. Sam spun around, cursing himself while he did so. He was acting like a new born colt in a field, being surprised every time someone else came in through the gate. Otto, like a wise old stallion, hadn’t even flinched. As it had been with Olvaso earlier, he could see Vezer walking towards them but there was no door behind him. Vezer came alongside the table and stood patiently. There was no sign of another block rising up for him and there was, also, no sign from him that he wanted one. He looked at Sam and Otto and said, ‘Please don’t let me keep you from your food. It has been some time since you last ate and you must both be hungry’. Taking him at his word Sam and Otto started to eat while he continued.
‘We find ourselves with three mysteries and a problem I am afraid my young friends’ Vezer said. ‘I will lay them out for you, so that you may understand what the challenges are, before I start to talk about what we must do. I have already spoken of the first mystery, if this dragon is indeed Ochoba then he should be too old to be flying around and breathing fire. He also should be far, far away from here. The second mystery is that it cannot really be any other dragon than Ochoba. Not only could we identify him from Kurt’s mind but, alongside that, he was the last of his kind. We would certainly have known if any more had hatched. Then comes the third mystery, if he is here then, from what Kurt saw, there is only one cave that he could possibly be in. This cave sits right alongside an ages old pass through the mountains. Yet why would an old, careful dragon ever build its home so close to an obvious route through the mountains. True the pass has not been used for many years, as it was one of the ones we closed to keep you safe from outsiders. But any sort of thoroughfare, no matter how old, would surely have dissuaded the dragon from nesting there.’
Vezer paused while they both considered his words. Then he continued ‘and now we come to the problem. We are not a warlike people. Few of us study the arts of combat anymore. And then it is, mostly, just theory. We do have one knight, who specifically trained for situations like this, but he is currently away from here. There were rumours that a village, a long way to the south, had started to practise the old black arts. Some said that a cult was forming. So Halal was despatched there to investigate. He will not be back in the near future even if all is well. And so you now know as much as us about what faces us. Do you have any questions so far?’
Sam coughed diffidently and both Otto and Vezer looked at him and nodded. ‘I remember a horse once’ he said ‘he was coming towards the end of his days. For weeks he had just lain in the barn on a soft mat of hay only briefly struggling to his feet to eat and relieve himself. Then one day I went out to the barn to find him standing up and looking like his old self. I opened the barn door and let him into the field. He ran like a colt, seemingly enjoying the day and the freedom. I was amazed and thought that I had witnessed a miracle. But I got no feeling of enjoyment from him. Wheeling round before me he suddenly started to run towards the far fence as fast as he could. I was worried that he may try to jump it but he didn’t. It was almost as if he either didn’t see the fence or had forgotten what one was. Or maybe he just didn’t care. He ran straight into the fence and finished up in a heap on the ground surrounded by broken bits of wood, some of which had obviously injured him. I ran across the field but, by the time I got there, the old horse had passed on. I have seen it before since, this apparent final laugh right in deaths face.’
‘It is possible’ replied Vezer. ‘Although my people do not age, and die, as the other races do, we have heard of this before. If this is true, and Ochoba is almost certainly towards the end of his days, he will be extremely dangerous until the end. But, as a plus, there is also a chance that, when the champions get there, he may already be dead. Oh, I see your confusion, let me explain. As I said, we do not have the capability to fight a dragon. So we are going to do something that we have not done in many of your generations. We are going to hold a tournament and choose new champions. Traditionally there were always seven champions of the Angels who were our arms in any conflict of this sort. We have had no need of them recently but now it seems that the time has come again. Finish your meal and rest now. Tomorrow will bring the tournament and then we can move forwards with this affair.’
‘Seven Angel’s champions and me against one dragon, that doesn’t sound so bad.’ Otto Said.
‘Seven champions and us two’ replied Sam.
‘I am sorry’ said Vezer ‘but that will not happen. We will only send the champions against the dragon. We could not allow anyone as untested as you both are to go, the risks would be too great. The champions will travel alone.’
Sam and Otto looked at each other and knew that both of them were determined that they would go, no matter what the Angels said. With no other choices of what to do, they both settled down to sleep for the night.
