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Chapter 1

	I was flung towards the corner at breakneck speed. The breath was knocked out of me, and I let out a small yelp as my back smashed into the turnbuckle. I crumbled to the mat bruised and battered. It was a hell of a way to earn $120, even if I was doing what I loved to do, what I aspired to make a career of - Pro Wrestling.

	Pretty Eddie was busy preening to his adoring crowd. Like spectators in a Roman gladiatorial arena, they were baying for blood, my blood to be precise.

	‘You alright Jake?’ It was Jay Cipriano, the referee and he looked apprehensive.

	‘What the hell is he doing?’ I managed in between small choking gasps, my hand massaging my lower back region.

	‘He’s out of control kiddo,’ Jay said with a grim face. ‘Hang in there.’

	We were 15 minutes into the Orlando Hardcore Wrestling (OHW) tag team championship taking place in Timber Creek high-school basketball court. A small but voracious crowd of die-hard wrestling fans were being hugely entertained by the mauling I was getting from the current tag-team champions, favorites and crowd darlings: Pretty Eddie Jones and Brice - wild-man - Sampson.

	‘Christ here he comes!’ I was wedged in the ring corner clutching my belly as Pretty Eddie aka Brandon Smith stamped his size 13 on the floor time after time, a signal of more violence to come. He was in the opposite corner urging me to straighten so he could perform one of his patented moves…the rear smear.

	I could have moved out of the way, I could have made it to my tag-team partner, Cool Jude, who was chomping at the bits to come in but I was nothing if not a gamer. I would take my beating like a man because that’s how the match was scripted.

	I closed my eyes and muttered a short prayer as Pretty Eddie, all 6’4 and 220 pounds of rock-solid muscle, hurtled towards me like a runaway train. At the last moment he turned his back and smashed into me with his ample rock solid butt. I took the full force of the hit in my solar plexus. As usual Eddie’s technique was terrible and instead of pulling out, he had gone all in, winding me badly. Clutching my tummy, I crumbled to the floor in pain and crawled slowly to the centre of the ring.

	‘Come on dude, tag me.’ Cool Jude, my tag-team wrestling partner, was reaching out with his long muscular arms from our corner. There was a look of rage on his face. Even if I wanted to tag Cool Jude in I couldn’t, all the air had been knocked out of me and all I wanted to do was curl up and die. Cool Jude had started the match and tagged me in early, since then I had been hit with several illegal closed fists, drop kicked flush in the jaw, body slammed with excessive force onto the hard mat and generally tossed about with impunity by a maniac who disregarded all the rules of pro wrestling.

	‘He’s going to his finishing move now. The Jack Hammer.’ Jay Cipriano said a worried look on his broad face. He was lying down next to me, as he was only 3 foot 11 he didn’t have long to go to reach the floor.

	‘After that, it’s a wrap. You get the three count, they win, and hopefully, you live.’ He had barely finished when I felt myself being dragged up by my hair.

	‘Th - the jackhammer?’ I asked Pretty Eddie hopefully. It was a finishing move, made famous by WWE wrestler Kevin Owens and copied (very poorly) by Pretty Eddie in which I would be slung into the ropes rebounding to be lifted upwards and slammed on to my back with devastating force. At the best of times it was excruciatingly painful; performed by someone as technically inept and unhinged as Pretty Eddie it was downright dangerous, but at least if I survived it would be over and done with.

	‘The Jack hammer? Naaa, not yet bud…the crowd’s loving it,’ Pretty Eddy said, shouting to make himself heard above the din of the crowd.

	The Eddies, a section of the crowd made up of rabid fans (mostly teenage and pre-teen girls) who adored Pretty Eddie, were baying like a pack of hyenas. They didn’t call Eddie “pretty” for nothing. He was 6’4 with dark curls, blue eyes and a chiselled tanned face that wouldn’t be out of place on a cheesy romantic book cover.

	His physique was nothing short of perfection. Superbly muscled and perfectly tanned, he looked like he had been created as a limited edition prototype in a Greek god making factory. The girls loved him, and that’s why he was top billing in our second rate wrestling show despite the fact he had no wrestling skills whatsoever.

	‘Whatdayamean?’ I blurted out in alarm. ‘The match’s to end now….owwwww!!’

	He hurled me by my hair to the centre of the ring, tucked my head in the crook of his elbow, and drove it down into the mat with a sickening thud.

	For a few minutes, I saw stars. I moaned in misery as I realized that he meant to prolong the match and my agony. Pretty Eddie turned towards the Eddies, posing and flexing his bulging muscles, sending his fans crazy.

	‘Eddie’s gonna kill you - Eddie’s gonna kill you,’ they chanted.

	I honestly feared for my life so while Eddie was preoccupied with his adoring and bloodthirsty fans, I crawled slowly to my corner and reached out to tag Cool Jude.

	He slapped my hand and skipped over the ropes nimbly into ring. Lifting me up he said, ‘You alright dude? He was laying into you real good.’ I nodded barely able to talk.

	‘I can’t do it anymore Jude - he’s nuts! You finish the match. Make it good and don’t mess up.’ There was a look in his eyes that I had never seen before as he stared at the broad, brown back of Pretty Eddie who was flexing, to his adoring fans, blissfully oblivious to the fact that I had tagged Jude in.

	‘Don’t do anything crazy, Jude,’ I croaked as he strode purposely towards Eddie.

	I should tell you at this point that Cool Jude is a behemoth. 6’7 255 pounds of rippling ebony muscle. He was a wrestling high school all American and a proud owner of a black belt in jiu-jitsu…Pretty Eddie was no slouch, but cool Jude was on another level of badness.

	At this time Eddie turned, and his eyes widened as he saw Jude had tagged in. There must have been something in Jude’s eyes that warned of the impending danger because he yelped and tried to exit the ring as Jude crossed over in two graceful bounds. Jude grabbed a chunk of neon green pants and dragged him back into the ring, then quickly and expertly put him in one of those Brazilian jiu-jitsu arm-locks that could promptly snap a limb. ‘Shit…holy shit….holy shit…JUDE…quit it!’

	Jay Cipriano was desperately trying to pry pretty Eddies arm from the arm-lock, but he might have well have been trying to move a mountain.

	Pretty Eddie was tapping frantically now, his handsome face turning purple as he yelled in pain. Finally Jude came to his senses and released Eddie. I rushed into the ring and screeched to a halt in front of Cool Jude.

	‘That will teach him,’ he muttered. There was a crazed look on his face.

	Pretty Eddie was whimpering on the mat being attended to by the Jay Cipriano and a doctor.

	There was a hush in the crowd, and most of them were on their feet, unsure if breaking the star man’s arm was part of the script.

	‘You guys are in trouble now.’ The words were muttered by Pretty Eddie’s tag team partner, Brice who was in the centre of the ring, a worried look on his stupid broad features. ‘Biiiig trouble,’ he said, before crouching to check how many pieces Pretty Eddie’s arm had been broken into. Jay Cipriano turned to us with a grim face. ‘Well boys,’ he said, handing us the championsip belts, ‘I guess you are the new tag team champions.’

	Jerry Cipriano, CEO Orlando Hardcore Wrestling (OHW) was unhappy, no, scratch that, Jerry Cipriano CEO Orlando Hardcore Wrestling (OHW) was incandescent with rage. ‘What the hell do you two morons think you were doing out there? Are you trying to ruin my business? Are you two douche-bags crazy?’

	We were in the locker room dressing up after a quick shower. I slammed a locker door shut and turned around.

	‘The crazy one is your poster boy Pretty Eddie. He’s a sociopath in tights. Just look at my face.’ He peered at my face, thick stubby fingers wrapped around a smoldering cigar. ‘Okay, so he’s not the best technician in the world,’ he said with a grimace as he noted my bruised multi-colored face. ‘But he’s our major draw. In our industry, charisma and swagger trumps technique.’

	‘Not the best technician,’ Jay Cipriano scoffed. ‘That boy can’t wrestle for shit. He’s going to kill somebody one of these days and then where will your precious company be?’

	Jerry Cipriano glared down at his younger brother who drew himself up to his full 3’11 inches height.

	‘Technique,’ he boomed, ‘can be learned. Swagger can’t be. The cardinal rule of wrestling is that you stick to the script and the script,’ he turned to Jude and me, ‘was not for you two chumps to be tag-team champions.’

	‘Look, Jerry,’ I said bristling, ‘that dude was hitting me with closed fists. Not just love taps, I’m talking Deontay Wilder like hay-makers. I tried to stick to the script, but the nut-job was enjoying maiming me so much he forgot that he had to win.’

	Jerry Cipriano hopped from foot to foot and made a sound that sounded like a pregnant elephant in labor.

	‘You are the experienced wrestler. You are the dude who's been wrestling for 6 years.’

	He closed the gap between me and tapped my chest with his thick stubby finger. ‘You control the fight. You don’t tap in the psycho,’ he jerked his head in Jude’s direction, ‘who proceeds almost to rip our star attractions arm out. Do you know that girls were bawling their eyes out when he was stretchered off?’

	‘Oh lay off them,’ Jay Cipriano said, coming in-between Jerry and I. ‘It’s a good thing he’s out of commission because that boy is only good for looking at. He can’t wrestle, he has only one functioning brain cell, and he is totally unable to follow the simplest instruction and is a general danger to anybody who gets in the ring with him.’

	The two brothers glared at each other, the elder Cipriano was only 5’4, but he towered above his brother.

	‘Why don’t you give real wrestlers a chance? When last did I get a match?’ Jay Cipriano continued. ‘Look, Jay, you don’t exactly get midget - sorry small people - wrestlers knocking down on my door, besides, you are the best referee we have.’

	He turned to me. ‘Where are the belts?’ We were handed the belts by a confused Jay when Eddie had tapped out. We gave them to Jerry who draped them on his broad shoulders.

	‘This is how it goes. Eddie’s the star draw. 50% of the fans come to see him. Okay, I admit his wrestling skills aren’t the best, but it just means that we will all have to help him along. From next week, if he’s up to it, Jake gives him extra lessons.’

	‘I don’t have time for that moron,’ I said through gritted teeth.

	‘You make time, or you are out. You are all lucky I don’t fire you for this mess.’

	He pulled his trousers up to as his pouch would allow.

	‘In 3 weeks, we are going to have Hardcore Gore 4. I have a lot on the line and you three,’ he pointed to us, in turn, a glower on his face, ‘are not going to ruin it for me.’

	With that, he left, muttering curse words as he faded from view.

	‘What a jerk,’ Jay said glaring after him. I groaned. The last thing I wanted to do was tutor Pretty Eddie on ring-craft. Jude, who had said, and generally says little, shrugged and buttoned up his shirt.

	We trudged out to the parking lot and got into my battered 2001 Ford F-150 jalopy. We were all downcast and frustrated. As the most experienced wrestler in the ring, I knew I should have managed the match better and was now stuck with the prospect of spending valuable time with a certified mad-man. Jay was mad because he hadn’t had a proper match in years and Jude was fuming because he had missed an opportunity to break Eddie's arm.

	After 20 minutes of steady driving, I pulled over beside the Orange Cavern bar. ‘Sure you guys don’t want a drink?’ Jay said, carefully exiting the car.

	‘No thanks Jay,’ I said. Jude shook his head glumly. ‘Suit yourself. I’m going to get drunk and chat up some ladies.’ With that, he left for the bar, his tiny legs moving quickly.

	Jude lived a couple of blocks from me. I drove in silence until we got to the house he shared with Mama Irene, his grandma. He got out. ‘Look, man,’ Jude said, lowering his bulk, so we were eye level. ‘I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have done what I did. I know how much this wrestling thing means to you.’ I smiled. ‘Don’t sweat it, man. It was fun to watch him turning purple. Jude smiled back, thrust his massive hands in his trouser pockets and walked away.

	I found my girlfriend drinking iced-tea and watching some chick flick on cable TV when I got home. ‘Hello kitten,’ I said and kissed her on the forehead, before plunking down next to her on the sofa. ‘Shit Jake Briggs, what the hell happened to you. Looks like you went a couple of rounds with Connor Mcgregor.’ She got up and brightened the light to get a better look. ‘Jesus, I thought wrestling was fake?’

	‘Well it isn’t fake really, but we aren’t exactly meant to bash peoples face in like the MMA, but Eddie never got that memo.’

	‘Eddie? You mean that total hottie?’ The look I gave her wiped the hypergamous smile off her face.

	‘Oh dear I’m sorry, but you have to admit he is smoking. Not that he’s my type though. I prefer my men lean with just the hint of nerdy cool.’

	‘Owww!!’ she had made to kiss me and touched my bruise making me wince.

	‘Sorry.’ I shifted on the couch. I wasn't exactly the jealous type, but it stung that my girlfriend, the soon to be mother of my child, thought my mortal enemy was a “total hottie.”’

	‘Oh cheer up and tell me what happened.’

	I gave her an abridged version.

	‘Well at least you are on record as being tag team champions,’ she said brightly. I gave her a, that’s-no-consolation-look and said, ‘We have to give that up next month. We don’t even get to keep our belts.’

	‘So sowwey baby,’ she said in her fake baby voice which never failed to cheer me up. She was super cute in a Kirsten Stewart kind of way. Nice bright intelligent brown eyes in a heart-shaped face. The chin was a bit too prominent for her to be a classic beauty, but I was a sucker for her pouty lips and lean athletic frame.

