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Astrid stared at the jutting turrets and stone walls that loomed over her and frowned.
What was this? A castle? She’d never heard of anything like this in Australia before. She rubbed the back of her head and winced as pain fingered across her skull and squeezed. It must be worse than she’d first thought – now she was hallucinating.
She trudged on, along the bottom of the hill, rubbing her aching hips. While she was more active than most people assumed from her size, her walks generally didn’t last longer than half an hour. She’d been searching for help for several hours now and her thighs, hips and lower back had been throbbing for most of her trek.
Maybe she should have tried to scramble back up the incline she’d fallen down, rather than hope there was help to be found down on the flat plain. Was it too late to turn back?
She pulled her mobile out of her jeans pocket and cursed. Still no reception.
She wasn’t going to die out here, was she? That seemed an unfair plan of the universe after all she’d done to be proactive in finding her place in life. Travelling. Trying new things. Going on holidays and examining herself deeply.
She rounded a spur in the side of the hill and stopped dead by the side of a road, staring at a most astonishing sight.
A band of men, all dressed in black with ropes pulling their robes into their waists, marched in twos along the road. She counted twenty, varying ages but all with similar, slight builds. Every one carried a staff as tall as he was.
It seemed she’d stumbled onto some sort of re-enactment. Hence the castle, she thought. She hated to get in their way, but if one of them had a satellite phone and could get her help…
She rushed forward. “Hello!”
They stopped, suddenly and in unison. Twenty heads swivelled to look at her, twenty gazes narrowed as they swept over her.
Great, she thought. Idiots that weren’t going to help her because she was fat.
Astrid held her hands out in front of her and tried to look pitiful. The way her head was thudding, she was sure it didn’t take much effort. “I’m so sorry for interrupting you, but –“
The men on the right line all lifted their staffs and pointed the ends at her. The gesture was so unexpectedly aggressive that Astrid stumbled back.
“I’m sorry.” She spoke quickly. “But _”
The ends of the staffs began to glow brilliant white. She stared, wondering how they’d built the light into the dark wood without the bulb being obvious.
A bolt of – something, lightning perhaps – flashed from one and was past her ear before it occurred to Astrid she was being attacked. She flung herself to the ground, groaning as she hit, her hands over her head.
She lay in the dirt, quivering, waiting, wondering what the hell was going on. A pair of dirty feet, encased in brown sandals, came into her line of vision.
“Who are you?” The man’s voice was heavily accented.
“I’m Astrid Summer. I’m here on holidays. I fell down a hill, bumped my head and now I’m lost. I just want to get back to my hotel.” She didn’t dare move. There was something seriously wrong here, and she couldn’t tell what it was.
“You are from the castle.”
“No.” Astrid shook her head, then moaned. “No, I was just looking for help.”
“You are here to spy on us.”
Wow, they are really taking this re-enactment seriously. Thinking that she now wouldn’t be attacked again, Astrid slowly sat up. The man standing over her looked to be in his forties. His brow was heavily creased, his eyes dark and narrowed.
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry to interrupt your play, but I need help. I’m hurt. Please?”
The man’s frown deepened, creasing his forehead. “Our play?”
“Oh please, stop. I need a panadol.” Astrid put her head in her hands and closed her eyes.
She was barely aware the man was moving, her focus on controlling the pain and the nausea that was rising with it. He grasped her chin and wrenched her head upward and she gasped and then moaned, tears welling in her eyes. The man leant toward her, looking deep into her eyes. Then he lifted his hand and waved it over her head.
Warm air rushed over her and the headache was gone. Astrid blinked and stared up at him. Magic. He’d just used magic on her.
She wasn’t in Australia any more.
“Answer me true. Are you from the castle?”
“No. I’m a traveller, lost.”
The man released her and stood. He turned to his companions and they began speaking in a language that Astrid not only didn’t understand, but couldn’t identify.
She slowly got to her feet. Her muscles and joints still ached from overuse, but at least the headache was gone.