Chapter 5
Otto wiped the bar with the cloth in his hand. There was no sign of any mark or spill there, it was just a habit born through the years. As he wiped it he thought ‘If I had a copper for every time I have done this then, well I wouldn’t need to stand here doing this.’ It had been funny when he had first thought of it. But after all these repetitions it was starting to sound a bit sad, and slightly depressing now. His eyes wandered around the room checking if anyone wanted serving. Sven was sitting in the corner working on his sixth mug. Otto didn’t understand how Anne put up with Sven’s constant drinking but then he supposed it could be worse. Jon had been beating his wife for years before anyone else found out and they could put a stop to it. So, maybe coming home drunk, and falling asleep, wasn’t the worst thing that a man could do, although it must be hard work for Anne with the two young children to look after as well.
Thinking about Anne and the children reminded him that he had more important things to worry about than Sven’s home life. Mary was at Diana’s house and she must be getting near to the birth time now. He looked across at little Mary, lying in her cot behind the bar, and wondered how she would get on with her new brother, if the Angels willed it of course. Like all of the people in Town he knew that sometimes the baby was the wrong sex and then it would be born already dead. The patch of land outside Diana’s house told its own story about that, all those sad, silent mounds of earth with no markers. It would have been sacrilege to name the poor mites, of course. Oh, he really hoped that Mary was carrying a boy. He remembered well Diana’s own experience, how she had got pregnant with seven girls, one after the other, before she finally had a healthy boy. Six of those girls were the first mounds in her garden. That was probably what made her start caring for the other mothers he supposed.
Glancing up again his eyes came to rest on Sam and Sam Junior who were sharing a drink, and a talk, by the fireplace. Sam junior’s wife, Ellen, was with Diana too come to think of it. They didn’t have any children yet so she was sure to be fine. However, if she also gave birth to a boy what an event that would be. Sam junior would become Sam and Sam would then become Old Sam and it had been a long time since they had had an ‘Old’ in the Town. In fact the only one that could remember when the last time had been was probably Sam himself. Otto thought again about his new son that was, hopefully, being born at that moment. He wondered if he would be lucky enough to see Otto junior have children, well that was in the hands of the Angels. Just let him be born today and Otto would be content with that for now.
Tell us a story, Otto. Help to pass the time’ said Sam. Otto wasn’t too sure he wanted to be storytelling as his mind was constantly wandering to Mary at Diana’s house. However, he had been managing the Kings Rest for many years now since taking over from his father. He knew the benefit of the story telling, it kept people coming in and made the inn into a public gathering place. The Townspeople needed the companionship that it offered as much as they needed food and drink. Just thinking these thoughts he immediately knew which story to tell. Gesturing for silence he began.
‘A long, long time ago our people were not as they are now.’ He said. ‘We didn’t have the rich farm lands that provide all the food and grain we need, or the river that provides fish and clean water. We didn’t even have the Town. This was well before even the Kings Rest was built, but I suppose that we already had ale, although I will bet that it wasn’t as good as mine is.’ That got a cheer, and a few raised glasses, from the audience which sufficed to get Otto warmed up.
‘No, in those days we lived in the mountains to the North of here’ he continued ‘if, of course, you could call that living. Compared to now it was a very hard life indeed. Nothing grew there, and no river went conveniently past our doors, so every day was a struggle to find the necessities of life. Food had to be hunted and water had to be gathered. Both of them, then, had to be carried across long distances over the very mountains themselves. All of life was a struggle, to become ill or weak was a death sentence. And, even if you stayed fit, one false step could cause a slip and bring death just as easily. We were a lonely people and we did the best that we could to survive. Anything past survival was ignored, as a waste of time, in those days.’
‘Even sitting around, drinking ale and telling stories’ asked Sam, as he always did at that point.
‘Especially sitting round, drinking ale and telling stories’ replied Otto with a smile. ‘And yet, even though life was harsh and survival a daily struggle, there were some who envied us. Other tribes lived in the mountains as well and would regularly raid us trying to take what little we had. We fought, and we killed, as we had to if we wanted to stay alive. Yes, I tell you my friends, we were no better than the mountain lions or the bears of today.’
No-one would have ever have called Otto a master storyteller, He would have been shamed if he was put against even the poorest of the minstrels. But he had told this tale many times and he knew his audience. He didn’t even need to think, he just paused at this point. Let them consider for a second that he had just called their forefathers beasts. Then he could drag them back again. Not too long though, or some may leave in disgust and he didn’t want that. His aim was to entertain not to drive business out.