	‘Want a beer?’ She was already getting up and heading for the kitchen. Sure I said reaching for the remote control. I channel surfed until I found a soccer game then I heard her scream.

	I got up and soon was with her in the kitchen.

	‘What?’ I said, finding her staring out of the window.

	‘He was there. My stalker…he was downstairs staring up at me.’ Her face was white as chalk and she shook as she spoke.

	The first time Sally saw him was 3 weeks ago. She was home alone doing some washing up when she had sighted a tall, lean man, around 60 years of age, dressed in a grey coat and wearing a Minnesota Wild cap staring up at her from across the street. Sally was so spooked she had called me at work, and I had to rush home to calm her down. The next time she saw him, she was driving into the street, and he was walking past; their eyes met, and she described them as “cold and dead.” The third time was 6 days ago, again she was in the kitchen, and he was on the street below, staring up at her impassively. That was the last straw, I had called the Police and made a report. There wasn’t a whole lot they could do but, they had given us good solid security advice and told us to make detailed notes of the sightings. From then on, whenever she wanted to leave the house, I accompanied Sally to her car, and she always had a co-worker from her work drive down with her and make sure she entered our apartment block safely.

	I held Sally close to me. ‘Where the hell is he now?’ I asked.

	‘He’s gone. But he was there alright…staring at me. I’m so scared Jake.’

	‘Listen kitten, I’m going home to Miami and getting my gun.’

	She looked up at me. ‘No Jake. I hate guns.’ I made an exasperated sound. ‘But this guy could be a psycho. I’m not going to wait and not do anything. I could never live with myself if anything happened to you.’

	She smiled. ‘That’s cute Jake,’ and leaned in to give me a kiss. She sighed. ‘Okay Jake, but keep it away from me…somewhere safe.’ ‘Sure. How about that beer?’

	 

	


Chapter 2

	‘So that’s how I sold two paintings and a pot. Isn’t that great?’

	I loved my Mum. Susan Briggs had her faults, but her quirky ways, infectious enthusiasm, and big heart always made me smile. She had just made 90 dollars selling some of her artwork which she conjured up in her basement and sold in a small craft shop in Aventura Miami, you would have thought she had won a million dollars in a lottery.

	‘So,’ she said breathlessly. ‘What’s happening with you?’

	I puffed on a cigarette and tapped ash on the street. Lunchtime was almost over at the Pizzeria where I worked at, but there was just enough time to fill her in on what was going on in my life. ‘Nothing much. I almost got concussed in my last wrestling match, and Sally has a stalker.’

	‘Concussed? Stalker?’ I finally had my kooky mom’s attention. It had always been like that ever since I was born 20 long years ago; sometimes I wondered who the parent was, I seemed to have infinitely more common sense, and that was not saying much judging by my career choices and how many knocks on the head I was getting. I gave her a blow by blow account.

	She listened carefully. ‘You want me to bring your gun?’

	That surprised me. Mum hated leaving her little craft shop, she hated guns even more and had tried to get me to get rid of it several times.

	‘No. I’ll come to get it in a few weeks. We’ll manage until then.’

	‘I’m worried Jake.’ I arched an eyebrow. My mom was the most carefree, laid back person ever. I had never known her to worry. ‘Don’t worry Mom. I make sure I always see Sally to her car every night, and her work has been notified. They take it in turns to see her at the end of her shift.’ ‘If you say so,’ she said. ‘But if I can get Charlie to watch the cats and shop I think I’ll come anyway. We haven’t caught up in a while.’ Charlie was Mom’s 65-year-old next door neighbor, and not so secret admirer. They shared a love for felines, craft, and other assorted eccentricities.

	‘What does this stalker….man, look like?’ She asked.

	‘He’s in his 60’s; tall, thin with gray washed up eyes. He has a scar across his face and long silvery hair. He’s very pale, almost - what’s the word Sally used - translucent.’

	She was quiet for a moment. ‘Just be careful,’ she said finally.

	We talked about this, and that then said goodbye. As I entered the kitchen of Mo’s pizzeria, Jude, who worked alongside me with 4 others smiled.

	‘Just in time. Orders are coming in.’

	We were busy for the next 3 hours, it was non-stop work until closing time. At 9 pm we signed off and got into my Ford F-150 and headed home. Jude Cahill was being even more taciturn than ever, but I was used to it. We had met in 8 grade in high-school and had become fast friends. He was a Californian who had moved to Orlando to live with his grandmother. I knew nothing about his Californian life. He never talked about his parents nor siblings or any family. His life seemed to revolve around Grandma Irene and wrestling.

	He wasn't the greatest conversationalist in the world, but tonight he stunned me. ‘Look, Jake,’ he said, ‘I apologize for what I did to Pretty Eddie. I know what wrestling means to you.’ Anytime Jude spoke more than a couple of words I took note; he was sigma as fuck.

	He was right, wrestling was very important to me. Ever since I was a little boy, I had idolized the likes of Edge and Jericho, and it was my over-riding ambition to get to the very top of professional wrestling. Jude as my best friend had caught the bug, but he was nowhere as passionate as I was, though, when I was being totally honest with myself I had to admit that he was way more likely to get to the top before me. Things just seemed to come easy to him, plus he was huge and athletic and good looking, in a sturdy hulking sort of way anyway.

	‘Sally’s got a stalker you know,’ I informed him. ‘Yeah?’ He said in a bored tone.

	I told him about the stalker, and he listened impassively. ‘That dude? I saw him.’ We had reached his apartment, and I steered the car to the curb and switched off the engine, peering at him in astonishment.

	If you had slapped me across the face, I couldn’t have been more startled. ‘Dude comes to our matches. Skinny white dude. Very white. Whitest motherfucker I ever have seen.’

	‘Hold-up, hold-up, hold up!’ I was stunned. ‘You mean you’ve seen Sally’s stalker, and you never thought to tell me?’

	He shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘How was I to know he was a stalker? All sorts of weirdos come to our shows.’ He had a point there. There were the Eddies for instance.

	I gripped at the steering wheels until my knuckles went white and the realization hit me like a bolt from the blue. Sally wasn’t the one being stalked; I was being stalked! ‘But how can you be sure?’

	‘How many goofy looking old white men with long white hair and a scar that run from his head to his chin are there?’ Jude said blandly.

	I just sat stunned. ‘Listen, dude,’ he continued, ‘gotta go. Don’t sweat it. This city is full of weirdos.’ With that, he left.

	I stayed in my car letting it all sink for a while then looked furtively up and down the dimly lit street and seeing nobody, I started my car and drove away.

	I was in the ring with Pretty Eddie. It was to be a two-hour practice session, and I wasn’t looking forward to it. He had been sheepish when we met outside of the gym. ‘Hey, Jakey boy.’ I hated it when people called me that. I turned and saw him coming down the footpath with a tall stunning blond with a body that belonged on the set of Baywatch on his arm.

	‘Jakey boy,’ he thrust a large hand at me showing his gleaming big white teeth in a wolfish grin. The blond girl was staring adoringly at her Adonis, they both chewed noisily on gum.

	‘No hard feelings Jake. I know I have a tendency to lose it sometimes.’ He stared at me with his startling blue eyes. It struck me that for all his good looks, his voice was high pitched and nasal, I took some joy in his bad luck.

	‘None taken. How’s the arm?’ He grabbed the offending shoulder and test-ran it by swivelling it in its socket. ‘Still a bit sore but I’ll live,’ he said. Blondie leaned in and kissed him.

	‘Well,’ he said awkwardly. ‘Jeff says, I need some lessons, and you are the best technical wrestler we have so,’ he gave me a friendly punch on my shoulder that almost knocked me over, ‘see you in there.’ They walked past me, Ken and Barbie. I rubbed my shoulder and said to myself, ‘This should be fun.’

	Surprisingly, our session wasn’t that bad. I showed Eddie, some moves and tried to instil in his thick skull that a good wrestler was responsible for the well-being of everyone in the ring. That we were skilled athletes but performers first and foremost. We went through a repertoire of moves, from elbows to the dreaded pile driver; Eddie was doing okay, for a numb-skull. His problem wasn’t that he was that unskilled, he just seemed to be one of those irritating characters with too much enthusiasm, energy and very little common sense. If he actually tone it down, he could be a decent wrestler.

	Blondie irritated me to no end with her cheers and “You go babe” chants and so did Jay ‘pocket rocket’ Cipriano. He had joined us later and sat beside blondie, trying to chat her up.

	By the time we were done, I was feeling a bit better about Hard Core gore 4. It was to us what Wrestlemania was to WWE.

	Eddie vaulted the ring and smooched blondie while Jay watched with unbridled lust. Eddie called out a greeting to me and left with blondie on his arm.

	‘Some guys have all the luck. What I wouldn’t give to-’

	‘Don’t want to know Jay.’ I held out a hand. Jay Cipriano was one dirty pervert as far as I was concerned, and I didn’t have time for his fetishes today.

	‘What’s up, guys?’ Jude Cahill strode into the gym. He was in a black tank top and track bottoms. He laid down his duffel bag, walked to the ring and climbed in.

	‘You are late,’ I said.

	‘Was working out.’

	I stared at his muscles. He wasn’t entirely as ripped as Eddie, but he was close…plus way bigger.

	We went at it for an hour, and as usual, I was awed by Jude’s athleticism. At 6’6 he was 6 inches taller than I was, but he was lightning quick and moved with more fluidity. He never ceased to amaze me with his physical prowess, just last week I had found out he could do a back flip. I asked why he never did it in matches, and he just shrugged as if it was nothing.

	After the training, we huddled in the corner of the gym, gulping energy drinks. I told Jay about my stalker. ‘You mean the weird looking old white dude?’ I stared at him pointedly. It seemed that I was the only one that had not noticed him. ‘You have seen him?’ ‘Who hasn’t?’ Jay said wiping his mouth with his small hands. ‘Dude obviously has the hots for you. He comes to most of your matches and just watches you like he wants to have you for dinner,’ he said chuckling.

	‘Well,’ I shouted, my voice rising a notch, ‘why has no one thought to warn me. He comes to my damned house!’

	Jay sat up, the smile disappearing from his face.

	‘He does? Wow, that’s on another level. You called the cops?’

	‘They can’t do much for now.’

	‘Gotta gun?’

	‘Yeah but it’s in Miami.’

	He reached into his kiddie duffel bag that he carried with him and emerged with an automatic.

	‘Woaaah,’ I said. Jude gasped and backed away.

	‘You’ll be needing this…here, have it…I’ve got three at home.’

	I took the gun.

	‘You licensed aren’t you?’ he asked. I nodded.

	‘So keep it until you get yours.’ He got up and dusted himself down. ‘Gotta go.’

	Jude and I watched him disappear in amazement. ‘That little man’s wrong,’ Jude said shaking his head. ‘Real wrong.’

	We were getting ready for a night out. Sally was doing the night shift in St Mary’s Hospital, and I was just waiting for her to get home before we headed out. Jude and Jay were on my sofa drinking beers. Jay was talking a dime a dozen, and Jude, as usual, was just nodding and saying “yup,” “huhum” “sure” and other monosyllabic answers just to move the conversation along. I had just come from my room and was trying smooth my ever annoying brown curls.

	‘You need to cut that hair,’ Jay advised, wrinkling his nose at me. He wasn’t a fan of my unruly curly hair.

	‘A wrestler with that much hair,’ he said in-between sips, ‘is just asking for trouble.’ He was right. I winced as I remembered a harrowing moment when Pretty Eddie had dragged me by my hair across the ring.

	‘I’ll get to it soon,’ I said sadly. I loved my hair, even though it was a pain.

	‘Hand me a beer.’

	I sat on a chair and flicked through the cable channels. Jude got up. ‘Gotta use the bathroom,’ he said. Halfway across the room, a painting, hanging on the wall caught his eyes. He went up close and stared.

	‘I know,’ I said with a sigh. ‘It’s weird isn’t it?’ It was one of my mom’s ugly creations. Well, technically it wasn’t ugly as my mom had some skills, it was just that she chose the weirdest things to paint.

	This particular beauty was of a medieval battlefield: Knights in amour, dead and dying - blood and guts spewing from their broken bodies, filled a plain. In the background, the moon was blood red, and there were several black ugly birds with yellow eyes perching on gnarled trees waiting for a feast. The star of the horrible show was an old man: tall and slim who mommy dearest reliably told me was a sorcerer.

	His hands were outstretched. His left hand pointed to the east, while he held a glowing orb in his right. On his right, a grieving woman, dressed in rich garb and festooned with emeralds, cradled a soldier who had like a gazillion arrows sticking out from his torso. That, my friends, was my 12th birthday present (I remember I wanted a turtle).

	I got up and stood beside Jude who was transfixed by the picture. It had an uncanny ability to make me unhappy. It was dark, spooky and weird. No doubt she was unable to sell it and decided to give it to her son instead. I had hidden it under my bed, but as Mom was coming over to visit, I hung it. She was touchy about her paintings and would undoubtedly guess I hated it if it wasn’t in full view.

	Jude turned to me a curious look on his face. ‘Your mom painted this?’

	‘Don’t hold it against her,’ I replied with a wry smile.

	He peered at me so intently I blurted out, ‘She’s a bit screwy I know.’

	Jude’s forehead furrowed. ‘Dude. That’s your stalker,’ he said and pointed to the slim, white-haired pale-faced sorcerer with the spindly fingers and a glowing orb.