She looked up at the castle and slowly shook her head. This was real. The castle. These strange men. The staffs, with whatever their power was.
Stay calm Astrid, she told herself. Just take this one step at a time until you work out whether you’re just dreaming, or you’ve come to a real place and you need to get the hell outta here.
The man turned back to her. “You pose a dilemma,” he said in his deep voice. “If you are innocent, and we kill you, we will have that on our conscience for all eternity. If you are a spy, and we don’t kill you, you will destroy us.”
“There’s a third alternative,” Astrid said. “I’m innocent, you don’t kill me and everyone lives happily ever after.”
“We cannot trust you,” he said. “We will leave you here, under guard. Once our business has been transacted, then we will decide your innocence and what to do with you.”
So Astrid found herself with her back against a rocky cliff-face, one of the black robed men with his staff pointed right at her chest, while the rest of the party started up the hill to the castle.
Please let this be a dream, she thought. Please, please, please.
She shook herself. She forced her eyes open, super wide. She pinched herself. Nothing.
“Stop squirming,” her guard growled. He was more a teenager than a man – his chin still smooth but the hands that gripped the staff were sure. His eyes flicked over her body and seemed to settle for a moment on her cleavage before scuttling away.
“What will you do if I don’t?”
“Kill you.”
“That seems a bit drastic.”
“Better than have you give us up to Lord Hemold.”
She guessed that was the owner of the castle. Somehow, she’d managed to travel from Australia to another land and find herself in the middle of – a neighbourhood dispute?
Regardless, she should try to get out of here and back home. Astrid looked at her guard closely. Running away wasn’t an option – he was too quick for that. But maybe she could convince him to let her go.
“I’m not going to give you up,” she said. “I don’t know what this is about. I don’t know who you are.” He scowled at that. “I don’t. Seriously. Are you a priest or something?”
“I am a member of the Magister Fretana.”
Like that helped. “Look, I just want to go home. I don’t want to be involved in whatever trouble it is you have going on here. If you’d just let me, I swear I’ll walk away. I’ll go there.” She pointed toward the woods across the fields, the direction she’d come from. “I won’t do anything to hurt you or your friends.”
“The master said you will stay here until they return. You will stay here.”
Astrid pulled a face. So simple pleading wouldn’t work – time to move onto something more.
“Please?” As she spoke, she reached up and undid the buttons of her plaid shirt. Underneath, she had a camisole over her bra, so she wasn’t going to be completely revealing herself, but he’d see a lot. “I’ll make it worth your while.” She unveiled a cleavage that over the years many men had seen fit to dive into, even if some people told her it was unsightly.
The guard’s eyes widened as his gaze fastened on the deep crevice that separated her breasts. He swallowed and then glared at Astrid.
“You do me a disservice by so acting against my vows.”
Ah, so he was a priest of some sort. “What vows?”
“You can pretend ignorance all you want, but I will not believe your lies.”
She wanted to shake him. Instead, she pushed one shoulder of the shirt off, baring her skin. “I’m not doing anything that wrong.”
The hand holding the staff began to shake. “Clothe yourself.”
“Not until you tell me why I should.” She started to push the other shoulder off.
The staff exploded, the bolt passing so close to Astrid that she smelt burnt hair. She screamed and ducked, and as she tried to cower against the rock of the hill felt herself falling back…
She hit the ground hard and lay, half in and half out a doorway carved in the rock. She lifted her head from the stone floor to look at the guard. He stared at the entrance that had opened in the mountain, first with amazement and then with glee.
“A secret passage,” he said. Then he looked at Astrid. “So, it would seem you’re not from the castle after all or you would not have enraged me and risked revealing this entrance.”
“I told you that.” Astrid used the wall to help herself up, her legs quaking. “I’m not from around here at all. I’m a traveller, lost. That’s why I don’t know about your vows, or what you are.”
The guard shook his head. “You speak the trade tongue. You must have heard of the Magister Fretana.”
Astrid shook her head. “No. No, I haven’t.”