‘Did I say we were no better than the beasts?’ He continued. ‘No I am wrong, we were better because we knew about the Angels. Yes I can see some of you now making the sign of the Angels wings and we did that in those days. We may have had to fight for our lives, and our food, but we always remembered to thank the Angels. Even when we had a really bad day, and there was no food that evening, we would thank the Angels for the food that we would get the day after. All of us had heard the story of the Schism. We knew about the way the Angels had saved mankind. When the barmaid, having foully murdered the hunchback, had Sir Brightblade held captive and was casting the spell to rent the Land the Angels had heard Sir Brightblade’s prayer and intervened. Not even they could stop the spell completely but they protected the Land as best they could. Severing the bonds of the young knight they had freed him in time for him to stop the barmaid completing the spell.’
‘Yes those barmaids are always trouble’ said a voice.
Otto looked over and saw that it was Sven who had spoken. There hadn’t been a barmaid in all the years that Sven had lived here. Otto knew that for a fact. The man must be getting close to his limit, thought Otto. He would send him home when the story was over.
‘Aye, Sven, true enough. That is why we don’t have barmaids here.’ Otto said while privately thinking that the real reason was that there was no way he would allow his daughter to have to serve people like Sven. ‘But we were talking about the Angels’ he continued. ‘Even though we had a hard life, and we struggled daily, still we kept faith with the Angels. And it was that faith that saved our whole people. On one pivotal day all our lives changed. The Angels were making one of their infrequent visits to the Land and they heard of our loyalty. Finding us in the mountains they resolved to make our lives easier in return for our constancy towards their memory. The Angels transported us to this place and provided us with good farmland and a clean river full of fish. There were already buildings and farmhouses and all that we would need here, all we had to do was learn new skills. And we did. After spending a whole day hunting, only to come back with just one small goat, farming was not too hard. And those that took to the farms were blessed. The crops always grew without any disease or rot. Those of us that settled in the Town found other trades. We had the smith, the barrel maker and the carpenter. The traders who made sure that all of those goods passed from one person to another at a fair price. And my forefathers found the Kings Rest and took upon themselves the odious task of serving you all ale each night’ said Otto smiling.
‘Remember always that we are the blessed of the Angels, we are watched over and protected by them from any outsiders. And, in this wonderful protection, I stand as the person who provides you with somewhere to go. I am the one who listens when your wife, or husband, is being unreasonable to you. Most importantly I am the one who dispenses wisdom and ale. So who wants another drink?’ He finished and, as always, there was a rush to the bar for refills. Otto served them in order until he got to Sven. He really should tell the man to go home he thought again.
Just then the door banged open and young Toby came running in. ‘Otto, you have a baby boy’ he shouted. ‘And you too Sam, a boy as well.’
‘This round of drinks is on me’ said Otto giving quiet thanks to the Angels, and pouring a fresh mug for Sven as well, ‘in honour of Otto junior and Sam junior. And let us not forget that we now have an Old one in the village. Let us give our best wishes, especially, to Old Sam.’
Every eye in the place turned to look at Sam, who was now Old Sam. What a truly momentous day this was.
‘Congratulations on the birth of your son’ said a deep voice and Otto turned to see the dragon sitting at the bar. The Mighty red beast was leaning on the bar with one front leg and holding a mug of ale in the claw of the other one. ‘No, this cannot be right’ thought Otto. When he looked at the dragon he could see that it was obviously too big to fit inside the barroom and yet he could also see it sitting on the stool holding a mug. ‘Focus on the mug’ Otto thought. That was a massive mug, it would hold more than even the largest of the barrels that Otto kept his ale in. And, appreciating the size of the mug, he then saw the size of the dragon for what it truly was. First the claw wrapped around the massive mug, the muscled arm behind it leading to the immense chest. No, this dragon would never fit in the barroom.
And, just like that, Otto was standing in a cave, facing the dragon. The dragon no longer held a mug of ale he was, instead, curled up on the floor and yet he was still looking down at Otto. Otto understood then that he was dreaming. The birth of Otto and Sam junior, on the same day, was years ago. He was currently in the Angel’s home plotting to kill this dragon. At least he assumed it was the same one.
‘Yes’ said the dragon, ‘I am the same one that you are planning on killing. I thought that I would ask you why you are so keen to see me dead.’
‘Because you killed Ralf’ said Otto.