	I stared at the picture and laughed nervously. ‘Don’t talk crazy.’

	He beckoned Jay. ‘Lil man. Come here!’ Jay hopped down from the Sofa and joined us. Jude removed the painting from the wall and handed it to Jay who winced. ‘Your Mom painted this beauty?’ He asked. I nodded. ‘Recognize the old dude in the brown gown with the shiny thingy coming from his hand?’ Jude said.

	Jay stared at the painting harder. ‘Well, I’ll be damned. It is your stalker.’

	I grabbed the painting and stared at the druid. ‘You guys are going crazy. My mom painted this. I’ve had it for 8 years.’

	‘Telling you dawg, that’s the stalker. Same long slim face with the wrinkles. Same long silver hair. Same jagged scar, same washed-out gray eyes, same pale face - the palest damned face I ever seen.’

	This was the longest sentence Jude had made in a few weeks, and as if the effort tired him out, he returned to the sofa.

	‘Come on Jay. You guys must be making a mistake.’

	Jay shrugged. ‘Well, it sure looks like him. I’ve seen him a few times. What the hell kinda painting is this anyway? Gives me the creeps.’

	‘What do you know about art?’ I blurted returning the painting. At this point, a key rattled in the lock and Sally came in.

	‘Hi, Jude…Hey Jay.’ She came to me and gave me a kiss. ‘I’m sure beat.’ The painting caught her eye. ‘Wow, I haven't seen this in years. Thought we said we should hang it only when your mom’s coming?’ Something about the way I looked alarmed her. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ I glanced furtively at Jude and Jay.

	‘Baby,’ I said, turning her to the painting. ‘What do you see when you look at that?’ ‘Garbage,’ she said, scrunching her face.

	‘What about the old man in the brown robe?’ She peered at the picture intently. She came in holding a grocery bag and a can of coke, they fell to the ground, and her face turned white.

	‘My God Jake. It’s him…it’s the stalker!’

	 

	


Chapter 3

	It was touch and go whether she fainted. The shock of having a painting of a man who had stalked us on and off for three months on her living room wall was a bit much. Added to this that the art was done by her Boyfriend’s mom, almost a decade ago and you can understand her reaction. She swooned, and I rushed to catch her. I helped her to the sofa, and Jude handed her a glass of water. Fifteen minutes later, the color returned to her cheeks.

	‘Are you guys sure?’ I asked. Jude nodded. Jay just gave me a weird smile and Sally said, ‘100%.’

	‘Not saying it’s him but sure looks like him,’ Jay said.

	‘But how’s that possible?’ I asked. I was now pacing up and down my tiny living room.

	‘Maybe, your mom’s psychic. Maybe 10 years ago she knew you were going to be stalked by some weird looking old man.’ Sally was smart 99% of the time, this was the 1% time when she wasn’t.

	‘She’s not psychic.’

	I continued pacing. Jude seemed unaffected, he had flicked to a football game on cable and blocked us out.

	‘Could it be -’ Jay started. I stopped pacing and glowered at him. ‘Could it be what?’ I demanded.

	‘Well,’ he said, a sheepish look on his long face. ‘Could it be it’s your dad?’

	For a minute you could have heard a pin drop. Sally covered her face, and even Jude looked uncomfortable.

	My dad was a very sore topic for me. He had left when I was very young, and I had no memories of him.

	‘That weird fuck,’ I said through clenched teeth, pointing at the picture, ‘cannot be my Dad you douche!’

	Jay held out two small hands in resignation. ‘Hey, just trying to help you solve the mystery of the stalker-who-appears-on-a-10year old-painting-done - by- your - mom.’ He moved out of arm's length as my face turned red.

	‘You guys are just sick. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for…for-’

	‘Why your Mom painted a picture 10 years ago of a dude, who looks like the grim reaper and belongs in the Old Testament and just happens to be stalking you now?’ Jay was on fire. Now he was out of reach from me he was emboldened.

	‘Dude…that’s your dad! She might not even know she’s consciously doing, it might just be some sort of sub-conscious retrogressive shit, I’ve seen stuff like that on TV.’

	I glared at Sally, who held out her hands and gave me a well-it-is-plausible look. I turned to Jude who suddenly found a spot on the floor that was interesting.

	‘So…so you guys think that ugly weird fuck is my father?’

	Silence. A sick pain suddenly developed in the pit of my belly.

	They DID believe he was my dad.

	‘Okay. Say she wanted to paint my dad. Why this weird medieval shit? Why not weird modern shit?’

	Jay answered, ‘Well you have said more than once that your mom’s a bit-’ He cleared his throat, raised a stubby finger to his temple and rolled it a few times counter-clockwise. I opened and shut my mouth and counted to 10. I wanted to hurt Jay so bad for saying all this shit.

	Sally, sensing my discomfort, got up and walked to me. ‘It kinda makes sense to me. Maybe he wants to make contact and doesn’t know how. Maybe your Mom painted him and gave it to you as a present for some reason. I don’t know why she made the painting so weird baby, but we both know she’s nuts - in a lovable way of course.’ She held my hand and continued, ‘There’s only one way to find out pumpkin,’ she said. ‘Call her.’

	I stared at my cell phone and then my friends who all peered back at me expectantly. With a sigh, I called Mom.

	‘Hello, sweetie.’ Her high-pitched shrill voice greeted me.

	‘Hi mom,’ I said rubbing the back of my neck, something I always did when I was nervous. I made small talk for a few minutes then got to it. ‘Say, mom, you know that painting you gave me years ago for my birthday?’

	‘You mean the one with the dead regiment of dismembered soldiers and ravens pecking at their skulls with the bright red moon in the background?’ She said as if she was discussing the weather. I sighed and said yes.

	‘Yeah, what of it?’

	‘Well, there’s a weird looking guy in the painting. Older guy, with long silvery hair, hollow bloodshot eyes, pale cadaverous looking face and scar that runs along the side of the face?’ She said she did and asked if he wasn’t gorgeous.

	‘Yeah…yeah, a real cutie. Look, mom, there are no two ways to say this.’

	I had wandered over to the window to get some privacy, a quick glance around told me that the others had slithered within ear-shot. I shooed them away angrily, and they retreated. ‘Well, he’s like…a dead ringer for my stalker.’ This was met with silence.

	‘What?’ She said. I repeated myself pointedly. She sighed and said pointedly.

	‘I saw this documentary about NFL players and how hits to their heads affect their mental state. I’m not so sure you should be wrestling anymore dearie.’

	I looked to the heavens and glanced around, catching the trio of eaves-droppers craning their necks like Meerkats. Jude looked up in the sky, Sally checked her nails, and Jake started whistling.

	I glared at them, covered the cell phone with my hands and said, ‘Do you mind? This is family business.’

	They retreated again. ‘Mom,’ I said, ‘I’m perfectly fine. This dude that is stalking me looks exactly like the one you painted - well apart from the brown gown and glowing orb and corpses littered all around him.’

	She was silent for what seemed to be an eternity. ‘Says who?’

	‘Says, Sally, Jude, and Jay. They’ve all seen him, and they all say that it’s the same dude.’

	I made an exasperated sound. ‘Jesus Mom, is he my Dad?’

	‘No, he is most certainly not your Dad whatever gave you that idea?’

	I glanced at Jay who couldn’t meet my eyes.

	‘Well, why is the guy stalking me exactly like the guy you painted. Who is he?’ ‘Nobody Jay! I imagined him, and I painted him. It’s just art, he doesn’t exist. For heaven’s sake Jake, your dad was a good looking man. Like you, he had curly brown hair, slim athletic build, and dark eyes. He looks nothing like the guy in the picture!’

	I suddenly felt ashamed and let out a sigh. I had had many crazy conversations with my eccentric mom, but this was right up there.

	‘Besides,’ she continued, her voice softer, I painted that picture 24 years ago. Your Dad was only 28 then.’

	‘Okay Mom, I’m sorry. But why does he look like my weirdo stalker dude.’

	‘I don’t know, probably a coincidence. Is Sally there?’ I looked at Sally who mouthed a silent “no” and waved slim arms frantically. ‘Yes,’ I said evilly, ‘Do you want to speak with her?’ I handed the phone to Sally anxious to save face.

	‘Hello Annie,’ Sally said walking into the kitchen.

	‘You two guys are the biggest idiots ever. Told you that could never be my Dad, she painted it before I was born.’ I squared off on Jay and Jude.

	‘Well, maybe she had a Sugar daddy…owww!’ The throw pillow bounced off Jay’s head. Bullseye! I thought.

	‘Okay…okay. But he still looks like your stalker, and your Mom’s not right to be painting weird shit like that.’

	Sally came back and handed me my phone. She licked her ruby red lips. ‘Well, that was embarrassing. She thinks Pretty Eddie hit you too hard and wants you to have a scan.’

	‘No thanks to you guys,’ I replied sorely.

	‘I’m going to bed. I’m beat.’ She leaned down and kissed me. ‘Don’t be too long.’

	‘Are you going to be alright?’

	I hated leaving her alone, but she insisted we continued our normal routine.

	‘She’ll be fine,’ Jay said getting up. We were going to a local watering hole for a few beers.

	‘Call me if he shows up again,’ I said a worried look on my face.

	‘Oh just go already. I’ll be fine.’

	Soon I was in my Ford, pulling out from the curb. A cold chill suddenly enveloped us, and I shivered. I looked up at our window, and a sudden feeling of foreboding tugged at me, raising the hairs in the back of my head. Something was impending, something dark and sinister and I was powerless to stop it.

	Hardcore gore 4 was the 4th and biggest instalment, so far of Jeff Cipriano’s wrestling promotions.

	It was billed as a rough and tumble, high flying, body slamming extravaganza featuring some of Florida’s best young wrestling talents.

	It was headlined by Pistol Pete Collins, the current heavyweight champion, the Indefatigable Pretty Eddie Jones and his partner Brice - Wild Man -Sampson; also featuring Jay - short-stuff - Cipriano, Lillian Crews (women’s vixen champion) and the tag team champions: Jake Briggs (my humble self) and Cool dude Jude.

	If the promo sounded tacky and unprofessional, it was because it was a rush job put together by myself, Jude and Jay.

	Hardcore gore 4 was going to be by far the best of the lot, but if you had seen the fiasco that was hard-core 1 and 2, and to a lesser degree 3 you wouldn’t have put much import on that.

	I had to admit; annoying though he was, Jeff Cipriano was doing a great job with OHW - Orlando Hard-core Wrestling.

	God knows where he had secured sponsorship but apart from our usual promotion tactics which consisted of Jude, Jay and myself distributing shoddily made flyers around the town and the Vixens (the women’s team) going around bars and shamelessly inveigling lecherous drunks to part with 20 bucks for tickets, he had taken several slots in local radio stations and even the local paper.

	The result was clear to see on the day of the event. It was a gorgeous day, with blue skies and not a hint of rain in the horizon, and the gym of Timber Creek High School was filling up nicely with fans, who had been steadily filing in 4 hours before the 12 pm start off time.

	Jeff was the usual pain in the behind. Success was getting to his big fat, balding head, and he walked around, chest puffed out, puffing on a Havana Cigar, haranguing wrestlers and crew members in equal measure. The wrestling ring was set and ready, so Jeff saved his ire for the sound crew who were way behind.

	Jay, Jude and I were getting dressed along with 5 other fill-ins who we knew vaguely from time in the Florida wrestling scene.

	‘It’s disgusting I say,’ Jay said, tucking in his black and white referee’s uniform. ‘Hardcore Gore 4 and I can’t get an opponent, meanwhile that charlatan,’ he thumbed behind him at the locker room door, ‘is going to get a shot at the heavyweight and tag titles.’

	Jude looked on dolefully while I shook my head pretending to be as peeved off as Jay. The truth is while nobody was less deserving of title shots as Eddie Jones, I couldn’t help being excited nonetheless.

	The fan’s where a good bunch who knew their wrestling and it looked like a full house. Sally had taken time off her busy schedule to see me (well I think so anyway, the way her eyes lit up when I said Eddie was headlining made me suspicious of who she wanted to see more).

	It was rumored that there were scouts from the WWE around, sniffing around for the next best thing and everybody agreed, I was the best technical wrestler on the roster.

	‘Those horny teenage girls and cougars are not real fans,’ Jay continued sorely.

	My brows furrowed. Jay was right Eddie had an advantage over us. He was doing some course in a community college and rumor had it that he had also been moonlighting as a male stripper in a seedy downtown club. These two activities meant that Pretty Eddie had a steady supply of young and old women sniffing around our events.

	He had spent an hour and a half making a duck face and taking selfies with his adoring fans. I hated to say it but Jeff was right, he was the main-draw, crappy non-existent wrestling skills or not.

	‘How do I look?’ I asked Jay.

	Jude and I had been working out even more than normal for the past few weeks. While I looked good with lean muscle, Jude looked like a jacked up cartoon character.

	‘Awesome…but the pants suck.’ Jay was still sore.

	‘Great…oh-oh, here comes the Penguin,’ I said. The penguin was the nick-name we had given Jeff Cipriano because he resembled Danny Devito’s character in the 1992 film, Batman Returns. Jeff, who didn’t watch movies and spent his time either handling his day job (Real estate) or his passion (wrestling) got wind of it but thought we called him that because he was a snappy dresser - he was that delusional that way.