The guard looked at the dark corridor that was now leading into the hill. “Then I shall tell you as we surprise Lord Hemold.”
# # #
The tunnel led to a set of stairs, and as they went up them the guard told her everything. He had plenty of time – they had to stop several times for Astrid to catch her breath. Generally, she was quite happy being what she termed a voluptuous goddess, but there were times that a little less weight would be helpful – such as having to walk up hundreds of stairs.
The guard explained that he was a treate in the magister, and thus was unable to lie with a woman or man, whatever his choice. In fact, he wasn’t even allowed to satisfy himself – all his energy and urges were to go into powering his study.
No wonder he’d reacted so strongly to her display of flesh.
The Magister was a reclusive order of mages whose first priority was the study of magic. Their fortifications were a few hours march from the castle, which was the home of Lord Hemold.
Therein lay the reason the mages had been marching – the lord had stolen a magical artefact, the very centre of their observances. It held important healing powers, which made it much prized, and the mages wanted it back.
The staircase ended in a solid stone door. A hard push was enough to have it grate slowly open.
It led into a bedchamber – a large wooden bed against one wall, a chest at the foot of it, a low set of drawers on another wall. On the opposite wall was a wooden door – the real entrance to the room.
Astrid stood in the centre, hauling breath into her lungs as she looked around. A man’s room, she decided. There was nothing feminine here – nothing pretty, nothing crafty, no make-up or hair items.
The mage guard gasped and rushed forward toward the drawers. On the top was a circular wooden statue, with a brass base. The mage swooped it up and cradled it to his chest.
“The artefact?” Astrid said.
The mage nodded. “Come, we will go back and let the master know and –“ He stopped, gasped – again – and rushed forward – again.
Astrid saw what he was attempting a moment too late – the door they’d entered through was swinging shut.
It slid into position and the mage thumped on it, then pulled on it, then even shot some power from his staff at it to no avail – the door remained shut.
They were trapped.
The mage started toward the other door, but stopped when the sound of men’s voices filtered through the wood. There were people outside. Then the door creaked a little open but stopped – someone was about to come in.
The mage, still holding the artefact, dived under the bed. Astrid considered following him, but it was clear even if she could squeeze under that both of them weren’t going to fit under there. Maybe she could fit into the chest –
The door was pushed fully open and Astrid’s heart seized. This was it. She was going to die.
The man who stepped in was tall and well built, although he looked no older than her mage guard. His brown hair was cropped close to his head and he wore a long embroidered tunic over trousers that were roped to his legs.
The man stared at Astrid. His eyes moved over her and when they returned to meet her gaze they were shining with interest.
“What are you doing here?” he said softly.
Astrid thought quickly. “I was sent up here, my lord.” She curtseyed, hoping what popular culture in Australia taught passed for obedience also worked in this strange land.
“Were you indeed? Why?”
What reason would a woman have for waiting in a lord’s chamber? Astrid could think of only one. She cocked out a hip and smiled at him, twisting her torso a little so it was clear her shirt was open and her cleavage on clear view. “To entertain you, my lord.”
He smiled. “Well, you’re much more pleasing to the eye than the normal line of women procured for me. Scrawny things. Unfortunately, your timing is terrible. I have some trouble downstairs.” As he spoke, he crossed to the chest and opened it. He pulled out something thick and pulled it over his head – some sort of padded over-garment, Astrid decided.
Then he pulled out a sword and strapped it to his hip, followed by gauntlets and Astrid’s mouth fell open. He was dressing for war.
What had the mages done?
“I shouldn’t be too long, it’s just the mages causing a bit of a fuss. A quick discussion at the length of my sword and they’ll be off. Will you wait for me?”
“Sure,” Astrid whispered. It seemed clear that this was Hemold himself.
The lord walked over to her and before Astrid had a clue of his intent, he’d grabbed the back of her head and pressed his lips to hers.
The kiss was hard but hot and despite the situation, Astrid felt a part of her respond.