‘Ralf was killed by dragon fire that much is true,’ said the dragon. ‘But I tell you now that Ralf was not killed by any dragon. However, that will not change your course, I see, so let me give you two warnings young King pretender. First beware of Rangers. I see one in your future who would cause you grave harm if you give him a chance. And the second warning is for your young smith, who lies asleep with you in that den full of the vipers that you call Angels. Tell him that the general can be a valued ally and a good friend to him, but that he should never cross weapons with him or he will lose. Now, go back to your sleep. But make sure that you remember what I have said when you wake up.’
Chapter 6
Otto and Sam were in yet another room, although this one had a number of differences to the others. For one, this room was round, instead of square, and the floor seemed to be covered in soil and not the confusing white and pink stone. Where the other rooms had had plain walls this one had a balcony running around the walls, about twenty feet above the floor. Ten Angels were standing on the balcony evenly spaced around the room with Vezer among them. He was currently holding the attention of the group of people that were spaced out on the floor below.
‘Buvesz, if you will’ said Vezer. A small ball of white fire appeared in the air in the middle of the room and slowly drifted towards one of the people on the floor. ‘Speak your name and why you feel you have the right to try and become a champion’ the Angel said. And although he spoke quietly everyone heard him
The man, in front of whom the light had stopped, was a swarthy looking individual. He wore leather armour made of the skins of some sort of animal. Under them you could see the toned muscles of someone who led an active life. He stared at the ball of fire for a short while and then, deliberately, spat at it, the sputum hissing and evaporating as soon as it touched. Seemingly satisfied he then ignored it completely as he faced Vezer and spoke. Although the light seemed to pick up his words, and transfer them to all there, he had no need of this as he practically roared his words out. ‘I am the mighty Johtaja, the ruler of the western Steppes. I am the conqueror of chiefs, the despoiler of cities and the gatherer of the tribes. I have many wives and uncounted sons and I am the leader of uncountable warriors. No man or beast has ever stood before me and survived.’ His armour looked well used and he had a pair of curved swords at his side. The light moved on to the man next to him
Unlike Johtaja this man was very difficult to discern. He was tall and lean but, apart from that, no details could be made out. He was wearing some sort of hooded cloak that fell all the way to the ground and it seemed almost as if it rejected your eyes when you tried to look at it. The man was there but no-one could say what he looked like. ‘I am Firth, a ranger from the dark forests to the west’ was all that he said and then the light, again, moved on.
The next warrior was a complete contrast to the previous two. Only half their height he was wider in the shoulders than Johtaja. He had long, unkempt hair and an even longer beard and was wearing solid metal armour all over so that just hair and eyes poked out. A wicked looking axe was fastened to his back. ‘Minearbejder,’ he said ‘and if any of thee deny my right to be here let he stand in front of me ere we start’. No-one moved and the light continued on its way.
The next two warriors were standing shoulder to shoulder. They were so alike that nobody doubted they were twins. Of medium height and slim build they stood with the grace of dancers. Each had a long thin sword fastened to his waist, one of them on the left hip and the other on the right. The light wandered between the two for a second. Finally it stopped in front of the one on the left, although it was the other one that finally spoke. ‘We be Rom and Rem, named, at times, the right and left hands of the reaper’ he said and the light moved again.
‘Formuotuvas’ said the small, slim man that the light stopped in front of next, although he looked tiny compared to the rest of the people he didn’t seem in awe of the others, or the situation, at all. Looking at Minearbejder he continued. ‘And I deny the right of that runt to be here.’ Drawing a circle in the sand on the floor he said ‘I will be in this circle from the start to the end if you wish to discuss the matter little one.’ Minearbejder started to move but a word from Vezer stopped him, although it was clear to everyone what his intentions would be when the tournament got started. Formuotuvas didn’t seem to be wearing any armour, or weapons, but his smile was relaxed enough; and the light moved on.
The next three warriors, that the light came to, introduced themselves as Algotnu, Cinitajs and Karavirs in turn. They were all similar, solid men in well worn armour, obviously professional mercenaries. And as they were not that young they were also, obviously, good mercenaries. Unlike the twins they did not, however, seem to be together.
The next warrior that the light reached was another being completely. He was at least as hairy as Minearbejder but a good three times his size. Standing a full head taller than anyone else on the floor he was dressed in dirty leather clothes and scruffy furs. A wooden club hung at his side that was so big it made you think he had just ripped a convenient tree from the ground to use. ‘Revenire’ he grunted ‘and I have been fighting, and killing, things since a passing bandit ripped me off my mother’s teat, in mid feed, as a baby’
The light moved on and stopped in front of a tall slender man who was dressed all in close-fitting black. He had no, obvious, weapons in sight but there was an air of menace around him. ‘Sline’ he said ‘and I represent the assassin’s guild of Kvorak.’