	‘Okay, guys, gather around. It’s 1 hour before show time, where the hell is Eddie and Brice?’ His voice reverberated around the locker room.

	Someone exited to fetch the missing duo and soon, the full roster of OHW, was huddled in the little Timber Creek gym. A motley crew of muscle-bound wannabees, beautiful female wrestlers a sulking little referee and a beaming Jeff, who just looked like he won the lottery.

	‘Well, guys what have I always told you? Stick with me, and we will go places. Just look at that crowd. A full house and we are churning out the merchandise especially the “I freakin' love Pretty Eddie” T-shirts.’ He paused for effect, someone whooped followed by clapping.

	Jay, who was beside me swore softly.

	‘What was that?’ Jeff looked suspiciously at Jay, chewed on his cigar and continued. ‘Everyone knows what to do. So no need to go into details. We start with the negligee slash mud wrestling Vixen’s match,’ He looked around, daring anybody to challenge him. The match had met a lot of resistance, but Jude, myself and the Vixen’s had lost out on a vote in which Jay had betrayed us.

	‘Then,’ he continued, ‘We have the Table, Ladders and Chairs match. From there we go to the Kiss My Butt challenge.’ The Kiss My Butt Challenge was the nadir of our wrestling matches in my opinion and I was glad I wouldn’t be in it, as the loser had to kiss the winner’s butt.

	‘After that,’ he said, ‘there’s the tag team match.’

	He turned to me and Jude his eyes, narrowed into slits. ‘No screw-ups or I’ll tear you a new butt-hole,’ he said.

	‘Then the big one, the heavyweight contest,’ he said beaming.

	‘So guys, there are WWE scouts here…’ A big cheer went up and we high fived each other. One thing we all had in common was a dream to make it right to the top.

	‘So leave it all out on the fuckin’ floor; now, get in here,’ he beckoned. We all huddled around Jay dwarfing him and placed palm upon palm.

	‘What time is it?’ Jeff asked, in a booming voice. ‘Showtime.’ we chorused.

	The show went on as planned. It started with the Vixen’s Match that was so politically incorrect I almost couldn’t watch. We were in the locker room watching the women’s champion, Kitty Malone take on the challenger - a blond with an unreal body called, and I kid you not, Charlene Dicks in a lingerie/slash mud wrestling championship match.

	Kitty Malone retained her championship, her athletic body splattered with mud. I had to admit, classless, though it might be the match proved to be a massive hit with the men in the audience as both women retreated, caked in mud, to loud applause and cat whistles. One after the other, the matches went without a hitch.

	Perspiration poured down my brow as my moment of reckoning came. Every wrestler on the roster felt the pressure; a few execs from the big boys, WWE, NXT and TNA were milling in the crowd, trying their best to blend in with the regular fans. Ever since I was a kid, all I dreamed of was being the next Shawn Michaels or Jericho, this was my big moment; it was why I got up 5 am in the mornings to go to the gym; why I spent thousands getting trained by various wrestling coaches in the Florida area. I glanced at Jude to see if he felt the same, no such luck, he was colder than the other side of the pillow chewing gum vacantly, while his eyes stayed glued to the set showing the Tables, Ladders, and Chairs match between four high flying masked cruiserweights.

	Soon it was our turn. We moved to the hallway limbering up. We murmured greetings to the sweating cruiserweights as they filed by us, on their way to the locker room. ‘Good luck out there,’ one of them said, and we heard the strains of our intro music, a high tempo rap number that was weak on lyrical content (not surprising since Jude wrote it) but had top energy riffs that always got the adrenaline flowing.

	We entered the arena to a chorus of boos. We were the champions, but heels (bad boys in wrestling parlance). I scowled as I walked down the aisle with Jude by my side. I was a bit irked that the Champions had to enter first (a no-no in the Wrestling world), but Pretty Eddie was the star of the show.

	We got in the ring and showed our belts as the crowd booed and whistled loudly. ‘Hey,’ Jay said. He was our ref. ‘Hey,’ I said. I climbed the ring ropes and raised the belt up, sneering at the Eddie section, as they booed and cursed me.

	Suddenly, I saw him for the first time. My heart rate spiked and a chill ran down my spine. Amongst the teenage and pre-teen girls in the Pretty Eddie section, was my stalker, and he stared back at me an impassive expression on his pale, wrinkled, pallid face.

	His face was deathly pale, with more wrinkles than a prune. A puckered scar started from the tip of his hairline and ended just above the chin, cutting a grotesque path, like a slithering stream across his nose and lips. His eyes were pale gray, unblinking and devoid of any emotion. He wore a forest green cap and a loud Hawaiian shirt. He looked like a castaway from a B grade horror movie, but that wasn't what turned my blood cold; what really got me was his uncanny resemblance to the druid in my mother's painting. Take away the Hawaiian shirt and the cap and put him in a dirty brown cloak and he could be the same dude.

	‘What’s the matter?’ Jude said. He followed my line of sight, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t worry about him, bro. We got a match to get through.’ I nodded slowly and turned away, I would deal with him later.

	Pretty Eddie and his tag partner were coming down the aisle to the strains of an electronic number. He looked in prime condition. There was not an ounce of fat to be found on his tanned rippling muscled body. The blond girl by his side looked just as good in a short shimmering dress that showed her curves. Brice trailed them, and all three were cheered voraciously as they sauntered down the ailse.

	With a herculean effort, I forced my mind away from the strange apparition in the audience. The four of us squared up jawing at each other while Jay gave us a pep-talk.

	‘Okay guys, let’s stick to the script and have a good match. It’s over when I call it, and Pretty and Brice win…alright?’ We all nodded.

	As a pro, my mind was 100% on the match as soon as the bell sounded. Eddie and I grappled for a bit, and then he worked me into a head-lock. With an effort, I flung him into the ropes and met him with a close-line. We went at it for the next three minutes. It was a typical, high flyer (myself) match against a brawler (Eddie). The training was paying off. He was pulling his punches and kicks excellently and executed a perfect body-slam for the first time ever. I gave a master-class in drop-kicks, pile drivers and other high wire moves. We both tagged, and our partners squared off against each other.

	Jude was on fire, he was way bigger than all of us but just as agile. It occurred to me that of all of us, he had the most potential; I was a bit embarrassed at the envy that coursed through me at the thought.

	My eyes strayed to the Eddie section, and sure enough, he was still there. It was incredibly disconcerting to see how the old man impassively ignored the action and stared pointedly at me. I couldn’t resist flipping him a bird although for all the reaction it elicited - he didn’t even blink - I needn’t have bothered. He just stared back stoically until I could no longer meet his eyes.

	‘Stay in the game bro!’ Jude bellowed as he tagged me in. I came back to Earth with a jolt and entered the ring. I had a good 2 minutes against Brice - an excellent technician - before he tagged in Pretty Eddie. He clambered into the ring to a chorus of cheers and whistles, and we went at it.

	The momentum went back and forth until Jay, seizing a moment whispered, ‘Okay guys. Wrap it up…Eddie wins by submission.’

	‘I’m going up,’ Eddie said, sweat pouring down his handsome face.

	‘For christ-sake be careful…’ I had scarcely finished before he scooped me up with ease and body slammed me in the center of the ring. I winced as the air left me. What a moron, I thought. I knew he didn’t have the agility to reach me, so I had to squirm towards the turnbuckle as he climbed up to the top rope for a splash.

	He crouched for a minute, getting his balance then straightened arms outstretched and let out a hideous yell. He launched himself into the air, limbs akimbo and I closed my eyes, bracing for the impact. I waited and waited, and finally opened my eye in confusion, what I saw made me question my sanity. Pretty Eddie was in the air, arms outstretched, legs akimbo, and a maniacal grin on his face, frozen as if someone had hit the pause button.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	For a moment I gazed up dumbfounded. Slowly I got up like a man in a trance, and took a few steps back, totally unable to believe what was in front of my eyes. Pretty Eddie, was 8 feet in the air, frozen like a mannequin, only, I’d never seen any statues suspended in the air. His arms were outstretched, and he was horizontal, his flailing hair, every single slick black strand, was frozen stiff, and his handsome face had a triumphant, concentrated, unblinking gaze, that set my heart-rate to dangerously high levels.

	Until that moment, I only had eyes for the horror that was a frozen Eddie, but I suddenly realized how eerily quiet it had become. I turned to Jude, and he was frozen too. I suddenly felt sick - Jay also was frozen stiff. A cold chill, suddenly hit me as I slowly turned around 360 my heart hammering in my chest. Everywhere I looked, I saw frozen people - like a vast, horrific mannequin challenge. Jude was reaching out, his mouth open, Jay was in the middle of the ring staring up - stiff as a lamp-post - at frozen Eddie. Everybody in the audience was caught in various poses. Most of them staring at the frozen figure of Eddie, while the rest were caught doing multiple other things. Some were cheering, some were clapping, a couple was walking; another making out, a baby mouth open in her mom’s arms, the cameraman’s lens was trained at me, a photographer was caught in mid-stride…and on and on it went. It seemed I was the only one who could move.

	Then a movement caught my eye. One person, it seemed had not been turned into a mannequin. In the “Eddies” section, amid human statues, I saw my stalker blink, then look furtively around me. He rose slowly, and our eyes met. There was a strange expression in his pale blue eyes.

	‘Is this some sort of sick joke?’ I called out to the only moving human in the arena. He just stared back with his dead eyes. That’s it I thought, it’s a joke. I’m on some magic TV show like the Carbonara effect, and he had just turned everybody into mannequins. I reached out to Jude and grabbed his hand. ‘Owwww!’ Touching Jude was like putting your hand in a freezing lake - only multiply that by 10.

	‘Okay guys, this is getting spooky.’ No sooner had I said this than I heard a sound emanate from the corner of the ring. It was a sound like a mini tornado, starting at a bare imperceptible level then building up slowly. Suddenly, from nothing, a whirl of dirt, dried leaves, and dust particles arose at a spot a few meters from me. The particles, whipped around, faster and faster and suddenly there was a blinding flash, so intense, I shielded my eyes with my arm, and then, two figures appeared in front of me; two men as different as night and day.

	One was the biggest man I had ever seen. He must have been a shade over 7 feet. He had thick blonde silvery shoulder length hair. His eyes were sea blue and cruel, and his beard was long and tapered at the tips with twine. His arms and legs were like tree trunks and his shoulders so wide they could have spanned a couple of time-zones. He was dressed strangely. Some kind of bronzed Armour with a serpent’s image embossed was strapped around his huge torso. A red cape swirled behind him, and his green jerkins was stained and streaked with dirt. On his feet, were size 18 fur boots that was caked in mud. The worst thing about him was what he wielded in his hand - a 4-foot axe with an ugly blade that glinted menacingly. Besides him was another man, and if anything he was even scarier. He was short and hunched. He had thinning silvery hair that stretched down almost touching the floor. His face was so wrinkled and lined, it looked like he should be dead and by the set of his jaw, he seemed to have no teeth. He had bright, and surprisingly youthful, black eyes and a hooked nose. He held on to a piece of gnarled wood that looked like a walking stick, only that on its head was festooned a skilfully sculptured, golden skull. He wore a dirty cloak and fur boots.

	I took this all in, in a horrific few seconds. By now I was so scared I could do nothing but gape, my knees shook so much I thought I would collapse.

	I heard the old man before he opened his mouth. ‘Haaaaa…what have we here?’ The voice chilled me to the bone. First of all, it echoed not from the man’s mouth, but from a faraway place, like it emanated from hidden speakers and secondly because the words did not sync with the movement of his mouth. He continued moving his mouth after the words had reached me.

	He moved forward slowly, each step followed by a tinkling sound that was made by ornaments - bones and teeth, of small animals tied by a string to his skinny ankles. He stopped in front of me and spoke; again the strange voice came out before he opened his mouth.

	‘If I am not mistaken, we are in the presence of royalty.’

	Up close he was even freakier.

	‘Okay, guys,’ I looked around, planning my escape. ‘The jokes up.’ I was still hanging on to the hope that I was an unwitting participant in a TV prank show.

	‘Your majesty Jaks, the Crown prince of Westalvia,’ he giggled and bowed. ‘Alas, this is no joke. I have come a great - great distance to see you…you are truly your father’s son.’ He circled me slowly, like a cat stalking its prey, his eyes never leaving me.

	‘Is it him?’ The big man boomed. Like the small one, his voice echoed from nowhere and everywhere and didn’t match the movement of his mouth. The small, wizened old man, as if he only just became aware of the bigger man’s presence jerked his face. He sighed and moved slowly towards the giant.

	‘Yes,’ he said, his face suddenly crestfallen. ‘Yes berserker, that’s King Jaks.’

	The man grunted, and his great chest heaved. The great voice echoed again, ‘Hear me Jaks, son of Jaks, son of Briovy, son of Mamut of the accursed house of Brigaard. It’s time you join your forefathers in the pits of hell!’ and he raised his great axe high above his head letting out a booming war-cry that made me shiver.

	I remained rooted to the floor; petrified, but unable to move. It was as if my legs had turned to lead. Suddenly, I saw him; my stalker, appeared as if from nowhere, in-between myself and the huge man.

	The big man stopped mid-arc, and fear beclouded his broad features.

	‘Ceriuz!’ The big man and the wizened old man said in tandem.