“For good luck,” Hemold said and then he left. Astrid stood in the middle of the room, heart thudding, wondering what the hell to do next.
Then the mage scrambled out of from under the bed. “Do you use sex to try to control every man?” he said.
“It works,” Astrid said.
He shook his head. “Come,” he said. “We’ll have to go out the window.”
Astrid followed him over and quickly decided it was a terrible idea. The window, a narrow slit in the thick stone wall, was at least two stories off the ground, and that didn’t count the hill that probably added another five or six stories.
The mage went first, pressing his thin frame through the window. Soon, he was balanced with one hand holding the inside of the window, his other hand holding his staff out over the drop. The artefact, Astrid noted, was tucked into his belt.
“Come,” he said.
“I can’t.”
He frowned. “Why not?”
“I can’t fit.” She patted her round stomach and hips to get the message across. Being big, blonde and beautiful wasn’t serving her right now.
The mage frowned. He twisted his lips. He looked to the sky. Then he nodded and glared at Astrid.
“Then I wish you luck, whore,” said the mage. To Astrid’s astonishment, he stepped out onto the air. He gave her a salute and then he descended, as if he was in an elevator.
Astrid tried to watch him but couldn’t. She turned around and slumped against the wall.
Fantastic. The mages had the artefact, and they’d probably clear off soon. That left her, alone and defenceless, against a soon-to-be-enraged warrior lord.
She pinched herself, several times. Nope, still not a dream. This was real, and she was going to have to be clever or she’d be really dead.
# # #
Half an hour later, Hemold returned. He’d left his padding and sword elsewhere and was once again in just the tunic and leggings. He closed the door and leant against it, smiling at Astrid.
“My apologies, my lovely. But the mages are gone, and we now have time to entertain ourselves.”
Astrid stood by the window, on the other side of the room to the drawers. The longer she kept Hemold’s attention from his missing treasure, the better, she thought.
“How wonderful of you, to have vanquished them.” Astrid smiled. She’d taken off her shirt and now the ample curves of her body were on clear display in the camisole and jeans.
Hemold frowned. “Actually, they just ran away, which is a concern. But not for you to worry about.” His eyes ran over her. “Such strange attire you wear. Men’s clothing, yet not.”
Astrid searched for a quick answer. “I was doing men’s work when I was called to your presence and did not have time to change.”
“I am not complaining.” Hemold sauntered forward. “I find it refreshing, to be able to see your beauty so easily.” He eased his arms around Astrid’s waist.
So it seemed in order to escape, she was going to have let a handsome man make love to her. Well, she was sure she could bear the sacrifice.
The kisses were warm, deep and satisfactory. Hemold’s hands on her body as he unclothed her (he found the jeans a difficult dilemma) were thrilling.
Then Astrid was on the bed, naked and hungry and watching the lord take his own sweet time in undressing as his eyes roved over her.
Then his gaze slipped away. It took a moment for Astrid to realise she no longer held his attention.
When he looked back at her, the red hot desire had morphed into a red hot rage. “Where is it?”
Oh damn, he’d noticed. “Where is what?”
“Don’t lie to me.” Hemold reached down to his boot, still on his feet and drew a knife. Then he leapt forward, straddling Astrid’s waist and holding the knife at her throat. “Where is the artefact?”
“The mage took it,” she whispered.
“What mage?”
“The mage that brought me here.”
“You’re one of them.”
The knife nicked her skin and Astrid yelped. She was going to die.
“No. They captured me, and when he found the hidden staircase he forced me here. Then he abandoned me when he found the artefact.”
They stilled, like a tableau, the only sound Astrid’s thudding heart and their panting. Then Hemold swore, threw the knife away and jumped off Astrid.
He paced up and down the room, swearing and cursing. Astrid sat up, pulling the cover of the bed around her.
Then Hemold stopped, put his head in his hands and moaned. “Then she is lost to me.”
“Who?”
“My sister. She is a ward of the king. No, let us speak truth – she is a prisoner of the king. If I don’t deliver the artefact to him, then she will be married off to one of his cronies, or worse just given to them all.”