Next was a small, solid man. Although taller than Minearbejder he was easily the second smallest there by way of height. ‘I am Yemno, the champion of king Yap from what you would call the wastes.’ He was dark skinned from the sun and held his short sword and shield comfortably at the ready.
The light moved on and paused over the head of a large, grey wolf that crouched on the floor. The wolf growled, and snapped at the light, and the light dodged and then moved on again.
The last warrior could easily have been one with the three mercenaries that had come earlier. He had the same well used armour and weapons but, where they were slouched and relaxed, he stood tall and still as if his back was tied to a post. ‘General Ton’ he said. All of the others turned and looked at him. Then the light moved on again and stopped in front of Otto.
Sam was still staring at the general when he heard Otto start to speak. Even though he was expecting the words, they dragged his attention back to the current situation. ‘I am Otto, King of the river people. As the attack was directed against my subjects I claim the right to be here’. The light floated over to him and he introduced himself in turn. ‘Sam, I claim the right to stand with my king’.
It had started with a conversation, between the two of them, when they had woken that morning.
‘So, what do we do’ Sam asked?
‘We play them at their own game.’ Otto replied. ‘Vezer said that they would only send Champions, so we take part in the tournament and become champions.’
‘Oh right, why didn’t I think of that? Hold on, yes that would be why, because they are talking about professional warriors and fighters, we wouldn’t stand a chance.’
‘Come on, Sam, it won’t be that bad. The tournament is probably going to be a number of one on one matches leading to a final seven. With your strength and size you stand a chance. And I have been practising my sword work. Anyway, as I see it, this is probably our only chance.’
So when Vezer came in they told him of their intentions. He, naturally, was against it and an argument ensued. Otto pleaded, begged and demanded and Vezer refused. Then they went round again. Finally Sam felt that he had to step in because it was obvious that Otto was more than a little in awe of the Angel.
‘Didn’t you say yesterday that Otto was descended from a King?’ Sam asked Vezer. Getting a nod of acknowledgement from the Angel, he continued. ‘Well has that Kingship ever been stopped or is Otto, technically, still our King? And if he is still King Otto, and you swore to aid him, then you cannot prevent him taking part in this tournament can you? I mean as king he is well within his rights to enter and he also has a duty to try and be part of the group that goes after the dragon. Or at least have a representative of his in that group. So we should both be allowed to try, by your vow.’ Vezer looked at Sam quietly for a while and then he asked if they both had sons. Sam looked at Otto and just smiled.
‘Why are you smiling?’ Otto asked.
‘Because we have won’ replied Sam. ‘It is like a stallion in charge of a herd of wild horses, the only real priority is the safety and continuance of the herd. When Vezer starts thinking about our sons he has already resigned himself to the possibility of losing us so there is no longer any need to stop us taking part and trying to become one of the champions.’
‘You are, once again, correct young Sam’ said Vezer. ‘Know this though; to get your own way in this you have invoked our obligation to you. This cannot be done many times and, having been done, you must stick to the agreement. You must both now enter the tournament and try to qualify. And, if you do qualify, you must go with the party against the dragon. Otherwise all our obligations towards you and your people will be cancelled. We are not your servants to be used as you wish. So, think carefully, are you both sure that this is what you wish?’ Receiving nods from both of them he continued ‘Very well then, if you are going to do this thing then let us get you some weapons and armour so that you will, at least, have some sort of chance.’
Otto and Sam could not tell whether they were transported to another room, full of armour and weapons, or whether the armour and weapons were transported to them. They were just suddenly in a room the same size as the one they had woken in but, instead of bed and chair shaped blocks, this one had arrays of weapons in racks around the room. There were dummies with all different types of armour and many different shields. And, of course, Vezer was no longer with them.
‘Do you think we upset him’ Otto asked Sam but Sam was too busy looking around to answer so Otto decided to join him.