	The big man growled. ‘Stand aside Wizard. I will complete my mission,’ he said, but his voice had less boom than before. My stalker - or Ceriuz - ignored the man totally and addressed the wizened old man.

	‘So Zoorv, I see you are still doing the bidding of the usurper King.’ His voice was as odd as the other two.

	The little wizened man gave an evil toothless smile.

	‘So Ceriuz, we meet in another realm. I am not surprised that you are here. You are like a bad rash, impossible to get rid of,’ he said. ‘Stand aside Bam,’ he addressed the big man. Bam was breathing heavily, his cruel evil eyes never leaving me.

	‘Your mission is an exercise in futility,’ Ceriuz said. ‘The boy,’ he pointed back at me, ‘is under my protection.’

	Zoorv giggled. ‘Haaaa my old friend. Now that you say this, we shall leave. But know that you cannot protect him forever; there are many after him, if not today, shortly he shall perish.’

	Ceriuz glared at the wizened man. ‘We shall see about that,’ he said softly.

	There was a moment of silence. It was a hellish scene, and I still half felt I was in a never-ending nightmare. Suddenly the big man moved with the speed of a rattlesnake; he raised his axe and came towards me.

	‘No Bam! No!!’ Zoorv screamed, at the same time there was a bright flash, and acrid smoke filled the air. I coughed, and my eyes smarted as the smoke assailed my senses; it cleared quickly, and when I could see clearly, there was no sign of Bam.

	Zoorv backed off and mouthed. ‘What have you done with him? Have you killed him, sorcerer?’

	Ceriuz didn’t say anything. He bent down and picked a tiny object from the ground and handed it to me. It was 3 inches tall and squirmed as I held it. I nearly dropped it in fright as I realized that it was Bam, only he had been miniaturized by almost a hundredfold.

	‘I should kill him,’ Ceriuz growled. ‘But that would be a waste of good sorcery. We will keep him, in this state, He is harmless.’

	‘Damn you Ceriuz,’ Zorv growled backing away, his eyes never leaving Ceriuz. ‘We won’t give up. Jaks Brigaard will perish, it’s only a matter of time.’ With that, smoke billowed from his body, and he dissipated into nothingness.

	Ceriuz turned to me and I licked my dry lips nervously.

	‘Hmmm okay, Mr. Ceriuz,’ I said. ‘Owww!’ I felt a sting in my hand and looked down. Blood was sipping from a tiny wound. I saw mini Bam raise his small axe and it came down on my palm again; a squeaky sound coming from him.

	Ceriuz sighed. He removed a small pewter box from his pocket. ‘Here,’ he said reaching out. ‘Hand him over. He has been handed coin to kill you and will not stop trying until he achieves his aim or dies - that is the nature of the berserker.’

	This was getting too much for me. I handed the squirming Bam to Ceriuz who dropped him in the pewter box and shut it with a tiny clasp.

	I licked my palm. ‘Mr. Ceriuz,’ I said, as we glared at each other. ‘This was a heck of a prank. What is it? The Carbonara effect? Whatever it was it sure felt real. Can we unfreeze everybody and can you tell me how you pulled this off? I’m guessing I’ve been hypnotized or something.’

	Ceriuz just stared at me with his pale washed up eyes. ‘Tis not a prank my Prince.’

	I felt that I would faint. ‘You mean…you mean all this is real, but how?’

	‘Magic my Prince. Magic from another World.’

	‘Haaaa…magic, that explains it,’ I said. ‘Look over there,’ I said, pointing behind Ceriuz. He fell for it, and turned around and I bolted out the ring screaming like a madman. I got halfway down the aisle, nearly knocking over the static cameraman when I screeched to a halt. Ceriuz was in front of me.

	‘How…how!’

	‘Like I said,’ he stated. He stretched out his hand and pointed at me. ‘Magic!’ I felt my legs wobble and slumped into a deep faint.

	‘Oh, darling; thank goodness.’ Those were the first words I heard from Sally as I came back to life to see several pairs of eyes, concern etched in their features staring down at me.

	‘You alright bud?’ Jay said. ‘Gaddemit, I told you he was fine,’ said Jeff Cipriano. ‘Give him room to breathe you, idiots,’ Jay chirped in. ‘Alright folks, back off!’ The last statement was from the ring doctor, a portly middle-aged man with sad eyes called Maloney.

	‘What…what happened,’ I said, looking around me bewildered. I was in the locker room, surrounded by what seemed to me the whole crew of the OHW, plus a distressed looking Sally. ‘You fainted pumpkin,’ Sally said holding my hand, eyes glistening with tears.

	‘Yup,’ Jude said. ‘Pretty Eddie nailed you real good with an elbow, and you passed out.’

	I looked at them as if they were all mad.

	‘He came down okay but must have hit you in the head,’ Jay said. ‘It took a few seconds to realize you were out cold. When we did, we stretchered you outta the ring and here we are.’

	Dr. Maloney was staring at me like I was a museum exhibit. He checked my eyes, flashing a small but powerful light into them. ‘How do you feel kid?’ He asked. Physically I was okay, but my mind was in a turmoil. Sally noticed the puzzled look etched on my face.

	‘Are you okay pumpkin?’ She asked clasping my hand.

	‘Did you guys not see what happened? I know you were all frozen like mannequins, but surely you must have seen that weird shit that happened.’

	Six pairs of eyes stared at me. ‘What weird shit?’ Jeff said his brows furrowed. ‘You were nailed with an elbow and passed out.’

	Sweat dripped down my brow. ‘No…I was on the floor, and Eddie jumped then froze in the air. All of you were frozen, and then I saw smoke and Zoorv and Bam appeared from nowhere. And Bam wanted to decapitate me with his axe only Ceriuz appeared and miniaturized Bam with some magic and…’

	I stopped as I realized how crazy I was sounding.

	Jay looked at me with mournful eyes. Maloney’s drew a deep breath and scratched his bald head, he turned to Jeff and mouthed something underneath his breath. Jeff frowned and lit a cigar. Jude chomped on chewing gum and Sally was almost in tears.

	Jeff broke the silence. ‘Look, kid,’ he said getting up. ‘You’ve been hit in the head. Take the night off. Maloney says you look alright.’

	Dr. Maloney glanced at Jeff and bit his lower lip.

	‘Well - in the light of his…erm…story, I’m not so sure he doesn’t need to go to a hospital at least for tonight.’

	I was still on the stretcher.

	‘Nothing's wrong with me. You don’t understand. You guys might not have seen because you were all frozen in time. Probably magic from Ceriuz.’

	‘Call his mom,’ Jay said, his face full of worry.

	I jerked. ‘No don’t call my mom. I tell you that’s what happened. Sally, you always record my matches. Play the video…you’ll see that I’m not making this up.’

	‘Jake, please-’

	‘Let’s see the video!’ I snapped.

	So we huddled around while she played back my match on her iPhone. My heart rate spiked as we neared the point where the magic began. Pretty Eddie climbed the ropes and plunged down but, there was no freeze, not even a flicker. He dropped a sickening elbow on me, and my body convulsed. He pranced around the ring while Jay hunkered down and spoke to me. He realized something was wrong and shook me by shoulders, suddenly he signalled frantically for the doctor who, despite his bulk, slid smoothly in the ring and crouched beside Jay. The stretcher was called for, and I was strapped down and carried down the ring to cheers from the fan.

	‘I…I don’t understand,’ I muttered. ‘Where’s Zoorv? The Viking dude - Bam, my stalker, Ceriuz!’ My voice had gone up.

	‘Okay, that’s it,’ Dr. Maloney said. ‘Cut the video. He’s going to the hospital to get a thorough examination.’

	‘I tell you I’m fine!’ I yelled my face turning red.

	Jeff looked down at me a frown on his face. ‘He looks good to me. Let him go home if he doesn’t want to go to a hospital.’

	An argument ensued. Sally and Maloney wanted me to go to the Hospital, Jeff, Jay, and Jude thought there was no need. My mind was in turmoil, but I didn’t want to go to a hospital. I just wanted to go home and think about what happened. I know what I saw, but obviously trying to convince them otherwise was not working.

	‘Guys,’ I said, forcing a steady tone into my voice and a fake smile on my lips. ‘I’m good. I just need to go home and rest. I’ll be fine.’ Maloney wasn't for it, but finally, I was allowed to go home.

	The drive home was filled with an awkward silence. I was sulky and sat in the passenger seat feeling sorry for myself. Sally drove with the concentration of a pilot handling a plane with one engine gone. She continually munched on her lower lip, a sign that she was troubled. Jude was Jude and even Jay - apart from a few sentences was silent. We dropped Jude and Jay off and solemnly entered our apartment.

	‘Want something to eat?’ Sally asked, looking at me quizzically.

	‘Oh stop it!’ I snapped. ‘I’m not going crazy or anything.’

	‘Hmmm - sure, I know hun.’ She gave me a wry smile, her big brown eyes sad.

	‘I know what I saw,’ I said softly.

	She clenched and unclenched her fist and munched her lower lip.

	‘Do you know how crazy you sound? You said we all became frozen - like mannequins and there was a fight between a giant Viking, an ancient wizard, and our stalker…which led to the Viking being miniaturized.’

	I stared at her and ran my hand through my hair. Finally, I made an exasperated noise.

	‘I know it sounds a bit crazy…’ My voice trailed off.

	‘A bit?’ She closed the distance between us. ‘Look, honey,’ she looked up at me, ‘you’ve been a bit stressed. It…it isn’t unusual to imagine - weird things.’

	Who was she kidding? Even to me, it sounded beyond weird. Was it possible I imagined it all, was I going crazy? The sadness in her face, made my heart melt. I loved the kid so badly, always had since the day we met in High School.

	‘Okay. I guess I imagined it.’ She smiled and hugged me.

	‘Yes, you did hun. Now, I believe there’s some pasta left over from last night.’

	After a Pasta meal, Sally went to bed. I sat in the darkness, watching a cable show about ufos. I guess I had always been open to stuff like that: ufo’s, ghosts, and other assorted paranormal activity but I never thought it would happen to me.

	I got a beer from the fridge and sipped, depressed and feeling like a complete idiot. Could I have imagined it…but it felt so real.

	I could smell the acrid smoke and stench of the old man. I could see the sheer bulk of the Viking character….what was his name - Bam!

	I sighed and shifted on the sofa. My eyes felt heavy as I struggled to stay awake. Finally, exhausted from all the excitement, I fell into a dream infested sleep. I was having a hell of a nightmare; Zoorv and Bam appeared to me at work and ordered a Pizza; Bam wasn’t particularly happy with his toppings and out came the axe, and threats to decapitate me and have my eyeballs as toppings.

	Meanwhile, Zoorv had turned a couple of people into big fat toads and was laughing hysterically as diners, waiters and other people scrambled out of the restaurant. I tossed and turned fitfully. Somewhere, in between the space of sleep and wakefulness, I felt something move on my upper leg. I moaned softly, sweat dripping from my pores. Then I felt a sharp prick; not very painful, but enough to bring me fully awake. My eyes bulged in astonishment at what I saw; Bam, the miniaturized version, was stabbing me with his tiny axe.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	I lay still as I watched Bam raise the axe high and bring it down with great force on my thigh. It was astonishing to see the hate etched on his small features. He couldn’t do much damage as the thick fabric of my jeans made sure the sharp edge couldn’t penetrate.

	Slowly I stretched out my hand. I would show them all that I wasn’t crazy; I would relish the look in their eyes when I presented them with a 3-inch human. Bam was so preoccupied with stabbing me he didn’t notice my hand inching closer and closer to him; until he was within reach. Suddenly he jerked and gave a small piercing screech. I moved quickly but was too late; he hopped off my thigh to the sofa seat and jumped off landing on the rug. I hollered and dove for him, but he was fast as lightning and scooted underneath the sofa. I tumbled and picked up the couch upending it. From the corner of my eye, I saw a small shadow move quickly behind our thick curtains. I made for the curtains and drew them up; cursing underneath my breath.

	‘What the hell are you doing?’

	I turned from my crouched position, to see a very angry Sally shooting me daggers. ‘Why is the sofa upside down?’ She demanded.

	‘Listen…listen sally. I saw him. I saw Bam! He was stabbing me with an axe…Sally…I swear!’

	She just stared at me for a few seconds and with a wail turned on her heel. I winced as she slammed the bedroom door shut with a loud bang.

	The next few days were awkward as hell. I slept in the living room. Not that Sally chased me out of the bedroom or anything; it’s just that I didn’t feel she’d like sharing space with a lunatic - which is what she thought I was. After a couple of days of hardly speaking to each other, I sat her down and had a heart to heart. I had decided that she was never going to believe me (who could blame her) so I told her that I was stressed with work and wrestling not working out. She made me promise to see “someone” If I ever saw Bam (or the little Viking) as she called it again; so I did.

	I was certain of what I had seen, but I now knew that trying to convince Sally - or any other sane human being (my Mom might believe me) of what had happened to me would get me locked up in some Hospital. I took the week off work and tried to act as normal as possible.

	My mind though was a whirlwind of activities and strategic planning. Somewhere in the apartment; was a psychotic 3-inch human being who seemed to want me off the Planet; I was going to find and capture my little assassin, and then we would see who was crazy. The first three days went without incident. Sally still regarded me as a crazed lunatic; I knew that by the way, I caught her staring at me quizzically every so often - but apart from that and the fact that my Mom would arrive on Friday to spend the weekend, nothing all-toward happened.