“Oh, no. That’s terrible.”
He shook his head. “I asked the mages for it, begged them for the sake of my sister, but they refused. I had to steal it. But now they have it back, and this time it will be hidden away and I will never be able to get it.” He came over and slumped on the bed, next to her.
Astrid thought it over. “Has the king ever seen the artefact?”
Hemold looked up at her. “No, although he described it to me.”
“Then you can make another one and give that to him.”
“Except the artefact is magical. He’ll know a fake when he tries to use it.”
“What is it for?”
“Healing.”
“So the king is ill?”
Hemold snorted. “More he doesn’t want to fall ill. Far be it for him to suffer such a commonality.”
More thinking. “Could the mages make it magical?”
Hemold frowned. “Why would they help me?”
“Because they have to understand that you had no choice. And they owe me one.”
“Why are you helping me with this? After I almost killed you.”
“Because I like to help people and I can’t stand that your sister’s right to be happy is being stolen from her,” Astrid said.
“You are as good and kind as you are beautiful.”
Astrid smiled. “Let’s go catch up with mages and see if we can’t convince them to help you.”
# # #
They went in Hemold’s coach – Astrid being unable to ride. They quickly caught up with the mages, who were once again marching in formation.
As they approached, Hemold ordered the coach slowed to a walk and for a white flag to be waved, so it would be clear they did not pose a threat.
The mages didn’t fire, but all the staffs were pointed threateningly as Hemold helped Astrid from the coach.
The master mage who had healed her stepped forward. “You will not have the artefact,” he said. “My men will die before we allow it to be defiled by you again.”
“We don’t want the artefact,” Astrid said, deciding it best that she do the speaking so the two men couldn’t descend into macho stupidity. “But we thought you could still be of help. And you owe me, after your man abandoned me in Lord Hemold’s chamber.” She sought out her guard and glared at him.
“This is true,” the master mage said. “We will listen.”
Astrid quickly explained her plan. By the end, the mage’s lips were twisted and his eyes were bright.
“You are a clever woman,” he said. “I’m glad I healed you and didn’t kill you. Yes, we can fashion a false artefact and even make it appear magical. But neither of the artefacts will achieve what the king wants. What will you do when he realises he is doomed to disappointment?” He directed the question to Hemold.
“That I do not know,” Hemold said. “I have no good reason to remove my sister from the king’s household and until I do, she is in danger.”
“Not if there is a way we can convince the king she is more valuable alive and uninjured,” Astrid said. “The king is overly concerned with his longevity, correct?”
“He wishes to live forever,” Hemold said.
“What if he thought your sister could make that happen?”
“It would keep her safe, until such time as he realises she cannot.”
“And that gives you time to work out how to get her out of there, right?”
“It could keep her safe for many years,” the master mage said. “That is better than her current situation.”
“You can’t always get happily ever after, but you can get happily for now,” Astrid said.
“We can work an incantation into the new artefact that will react to your sister and your sister alone,” the master mage said. “If the king thinks she is the one who can use the artefact –“
“I shudder to think of her in any danger,” Hemold said. “But if this will give us time to save her, let us do it.”
# # #
The master mage used some of the girl’s clothing left in her room in the castle to mould the incantation to her. It took a couple of days, and Astrid and Hemold took advantage of the wait to conclude what had been started in his chamber.
Then it was time for Hemold to take the artefact to the king. Astrid was lying in his bed, wrapped in his sheets when he came to say goodbye.
He kissed her. “Will you still be here when I return? I could use your wisdom in helping me plan my sister’s escape?”
Astrid thought about her friends and family back in Australia. They’d be missing her, but then here she’d finally found the purpose she’d been looking for all her life. She’d stay until his sister was safe, she decided. And see if the master mage could find a way to get in touch with her real life and let people know not to worry about her.
This family needed her.
“Yes,” she said. Hemold’s smile was wonderful thanks, his kiss a just reward.
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