Against one wall were two complete sets of plate mail. Judging by the sizes they could almost have been made for Otto and Sam. Otto started to study the smaller set to see how it came apart. Sam, though, had many years of experience in metal. Although he could see how strong the armour would be, and what defence it would give him, he could also see the weight of it. Even he, who was used to a hard days physical toil, would soon be brought to his knees by trying to carry that much weight and fight at the same time. Also he looked at the elbow, and knee, joints and pictured the restrictions that they would place on his movements. No, that armour would have been perfect if he could have had five or six years practise to get used to it. For a tournament that would happen today it would be foolish to wear that. He turned away from the suits, advising Sam to leave them as well. What could he find, he wondered, that would give him protection but little weight and minimum restrictions?
After much searching, and trying of things, Sam felt reasonably confident that he had found his best option. He was wearing a tough leather tunic that was padded inside for more comfort and protection. It left his arms bare but he was used to that from working the smithy. The leather trousers were a bit thicker than the tunic and impeded his movements slightly. But he was more than willing to put up with that for the extra bit of protection that it gave down below. A good comfortable pair of leather boots and leather sheathes, that protected his lower arms, completed the outfit.
Otto had not been able to get his mind fully off the protection of the plate mail. Although he understood Sam’s advice he still felt that the defensive capabilities were worth some discomfort. Finally he had settled for just wearing the breastplate. He had found some leather armour similar to, but thinner than, Sam’s to go underneath and had a metal helmet that would protect his head from blows. Both satisfied, in their own way, they turned their attention towards weaponry.
Sam stood admiring a rack of maces, flails and hammers. These were his sort of tool. They were all different weights, but some of them were almost the same as the main hammer he used for work. He would be able to swing one of these for long periods before he got too tired. And he didn’t really want an edged weapon anyway. He had a great fear of losing an arm or a leg and being unable to support his family. It had only ever happened to one person that he knew, but sometimes possibility doesn’t matter to fears. They are just there even if they seem irrational. Because of this he was loathe to use any weapon that could inflict that sort of injury on someone else. No, a good blunt, bashing weapon was more his style. Otto, of course, was examining the swords. He seemed to be taking this king revelation seriously and was currently holding a mighty two-handed sword that was almost as big as he was. Trying a practise swing he was suddenly made aware of how much weight, and momentum, the sword had when it continued the swing by itself pulling him around after it. Otto had lost his balance and the sword was heading directly for Sam’s head when Sam’s limbs seemed to move by themselves. Snatching a mace out of the rack he swung it in an arc to intercept the sword and both mace and sword stopped with a mighty clang before anyone got injured. Otto carefully put the sword down and, with an apology to Sam, moved along the rack to the smaller versions. Sam looked at the mace he had grabbed. It seemed to fit his hand as if it was made for it and so he, thoughtfully, fastened it to his belt.
Eventually Otto found a suitable sword, a good, plain long sword that was light enough for him to control the swing but heavy enough to hurt anything that it hit. Fully equipped now, they were wondering what to do next when Vezer spoke from behind them.
‘So, my young friends, you are all ready I see?’
‘Yes’ said Otto, ‘we should have a chance of progressing through the rounds and maybe making the last seven now.’
At that Vezer looked thoughtful. He paused for a short while before he continued. ‘I feel you have misunderstood the situation, King Otto,’ he said. And there was no mistaking the accent that he placed on the title. ‘This is not like one of your little spring games festivals in the Town. This is a tournament to find the Angel’s champions. There will be no rounds. It is a straight melee with the last seven remaining being declared the winners.’
‘How do you know when you are eliminated, then’ asked Otto, although he was sure that he wouldn’t like the answer.
‘Because you will be dead or mortally wounded’ said Vezer.
Chapter 7
Vezer, along with the nine other Angels, stood on the balcony looking down at the group of people. He turned towards Otto and Sam and smiled at them, the first facial expression they had seen from any of the Angels. They were both cursing themselves for the stupid actions that had led to them being here. Because they had invoked the Angels promise, they now had to fight for their lives. Either that or they would permanently deprive the others in the Town of the Angel’s protection and good intentions. Neither of them had any illusions about their abilities in a straight fight, the only chance they had would be to try and stay out of most of the fighting and hope that the others wiped each other out. Either that or hope to be too badly wounded to continue, and yet still survive until help could get to them. Not a great pair of options.
Vezer spoke ‘When you hear the bell you may begin. As soon as the numbers have been reduced sufficiently a second bell will chime and you will all stop fighting. Everyone remaining at that time will be offered the chance to become a champion of the Angels and be involved in the dragon hunt. The combat is without rules or restrictions, alliances can be made, or broken, at will.’