	Then one night Bam reared his ugly little head again. I was lying on my couch eyes closed when I heard a scurrying noise; like a small animal makes when it is darting around. I tensed, and half opened an eye. My heart beat shot up as I saw Bam on the Coffee table, crouched on edge; no doubt gaging the distance from the table’s side to the Sofa. With an effort, he jumped from the sofa, and for a while, I couldn’t see him. Sweat dripped down my brow as I lay still, scarcely breathing - where was the little bastard? After a few minutes, a little head emerged from the Sofa’s edge. Bam, pulled himself up and rolled over; I could see his tiny chest beating heavily as he lay trying to catch his breath. Haha! I thought. The little demon must have missed the Sofa’s edge, but had found the strength to climb up anyway; he gets an A for effort.

	After a while he got up; I could see he had his axe with him this time. Eyes half open, I saw him slink towards my legs, and slowly clamber up, using my socks and the soft fabric of my sweat bottoms as leverage. He made his way slowly up my thighs to my abdomen. I was bare-chested, and he had a hard time balancing due to my heavy breathing. I waited until he raised the axe high; then moving as quickly as lightning I grabbed him.

	He squirmed and squealed, but I held firm; careful not to squeeze too tight. I brought him close to my eye-line and heard him screeching and cursing.

	I was almost laughing maniacally, as I went to the kitchen and grabbed a glass tumbler. I placed him down carefully and turned it upside down quickly. For a minute I stared at Bam, trapped in a glass tumbler; on my kitchen table. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

	‘Get up Sally!’ I shook her roughly on the shoulder.

	‘Wah…Jake - what’s going on!’

	‘Get up. You have to see this.’

	She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and peered at a wall clock. ‘Jake. Do you know what time it is?’ I didn't say anything. I grabbed Sally and dragged her, protesting and cursing to the Kitchen.

	‘Have a look at that,’ I said triumphantly. She suddenly stopped. Shook her head and bent to have a better look. There was no doubt; a very upset Bam was banging on the glass tumbler, shaking his fist at us and swearing shrilly.

	‘Dafuckisdat?’ Sally said. She looked at me, then at Bam, then at me again. ‘Is…is that real?’

	‘I told you. It’s real. That’s a 3-inch human being.’

	‘It’s a toy - quit joking,’ she said looking at me.

	‘Would a toy,’ I said, pointing at the imprisoned Lilliputian, ‘do that?’

	‘Oh my! How rude.’ Bam had lifted up his tunic and flashed us his butt in the act of defiance.

	We spent a full 15 minutes peering at Bam, who kept on gesturing defiantly before Sally said. ‘Don’t you think we’d better put him somewhere he can breathe.

	30 minutes later, Bam secured in a small animal cage, Sally and I sat down on the sofa.

	‘Now do you believe me?’ I asked. She shivered.

	‘Okay, Jake. Tell me exactly what happened to you in that ring.

	I related the story again slowly; this time I could see from the rapt way she paid attention and the ways she munched on her lower lip that she believed me.

	‘It’s - it’s fantastically unbelievable.’

	I ran my hand through my hair. ‘Well, it’s all true.’

	She got up and paced the room. ‘So what should we do now?’ Before I could answer, the doorbell rang. Jay and Jude were at the door.

	‘Well…you gonna let us in?’ I realized that I blocked their way. They trooped in and settled down after greeting Sally who hung around in the kitchen doorway.

	‘We just came to see how you are doing.’ I didn’t say anything. It was as if I’d lost my voice. Jay suddenly realized how weird we were acting. His eyes swept from Sally; who looked like she had just seen a Ghost to me - dumbfounded and blank-faced. ‘What’s wrong with you two?’ Jude asked, puzzled.

	‘Yeah, looks like you just buried a body in the basement,’ Jay said.

	It wasn’t exactly a body, but it felt like it. I made a decision.

	‘Come with me. I want to show you something.’ Puzzled; they followed me into the kitchen. Without saying a word, I pointed at Bam who was sitting cross-legged in the cage.

	‘What the hell is that? ’Jay said as he and Jude stuck their heads out and peered at Bam. Bam got up and made great piping squeaking noises, shaking his fists at the new-comers - if he was scared of the giants staring at him; he didn’t show it. He shook his fist, gestured with his hands and finally - in an act which was fast becoming his party trick - turned his back and exposed his buttocks.

	‘What the hell is this? A toy?’ Jay exclaimed.

	‘No it’s an alien,’ Jude said.

	I sighed. ‘It’s not a toy or an alien. It’s a guy called Bam, and he hates my guts.’ Quickly, I explained what had happened and how Bam had come to be shrunk. They both glared at me. ‘Do you expect me to believe that?’ Jay asked, and his eyes turned to Sally who shifted her shoulders.

	‘I tell you it’s the truth. How else do you explain that?’

	Jay and Jude peered down at Bam, who put on quite a show. He hopped about, shook his fists and finally grabbed two wireframes of the cage and shook it furiously until exhausted, he fell down in a heap. Jay, obviously amused at Bam’s action laughed and brought out his phone. Jude quickly followed.

	‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’ I said, blocking his view of the cage.

	‘Hey make space…I’ve got to get this on video.’ Jay was trying to push me out of the way.

	‘No video. If you are not going to be helpful, I will ask you to leave.’ Jay stared up at me, and I stared back. Finally, he sighed and put away his phone.

	‘This is fantastic Jake. Think about how much money we could make with him. We could put him on YouTube; he could do interviews with the networks…hey,’ he said his voice rising in excitement. ‘Do you think there are others like him? Maybe we could have a wrestling tournament.’ Jude and Sally started talking as well, and it was only when I shouted for them to shut up that I got some quiet.

	‘We are not putting him on YouTube,’ I said, and Sally nodded vigorously. ‘All of you,’ she said, ‘out of the kitchen. I’m going to get him something to eat and drink. Then we will see discus what to do with him. I think we should call the cops or FBI.’

	When we were in the Living room, Jay spoke. ‘Before you call the FBI, give me a few days, we could become millionaires…think about the possibilities for Christ-sakes!!’

	‘Shut-up Jay! This is serious business. We are telling no one.’

	‘I think we should contact NASA. I still say he’s an alien.’

	I glared at Jude.

	‘Okay…okay,’ Jay said, his eyes gleaming with greed.

	‘Tell us this story again.’

	So I did. They had already heard it all before of course, but then, they had thought I’d been hit too hard in the head. Now, they listened with rapt attention taking it all in earnestly.

	‘So,’ Jude said when I was done. ‘What to do now?’

	I put my head in my hands a migraine beginning to rear its ugly head. ‘I don’t know. I just can’t keep Bam forever. Maybe I can go to the Police or the Feds.

	Jay scoffed. ‘If you tell them this cockamamie story, they won’t believe you; probably lock you up. Sure, you have a 3-inch human as evidence, but the story is still out of this World. They’ll keep the little guy, and no-one would ever hear of it again. It will probably be like one of them UFO stories we always hear about…Roswell.’

	‘But they have to believe me.’

	I got up and paced the room, banging a fist into my palm intermittently as my mind struggled to get a grasp of the bizarre circumstances of the last few weeks that had turned my ordinary existence upside down.

	Sally came into the room and sat quietly. She was dressed in a Washington State sweatshirt and pants; even without make-up and the abnormal situation, she found herself she still looked cute as hell.

	‘How’s he?’ Jay asked. ‘Can I just have another little peak?’

	‘No. He’s sleeping.’ Turning to me she said. ‘I don’t think having so many giants staring at him like a zoo animal is good for him. He looks paler than when I first saw him. I left him some food - a tiny piece of cheese and pasta and water in a small doll’s cup. I also left him some water and a small piece of clothing in case he wants to bathe…oh - I think it’s very cruel that we have him in a cage. Can’t we find something more humane for him - like a Doll’s house or something?’

	I glared at Sally scarcely believing what I was hearing. ‘The hell with humane! That little psycho tried to kill me!’

	She glared back. ‘Well he’s no danger to you now, is he? We need to treat him with respect and dignity.’

	‘What we need to do,’ said Jay, a sneer on his lips, ‘is to put that little bastard on Youtube and get some views. My cousin Derrick made a fortune with his cat and…’

	‘Well this is no cat, and we will not put him on YouTube,’ Sally snapped.

	I’d had enough of them.

	‘Okay guys,’ I said. ‘Out! You guys are not helping the situation.’ 10 minutes later, we were alone. Jay and Jude were reluctant to go, but I insisted, right after swearing them to secrecy.

	When we were alone, Sally and I discussed the fate of Bam. The more we talked, the more I realized, with rising dismay that Sally intended to keep Bam. I knew then that I had to think this through on my own. Fortunately, my Mom was due the next day so she could give her opinion.

	I checked on Bam, and after making sure he was alright, went to sleep. Sally got up several times in the night, and I cursed silently as I knew she was checking up on Bam.

	We had a quiet breakfast the next day. Sally fussed over Bam (much to my irritation) making sure he had breakfast (A small piece of toast and sausage) water and - believe it or not - orange juice. I could scarcely contain my annoyance as I watched her pour some milk in a small bottle top and slide it to a recalcitrant Bam. He never ate in front of us, but he was eating alright because whatever was left disappeared on our return.

	‘You are paying more attention to that bloodthirsty psycho than me,’ I complained bitterly. ‘Oh don’t be a baby. There’s plenty of food in the fridge if you want.’ She hurried into the room and got ready for work, while I put on the TV, muttering grumpily to myself. She reappeared, kissed me goodbye and left after telling me not to forget to check up on Bam.

	I spent the day deep in thought. What to do about Bam. I couldn’t hold him, prisoner, indefinitely. I also didn't like the idea of taking him to the Feds, although with the way things were going that looked most likely.

	Around noon, My Mom arrived from Miami. I had given her an abridged version of events, worried she might think I was crazy but she had been strangely quiet, just saying she was on her way.

	‘Hey Mom,’ I said kissing her as she pushed past me. My mom was a slim short woman with curly brown hair with liberal sprinkles of gray. She was fresh-faced - for a fifty-year-old - and her sparkling green eyes always had a mischievous glint in them. Today however she was all business.

	‘Where is he?’ She said. I led her to the Kitchen. She glared silently at Bam for a full minute, as usual, he cursed and shook his hands aggressively at the newcomer. I stared at her shocked. My mom was the kindliest and gentlest soul ever, and the hateful look she gave Bam was totally out of character.

	‘You alright Mom?’ I asked puzzled. She forced a smile on her thin lips, and life returned to sapphire eyes that had turned cold. ‘Yes. Jake. I need to tell you something, and it’s going to be hard.’

	I was now worried. ‘What is it?’ She placed a small hand on my arm. ‘First I need you to see someone.’ She led me into the living room. Standing in the center of the room, was my stalker, Ceriuz.

	I stared at him stunned. I was even more surprised as my Mom walked to his side and they both considered me. He was pale as ever; his cold gray eyes regarded me unblinkingly. Suddenly he dropped to his knees followed by my Mother and they both chorused.

	‘Your Highness.’

	 

	


Chapter 6

	To say I was shocked was an understatement. I don’t know how long I stood mouth ajar staring down at my Mom and Ceriuz kneeling before me, heads bowed. After what seemed an eternity but in truth was only a couple of seconds, I trusted myself to speak.

	‘Mom,’ I croaked, as she rose. ‘What the hell is going on here? Do you know him.’

	She came to me and held my hand. There was a strange, undecipherable look in her eyes…fear, relief, joy, anxiety…it was impossible to read.

	‘I think you should sit. You are about to hear something that will change everything son, My King.’

	I sat because there was nothing else to do. Mom sat beside me and grasped my hands while Ceriuz, stood impassively.

	‘Bam is here and alive?’ It was Ceriuz that spoke, in his unique echo voice, which sounded as if it emerged from my mind.

	‘Yes,’ Mom answered. ‘I suppose we should dispose of him,’ she added quietly.

	‘No,’ I yelled startling them both. I had no use for Bam. He had tried to kill me - was still trying to kill me, but he seemed harmless enough now; besides, Sally would rip my heart out and have it for breakfast if she thought I had anything to do with harming him.

	‘No?’ Ceriuz said arching a thin silvery eyebrow. ‘Why he is a Berserker. A killer sent to kill you and will not stop until you are dead. Do not let his size fool you; he is full of hate.’

	‘Leave it, for now, Sorcerer,’ Mom said. I glanced sharply at both of them, and the nightmare was becoming worse and worse.

	‘Mom,’ I said, ‘can you tell me what the HELL is going on? Who is this guy - Ceriuz? Who is Bam? How come he’s now a mini version of himself? How the hell do you fit into all of this?’

	She stared into my eyes. ‘Jake…I’m not your mother.’ A lot of strange things had happened to me these past few days, but it was those four words that unnerved me most.

	‘What…what do you mean not my mother?’

	‘You are not mine biologically. I am just your guardian. Someone to watch over you - take care of you as such a time that you were ready for the truth.’

	I was speechless. I stared at her dumbfounded.

	‘So who…’

	‘Is your Mother? She was the Princess Eziirium of the seven lowlands. She married your Father, King Jaks the 3rd in Westalvia many eons ago and they quickly sired you. I was your mother’s servant, charged to watch over you.’

	I snatched my hand away from hers as if it were hot coal. This was not the woman I knew as my Mom. There were a gravitas and seriousness about her that was out of character with the quirky, laid-back, carefree attitude to the woman I had called mom for 19 years.

	Ceriuz’s voice echoed around the room. ‘Perhaps it is better I show the lad. Time is of the essence.’

	My Mom peered at me teary eyed. ‘Let him show you, Jake.’ Slowly I turned to Ceriuz and nodded.

	He stepped in front of me and held out his hands. It was strange to have him in my room; dressed like an eccentric retiree from Florida.

	I heard a faint rustle, and from his outstretched palms, dust particles emerged and started darting in a vortex, followed by small leaves and beams of light - red, gold, purple - intersecting each other like tiny atoms.

	Despite my confusion and despair, I could not wrench my eyes away from the bizarre show of magic. Suddenly I felt a part of me; like a dark shadow step out of my body. The slim shadow floated into the air and quickly - joined Ceriuz’s menagerie of light, dust, wind, and earth.

	Suddenly I was there myself, in another world. A world like ours, but at the same time very different. It was dusk, and the sky was a strange red, orange, dark blue hue. Clouds dominated, and the last vestiges of the sun provided a dim light as the shadow - or was it me (I couldn’t be sure) hovered in the sky, looking downward at a vast plain in which gathered, a great army - the army of my father.

	There seemed to be hundreds of tents in the plain, surrounded by a great ditch spiked with sharp wooden stakes all around. I dipped down, taking a shadowy voyeuristic presence. There were thousands of soldiers gathered around campfires by their tent. Huddled in great fur coats, as it was the beginning of winter; cooking. Some were dazing while others were eating, making merriment and engaged in other activities. Wild dogs roamed the edges of the camp, sniffing for food, one eye alert for the errant boot of an irritated Soldier. There were a few women too. Most were in tents, attending to the sexual needs of men, who hadn’t felt the warmth of a female form in years, but the braver ones crouched around the fires and even skulked around in the shadows.

	My eyes went to my father's tent, which was the biggest and best decorated. It dwarfed the other tents imperiously and was located right in the centre of the military camp. Two huge stalwart members of the King’s guard defended the entrance. The guards were dressed in a green tunic, bronze metal breastplates engraved with the image of a Wolf - my people’s guardian animal, and around their broad shoulders was draped colossal fur coats. Each held a long spear in their hands and sheathed on their sides, were the legendary and infamous short swords of the Westlavia army. They were killers: battle-hardened disciplined, soldiers who never shirked their duty. I stared for a minute, invincible to the naked eye, then I willed myself down and slithered, unseen, by them into the warmth of the tent. I stopped at the entrance, a thin shadow, invincible and inanimate, and stared hard at the tall man who huddled with his three other acolytes. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with long brown curly hair - my father, the King of Westlavia, was an imposing handsome man.

	He was dressed in a green, brown jerkin over doublets with long green leggings. He towered over his three most trusted generals and Ceriuz. The atmosphere in the tent was tense as they pored over a parchment map placed on a large wooden table. Four braziers with flickering flames served the twin purpose of illuminating the King’s tent and providing heat and solace from the winter cold.

	‘This is where we are now,’ the King said, pointing at a spot on the map. ‘Osterley's men are just a day’s march from us on the crest of this valley.’

	He glanced up at his two Generals; tough battle-weary men, hoping that a win in this last battle would claim all the spoils. ‘Tomorrow we march to meet them; to war against them; to annihilate them, may the Gods be with us.

	General Murchees spoke. ‘They outnumber us 2 to 1 and have the advantage of camping above us.’

	He was in his 50’s with short curly almost exclusively white hair, and a hardened face crisscrossed by scars.

	‘So what?’ Daarrk, the King’s brother - my uncle - said. Much like the King, he was tall with long brown hair and black eyes that gleamed when he was excited.

	‘The Pitsmen are twice the men those offal are. We must take them tomorrow.’

	The King accessed his men and said nothing. He agreed with his younger more impetuous brother for a change but was wise enough to seek counsel anyway.

	The shortest and oldest man there - for Ceriuz the sorcerer was not viewed as a mere man - was general Burday. He lifted his broad shoulders.

	‘I would prefer if the odds were better. But news reaching us is that two enemy infantries are a day and a half’s march away from reinforcing Osterlay’s force. If we dally, it will be twice as hard.

	The King turned to Ceriuz, the wizard, his adviser, mentor, and friend. Ceriuz lifted a slim hand and stroked his long, luxuriant silvery beard.

	‘I am not a military man,’ he said in a clear voice that sounded as if it belonged to a man 60 years younger and not the 120 years he was rumored to have lived. ‘But it seems to me we have no choice.’

	Satisfied with the counsel the King spoke. ‘Indeed we don’t. This undoubtedly will be our last stand. If we fail, our beautiful kingdom of Westalavia and all the adjoining Towns and Villages, including our allies and vassal states to the Far East who depend on us are doomed.’

	He lifted a goblet of mulled wine to his lips. ‘Winter is upon us, and Osterlay’s armies have run out of food and water.’

	He turned to Daarrk and smiled. It was his brother's idea to send small forces to villages that lined the enemy’s path and burn their crops and supplies of food, even poisoning streams and wells. It was a ruthless but genius move as spies had reported that Osterlay’s men had stomachs like greyhounds and low morale that accompanies the travails of starvation.

	‘So now, they must go through us to get food. If the Osterlays cannot…they have to turn back and then, they are likely to be caught in the winter. If they lose the battle tomorrow as they will -’ He paused for effect. Fixing everybody with his intense gleaming black eyes that made men flinch and turned women into shy giggling maidens, ‘They lose the war.’

	General Murchees sighed. He was a good man but growing weary of war. He had joined the army when he was 16, a thin slip of a lad with an eye for glory; that was 35 years ago, and he had long tired of the horrors of war. First with the King’s Father, old King Jaks the first and now with his son. He loved both of them dearly but wished their accursed line wasn’t so reckless, blood-thirsty and eager to wage war.

	‘How sure are we that the reinforcements won’t get there before us? You underestimate the Osterley vermin. When they want to, they can move across the land as well as any Pitsmen force, and they know that the fate of this war depends on them.’

	Daarrk showed his perfect white teeth. He was two years younger than his brother the King, but they might as well be twins. They were both tall and sinewy with lean, wiry muscles. Their skin, like their mothers, was tanned and glowed with health. They inherited their Mother’s faces, slim with high cheekbones and expressive dark eyes but that was where the resemblance with their mother stopped.

	Unfortunately Murchee thought, they did not have their mothers even temperament, her love for the music, arts, and humanities; they could not be described as cruel like their father but Jaks the second and his brother Daarrk possessed a burning desire to prove themselves through war that enabled them to perform great acts of cruelty and callousness that astounded even a grizzled veteran like himself.

	‘A minute comrades,’ Daarrk said, and his long legs took him out the tent swiftly. I shivered as his shadow passed close to me and gave a silent shriek imperceptible to the human ear. He returned with two men. Murchee winced, and Booday growled. Untas!!

	Not any old Unta Ceriuz thought his curiosity piqued (war stratagems bored him greatly) but the head of the Untas (for they had no true King) Kroos and his deputy, a vile old man - even by Unta standards - Bammam.

	The Untas surveyed the opulent tent contemptuously.

	‘Come hither my friends,’ the King said, ushering them in. They moved on short, muscular legs until they were by the King’s side. Both races of men wrinkled their noses in distaste. The Untas, could not bear the sickly sweet smell that came from the oiled, sleek, perfumed, Pitsmen and the Pitsmen, railed at the vile odor of the Untas who believed bathing was something to be done a few times in a year.

	‘My God do these people not bathe? ’General Burday said beneath his breath. He was a man, even by Pitsmen standards, of impeccable hygiene who started and finished off his day in a hot soapy bath-tub being attended to by a bevy of maidens, the rancid stench of the Untas made him heave.

	The King shot him a dark look that commanded silence. ‘What are they doing here Daarrk?’ Murchee said, rigid as a post. There was a sudden atmosphere of tension as the men regarded each other. The two Untas were almost identical, brown-skinned, a head shorter than even General Burday, with big bulbous heads crowned by a shock of unruly dark hair. Their eyes were blacker than black and their faces, arms, legs, and bodies were marked by scarification and weird ancient tattoos.

	‘This is the head of the Untas Kroos and his trusted adviser Bammam,’ Jaks said. The two bowed slightly, their faces set in an ugly scowl. ‘They look far from happy to be here,’ Ceriuz muttered to himself. What odd creatures they are. At that moment Ceriuz jerked his head to one side and stared straight at me and a frown creased his ancient features.

	The two were archetypical Unta males, a head shorter than even the shortest Pitmen with wiry tanned bodies and bandy legs. They wore animal furs and leggings with fur boots. They were both unarmed, which wasn’t surprising as no one could be in the presence of the King of Pitsmen with a weapon, but Ceriuz knew that if there was a melee between them, the Untas - vicious, deadly, lightning quick and deceptively strong - could hold their own; even against several Pitsmen.

	‘They are here at the King’s behest,’ Daarrk said, enjoying the suspense.

	‘We don’t have all day. All we need is the word, and we will act, but first, we want to see the bounty,’ said Kroos in a deep low growl.

	Ceriuz chuckled as he saw the displeasure on the General’s faces. Daarrk and the King seemed slightly amused as well. While Pitsmen were clean and bathed every day, Untas believed that dirt and grime were healthy and aided the wellbeing of a Man. While a Pitsman, especially of high nobility had impeccable manners and etiquette, the Untas were brusque, to the point of being rude and spoke their mind all the time. Pitsmen lived by a strict hierarchy from the most wretched beggar on the muddy streets of Westlavia to the highest of nobility culminating in a King who was all but God while to the Untas, all men were equal and had a say in all matters of the land. It was only when a dispute could not be settled that Kroos, the leader, was called in and even then he was frequently challenged and often had to resort to violence to enforce the law.

	The differences were myriad, and Ceriuz knew them all because when he was a young man (well 84), he had spent a year living among the Untas. They resided in an archipelago far out in the sea and had done so in total isolation for hundreds of years, until a merchant Pitsman boat had been blown off course and landed on their shores. How many years ago was that Ceriuz thought? Even for him, it was eons ago. He had been a mere apprentice, barely able to summons a flame from his mind when that happened. The Pitsmen returned with tales of a strange people that resided on several small Islands, full of forests and strange beasts. Ceriuz remembered being in the Kings court in the reign of Jaks the first, beguiled by tales of the Seamen, who told of a fertile land infested with all manners of beasts, big and small - the most fearsome of them (apart from the Untas) being the Red snouted Dragon!

	‘We shall not have such discussions on an empty stomach,’ the King said.

	He clapped his hands and a servant from the kitchen emerged and disappeared just as quickly after a quick command. Five minutes later servants entered the tent, carefully made bare the vast oak table and laid it with red linen clothe. Soon more servants filed in with steaming dishes of food and drink. This continued until the table was laden with roasted pork dripping with gravy, a massive hunk of beef, an enormous bowl of assorted vegetables and roots, honey covered, bite-sized pigeons stacked on each other, stewed venison - a personal favorite of the Kings - and several tankards filled with Pitsmen brewed beer, chilled with snow from the mountains of Northern Westlavia.

	 

	


Chapter 7

	The Unta’s eyes bulged, and stomach growled. ‘If there’s one thing these moist men know how to do,’ Bammam said in his native tongue, licking his thin crusty lips with a thick pink tongue, ‘It’s how to cook.’

	‘Aye Bammam,’ Kroos said, ‘And produce infinitely beddable women.’ Bammam followed Kroos’ hungry eyes to a buxom blond wench filling a jug with mulled wine. Her heavy heaving milk white bosoms strained against her bodice. They both eyed her with lusty admiration.

	‘Young, tall, svelte with big bosoms and wide hips,’ Bammam said his voice throaty. ‘Still, give me an Untas wench any day; wiry, flat-chested and evil-tongued they may be, but they can ride as well as any man and run a household like a military regiment…aye?’ Bammam concluded.

	‘Aye…let us eat. The accursed Pitmen, await us.’

	During the dinner, there was little talk of any importance. The King and Daarrk sat at the head of the table and laughed as a rapidly filling belly, and alcohol lightened their mood. Ceriuz, who - much to the Unta’s and even the Pitsmen’s astonishment - didn’t eat meat, nibbled on cauliflower and some seeds. Murchee quaffed food and drink with relish, but Burday, who unfortunately was sat right across the table from the two Unta’s could only look on horrified as to the beastly manner they tore into meat, licked their lips, belched and farted.

	‘How can you eat with those beasts devouring food like wild animals?’ He spat out at General Murchee. Murchee grinned.

	Borday and his exaggerated ways were the butt of all jokes around their circle.

	‘If you are not eating that,’ he said, pointing at the venison on Borday’s plate, can I have it?’ Borday shot him a look of pure malice before sliding the wooden plate to Murchee. Murchee laughed, speared the meat with a sharp dagger and tore it apart with big gleaming white teeth.

	An hour later, with bellies full of food and not a little drink, Jaks spoke. ‘Now that we have filled our bellies let us talk on why we are here.’

	Kroos straightened. He had moderated his drink with the aim of keeping his wits, while Bammam was half drunk. ‘Yes let’s,’ he growled. His Pitsman was impeccable; Bammam spoke it far less proficiently but well enough.