Otto turned to Sam just as the bell rang out. ‘Sam, there is something I have to tell you before this begins. I had a dream last night and seeing these people has reminded’
Sam stared at Otto as his companions eyes glazed over and Otto slowly slumped to the ground. The mace seemed to be working of its own volition as it swept across, where Otto’s head had been, and down to the left. There was a sickening noise, that seemed to be a cross between a thud and a squish, and a patch of red appeared on the wall. Slowly the patch of red slid down the wall until it hit the floor. The cloak parted and the Ranger was revealed. He lay on the floor looking totally normal apart from a grey, red mess where his head used to be. Sam knelt down and held Otto’s body. What had happened? He had been sent along to look after Otto and now, in an eye’s blink, his friend was dead. At the back of Otto’s head he could see the, almost laughably, small incision where the ranger had driven his knife under the skull and into the brain. At least Otto had died quickly.
Sam felt a dreadful rage building inside him. They may have killed Otto but no-one was going to touch his body while Sam still stood. And, if he could possibly manage it, people were going to pay for this. He badly needed to hit something. Looking away from Otto, and back at the action, he realised that, once again, the mace seemed to be handling this situation better than he was. Without realising it he had been swinging the mace the whole time and it was only this threat that had been keeping the wolf at bay. Standing up Sam growled back at the wolf and then gave his whole self up to the rage and the mace.
Vezer sensed suspicion, and confusion, from Buvesz. ‘What is it?’ he thought towards the other Angel.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Buvesz ‘there is something about the blacksmith. It is almost as if he has touched the racial memory in his blood. I haven’t seen a fighting rage like this since we first met these people. Either that or someone is interfering in the tournament. But, if that were true, we would know it at once. So I suppose that it must just be that the old nature of these people is not buried as completely as we thought it was. Something to look into after this is all over, certainly.’
With the decision made the Angels looked back at the fighting below. The dwarf-like Minearbejder had finally reached Formuotuvas, the slight man who had poked fun at his size. True to his word Formuotuvas was still standing in his circle and didn’t seem to have even taken out a weapon, much less stopped smiling. Raising his axe above his head Minearbejder let out a mighty roar and charged. Formuotuvas stood and watched as Minearbejder rushed closer and closer. Then Formuotuvas burst out laughing as Minearbejder reached the circle and bounced off it as if it was a wall. The short stocky warrior landed flat on his backside and proceeded to give everyone who was listening a short, but expert, course in swearing. His helmet, dislodged by the impact, was rolling across the ground. Standing up again, he approached the short man more slowly, and carefully, the second time. When he was almost upon the circle he drew back his axe and took a mighty swing. The axe connected with whatever force was protecting the circle and, with a mighty flash, it broke through. Now it was Minearbejder’s turn to laugh and he raised the axe again as he stomped forwards. ‘Thee will need better than that baby trick to stop mighty Rockbiter my axe’ he said. ‘Prepare thee to go back to wherever thee came from.’ Another mighty swing and Rockbiter was cast against the man. And it went straight through him and out the other side. While Formuotuvas stood there, still smiling, with no signs of damage.
Meanwhile Rom and Rem had sauntered over towards the giant Revenire. As they walked over, Rom was pulling a pair of leather gauntlets onto his hands. They passed a little bit too close to the mercenary, Algotnu, and he, seeing them as distracted, launched a mighty blow at Rom’s head. Swift as a flash, Rem’s sword came out and deflected the blow to go high over his twins head. Rom finished pulling on his gauntlet and then, extending a finger, poked Algotnu in the chest saying ‘Mark’. The pair carried on walking. Algotnu just stood watching them walk off with a pensive look on his face. Now that Rom was wearing his gauntlets Rem started to pull his own gloves on.
And so they finished up in front of Revenire, with Rem still adjusting the cuff of his second glove. Disdainfully they stood there and eyed the giant up and down.
‘He is big’ Said Rom.
‘Aye he is big’ agreed Rem ‘but is he worthy?’
With a mighty roar Revenire grabbed his club and, much more quickly than seemed possible, swung it down on top of the twins trying to pound them into the floor. When the movement ceased he was amazed to see Rom and Rem standing each side of the club with Rem still finishing off the adjustment to his cuff.
‘Aye, he is worthy. Let’s dance’ said Rem and leaped into the air, over the club. Rom had meanwhile drawn his sword and was holding it horizontal with one hand on the pommel and the other holding the end. Rem landed with both feet on the sword and Rom flung his arms up in the air, the strength of the throw, combining with the spring in the blade, sent Rem into an arc over Revenire’s head. Somersaulting in mid air, Rem’s blade flashed as he passed Revenire’s face and then he was over and down the other side landing lightly on his feet behind the giant.
A trickle of blood ran down Revenire’s cheek and he realised that it was only by moving his head quickly that he had kept his eye. Roaring again he hefted his club and spun around to swat this annoying man who had so nearly blinded him. This, of course, left Rom completely alone behind the giant. With a classic swordsman’s lunge he sank six inches of his rapier into the back of Revenire’s thigh. Revenire had spun around to find Rem out of range and then felt the pain in his leg which made him switch back to Rom. This allowed Rem a free shot at his other leg as Rom recovered his lunge and easily backed away before the giant could turn. And so it continued, like two wolves slowly wearing down a giant bear. With Revenire’s size none of the strikes would be fatal, by themselves, but they would mount up as time passed.
Algotnu, after his brief brush with the twins, found himself facing Cinitajs, another of the mercenaries, and Johtaja. With a nod to each other the two mercenaries drew and faced the outlandish warrior from the steppes. ‘So’ Johtaja said ‘it takes two of you to take on one man does it? So be it.’ He drew both his curved swords and prepared to face the two mercenaries. They in turn locked their shields together, to present a solid wall, and advanced slowly forwards.
General Ton was facing the slight form of Yemno and, drawing his sword, he saluted the warrior. With a grunt, that may have been surprise, the young man returned the salute and then came to the ready position. Feigning an almighty swipe at Yemno’s head the general skilfully swept it into a slice aimed at the lad’s side. Quick as the manoeuvre was, Yemno was easily its equal as he blocked the sword with his shield and aimed a return cut at the general’s thigh. This, in turn, was blocked by the general’s shield. It was pretty obvious, just from the opening sallies, that these were two masters of the sword and that this would be a close contest.
Checking around to see that everyone was busily engaged the Assassin, Sline, concentrated for the moment on the third mercenary who was facing him. Sline was quite able to hold his own in a sword fight but that would not be his best chance. Thus he had no intention of doing so if it could be avoided. Besides, he had other business to look after. Extending his right arm he triggered the wrist mounted crossbow towards the mercenary and was moving, diving and rolling towards the left, even as the small bolt left the bow. Karavirs snapped his shield up and felt the impact of the bolt on it. He spared a quick glance at the front of the shield and saw the tell tale green stain dripping down it. ‘Ware the assassin, poison’ he shouted and then he was off in pursuit.
Sam was wondering what he could possibly do differently. The wolf was patiently keeping its distance. It was just lunging, now and then, and retreating when the mace was swung. He had not even come close to hitting it and, despite his strength; he would tire before the beast did. He risked a quick glance around to check that no-one else was near enough to attack him. And, when he turned back, he saw the wolf flying at his face. Throwing himself to one side he watched the wolf flash past his head and then hit the wall with all four feet. It pushed off and came back at him from a different angle dragging one set of claws across his arm leaving bleeding furrows behind it. Luckily it had been his left arm and the cuts were not too deep. However, he had certainly learned his lesson. Moving slightly he felt the body of Otto behind his left foot and had an idea. Deliberately stepping back with that leg he seemed to stumble over his friend. As he suspected the wolf was in the air at once and this time he was ready. The mace swung up and connected with the jaw of the wolf from below. He felt the same thump that he had felt when he connected with the ranger. This time, however, the result was different, the wolf vanished.
Minearbejder was stomping out the carved circle in the soil and swearing at the illusion that stood laughing at him. He was just starting to relate the intimate details of an encounter between the illusions mother and a band of wandering nomads when there was a mighty roar behind him. The mountain lion, that seemed to have come out of nowhere, stood on its hind legs and attached its mighty jaws to the dwarf’s neck. Holding on with its jaws and front claws it brought its hind legs up and raked them down his back. The armour that he was wearing was shredded by the strength of the legs and claws and fell off him. Now the lion had access to his back. However, the surprise that the beast had so far enjoyed had now worn off. Throwing himself backwards Minearbejder crushed the beast between himself and the wall. He took some more damage to his back, as he did so, but the beast dropped off him temporarily stunned.
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