	They were still at the table; it had been cleared and wiped clean, and all the servants had disappeared so they could talk freely.

	‘Tomorrow, at dawn, we march to confront our enemy. They have the advantage of numbers and geography, but we have no choice,’ Jaks said. He turned to Murchee and Boday. ‘You might be wondering why our friends from the Islands are here…it is because we have purchased their services.’

	Boday squirmed in his seat and Murchee looked up sharply.

	‘Tis not the first time we have used the Untas as mercenary, but why the secrecy?’

	Jaks got up and walked to Murchee; he slammed two hands on his shoulders and squeezed affectionately.

	‘Indeed, you two are my most trusted aides, but the secrecy was necessary. There are eyes and ears everywhere, and Daarrk and I thought it necessary to keep this between us.’

	‘My men are half a day’s march away, camped on the other side of the Xryzz,’ Kroos said.

	The Xryzz was a small shallow river in the heart of Pitsman Country. ‘They have their orders and will be ready to join you in battle when the time comes.’

	‘How many?’ Jaks asked.

	‘150 of the best. 50 Calvary and 100 members of my elite crew.’

	‘Which is equal to 1000 Pitsmen,’ Bammam added with a drunken slur and a chuckle.

	Borday bristled and turned red but held his tongue.

	Ceriuz watched the scene. It had been an age since the Pitsmen employed the services of the Untas; they were ferocious warriors, and he wasn’t quite sure Bammam was too far off - perhaps worth 2000 Pitsmen he mused.

	Good thing that they rarely ventured off their beloved Island and had little to no ambitions; otherwise Pitsmen, Osterlays, Taquans, Jegarviaks, and all other Lowlanders would be in serious jeopardy.

	‘That would be more than enough to give us a fighting chance. You have your orders?’

	‘I have instructions…I take orders from no one,’ Kroos said softly, his black eyes fixed and unblinking on the King of the Pitsmen who he considered his equal.

	‘The impertinence of this Jackal!’ Boday could take it no more, and his hands went to his sword hilt.

	‘Stay your hand damn you!’ Jak glared at him until he removed his hand from his sword. Ceriuz watched on a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. Jaks had undoubtedly just saved Boday from a swift death; he was no match for the Untas.

	Jaks turned to the Untas unfazed by the insults. He was a rare King Ceriuz thought, unaffected by the pomp of his station, only focused on the task at hand. With him at the helm, we are in steady hands.

	‘Your bounty.’ He clapped his hands sharply twice, and after a few minutes, four stout soldiers emerged bearing a massive chest. The Untas sat up and stared as the chest was prized open revealing a fortune in gold coins, pearls, jewels, silver, and other precious gems.

	There was silence in the room as Kroos got up and sauntered to the chest. He grabbed a fistful of precious gems and let it run through his stubby fingers. He grunted in satisfaction and returned to Bammam’s side.

	‘We are well pleased. But there’s one more thing,’ he said, looking at Jaks, his small black eyes flat and dull.

	For the first time, Jaks looked unsure. He glanced at Daarrk who lifted his shoulders.

	‘What is it? That was our bargain.’

	‘Things change,’ Kroos said, examining his dirty fingernails. Bamamm, who was as much in the dark as the others in the tent perked up.

	‘I want a woman…a Pitsman to take back with me.’

	There was a silence in the room as the atmosphere, suddenly became charged.

	‘You what?’ Jaks said, staring at the leader of the Untas who glared back impassively. I want one of your women, to become my wife.’

	‘By the blood of the seven gods!’ Borday swore rising to his feet. There was a gasp from Murchee, and even Bamamm looked about furtively his mouth ajar.

	‘We do not sell our women Islander,’ Daarrk said. ‘I helped negotiate the deal, and this was not part of it.’

	‘Like I said,’ Kroos persisted, the ghost of a smile playing on his small, cruel, thin lips. ‘Things have changed. I have decided to take a wife from your people. Would you prefer I raid a village on my way back and abduct a few women, this way at least I do it peacefully.’

	‘Let me cut down the swine,’ Boday snarled and in a swift movement revealed his sword, the blade gleaming in the light of the fire. Bamamm shifted until he was by Kroos side and crouched like a feral animal.

	Kroos raised his hand, calming Bamamm. ‘No need for hostilities. We are unharmed.’ He addressed Jaks who had turned white. ‘It is simply a humble request. If refused, we will leave, and the agreement is forfeit. I will take my men, and we will return to our Islands.’

	‘Let me cut this lying offal into a thousand pieces and feed his carcass to the dogs of the camp…I beseech thee, my Lord.’

	‘Silence!’ Jaks snapped at Boday. ‘One more word from you and I will have you flayed like a common infantryman.’

	Boday’s mouth opened and closed, and his face turned crimson, but he said nothing. Murchee stiffened. For a General to be addressed like a street urchin was something he could not stomach, his military training however kept him quiet as he looked on.

	Jaks stared at the short, slim, wiry Unta, who was unmoved and unafraid at the turmoil his requests had caused. Doesn’t he know that I can have his head on a stick in a minute if I wanted? Jaks broke out in a smile. He knew quite alright, but he is a gambling man; staking his hand on the fact that I will be wise enough not to jeopardize the fate of my people for one woman.

	‘Is this your last request Islander?’

	Kroos tilted his head, then nodded. ‘Yes,’ he growled finally.

	‘Well so be it. You will get a woman from us, on condition that you treat her properly and she comes to no harm.’

	‘She will be wed to me as a third wife. She will live in my tent and be a Queen of the people.’

	‘My Lord -’

	‘Did you not hear me the last time Boday. This is your final warning; by God, I will whip you myself.’

	Bamamm was smiling now as the worst of the tension dissipated. By God, he is a genius he thought.

	‘I have already seen the woman I want,’ Kroos said as if negotiating for ware from the market. He did not know it, but apart from Ceriuz, all the Pitsmen were genuinely affronted, and in any other context, he would have been killed. Not that they were opposed to such negotiations, but their inherent sense of superiority to the Island race, who they all thought was of inferior stock, made it hard for them to stomach the request. Oh, there had been rumors of Untas raiding mainland Villages and making away with Pits women before; but to make such a request, of the King of all people, was indeed an insult that deserved a horrific death.

	‘Oh,’ Jaks said. ‘And who might this be?’ Kroos grinned wolfishly and all Pitsmen in the room, bar Ceriuz, itched to see his blood flow down their swords and make puddles on the floor.

	‘The Servant. The one with the long blonde hair and how did you describe her…’ he said turning to Bamamm. ‘Wide twin begetting hips,’ his accomplice finished without missing a beat.

	For a minute Jaks seriously considered damning the deal and setting on Kroos himself. Ceriuz, who knew Jaks better than most tensed as the king contemplated on decisions that would have enormous ramifications for all his people.

	‘Zarah?’ He said softly as if talking to himself. Daarrk glanced at Murchee, who had turned white as a sheet and was clenching his hilt so hard, his knuckles turned snow-white. Zarah was his companion and all, but the King knew it. Every night the girl would slip into his tent only to re-emerge before dawn the next. Boday was also aware of the fact, and his shrewd mind worked out multiple possibilities of how the night might end.

	‘She is yours,’ Jaks said. Murchee made a soft moan that escaped nobody but the King. Now he had made his decision his mind had turned to more important things; indeed he was glad that the Unta had chosen a mere servant girl, an orphan no less…she would not be missed.

	‘Now,’ he continued, his voice tired, ‘I want everybody to get some rest, we are in for a long day tomorrow. Daarrk,’ he turned to his brother. ‘Arrange the treasure be taken to the Untas on a Wagon, and arrange the…the wench as well. Make sure it is all done in secrecy.’ He turned to Kroos. ‘Let this be the last time you make such a request.’ Kroos nodded and bowed obsequiously. ‘Your lord,’ he said and wheeled on his heels.

	Ceriuz caught them as they were mounting their ubiquitous horses; small, sturdy creatures that could only be found on their Islands.

	‘Kroos,’ he said. The short man wheeled and faced Ceriuz.

	‘Look,’ Bammaam said with a giggle, ‘It’s the sorcerer.’

	‘What do you want old man?’ Kroos asked.

	‘You will not remember me. You were but a child when I spent a year with your people.’

	‘I know you not, but I know of you. The Pits magician who spent time in our forests, studying wild beasts and gathering rare plants…you were especially interested in the rare red snouted Dragons.’

	Ceriuz nodded.

	‘I saw but only a handful.’ Kroos shrugged and petted his impatient mare. ‘I have lived on the Island all my life, and I have seen only a few myself, but I know you are not here to exchange anecdotes on red dragons.’

	‘Why Kroos?’

	‘The woman?’

	His eyes narrowed. Ceriuz didn’t say anything…there was no need.

	‘You are sworn to celibacy; explaining why I require a woman to you is like explaining to a fish why it needs shelter in a thunderstorm.’

	‘Not quite. I was not always celibate, and I have had my fair share of women.’

	Kroos’ eyes narrowed. He was but a mere boy when Ceriuz, the first foreigner ever, was granted permission to stay on the Unta Islands, study their people and customs; their languages, their traditions; their flora and fauna…in exchange for a vast myriad of magical services; ranging from weather tampering to fertility rites. He heard that the powers of the Sorcerer made those of their local Shamans pale in comparison. He was one to be watched.

	The camp was slumbering; over a thousand soldiers weary from their exertions and anxious for the battle tomorrow were trying to get some rest under the dark starry skies. A half moon, playing hide and seek with cumulus clouds, was the only illumination as most of the campfires were already doused.

	‘I am curious,’ Kroos said, finally, ‘and the Pits women are comely in a way that our maidens can never be. They are tall and fair-haired and pale and buxom, and I need a new wife to bring excitement and new-borns into my household.’

	Ceriuz regarded him pointedly. ‘All you needed to have done was to make a few raids of the coastal towns. Why put our King in such a position as to lose face.’

	Bamamm made an impatient gesture, and Kroos put up his hands, quick to stop any impertinent statements from his second in charge. ‘I saw the maiden,’ he said softly, looking up at the magician, ‘and I desired her. I made a request, and it was granted…make no more of it than it is Sorcerer.’

	Ceriuz sighed. Impetuosity was a trait that was rare in the Untas. They were a simple people, who lived frugally in simple communes, but they did nothing lightly, Kroos was lying to him. This “request” had been thought of weeks before, even months.

	He was unlike his father, this strange wiry man, Ceriuz thought. His father had little ambition of conquest; content to spend his days on the Island hunting wild game and governing his people; occasionally hiring his men out for mercenary work. There was something different about this one - could he have ambitions beyond the Islands? Even as the thought came to his head, Ceriuz realized with a start that he was right.

	He shuddered, he had seen the Untas in battle; they rode as if they had been born on horseback and even the worst of their marksmen could hit a tiny acorn from a hundred yards with their arrows. Their frame was small and wiry, but they were incredibly strong and ferocious. If they were unleashed on the Pits, they would make the war with the Osterlays seem like market women squabbling over trade.

	‘Do you read minds Sorcerer?’ Kroos had a ghost of a smile on his face. He was an intuitive man and had guessed that the old Wizard had been able to see through his eyes, to the burning ambitions that kept him up every night. Never-mind, he thought, even a wizard could not stop events now, the ball had been set rolling, and things would never be the same.

	Ceriuz smiled. ‘I am a sorcerer,’ he said, ‘Not a miracle worker - so I cannot read minds.’

	Kroos studied him for a minute, then turned on his heels, and with the agility of a monkey mounted his horse. Bamamm did the same.

	‘It is a good thing that you cannot read minds old one…but curious…curious that one who is so powerful cannot do that one simple thing.’ With a sharp ululation that pierced the night air, he pitched his mount and galloped away, closely followed by his acolyte, through the slumbering camp.

	 

	


Chapter 8

	‘The scout is here.’

	The King of the Osterlays rolled out of his bed instantly alert. He had not had any sleep in anticipation of the coming battle. A servant brought warm water and soap in a basin, which was used to bathe his face. He glanced in the mirror and his brows furrowed at how old he looked. Where was the young man that had taken over from his father 17 years (by the seven gods of the Undergrounds was it that long) ago? He was still handsome, but for the first time, he noticed there was more Grey than black in his locks. Even on a day of battle, he called a servant to shave him, and although almost shaking in anticipation of the day’s battle, he forced himself to go through his usual ritual. After shaving, he had a meagre breakfast of cheese, cold meats and bread with mulled wine. Then he got into a warm bath and luxuriated in the expert gentle caress of his favorite slave: a slim dark haired Jervakian beauty, with wide hips and exotic slanted eyes peculiar to their people. He dressed in battle gear; culminating in chain mail, which three servants placed on him with practiced expertise. Finally, he was handed his sword; a beautiful, deadly piece crafted by the best blacksmith in the land. He inserted the weapon in a handsome, finely decorated scabbard and stepped outside. Like most days destined for horror, it was looking to be a beautiful one. The sun was not yet out but the songs of the birds portended of a glorious sunny day - what better day for a war in which thousands would die, and many more would be injured - he mused a ghost of a smile on his face.

	‘Sire,’ a burly middle-aged man, dressed in full Osterley military regalia said, bowing deeply. ‘The dispatcher.’

	A young, thin red-haired youth stepped forward and bowed.

	‘Speak freely.’

	‘The Pitsmen army is on the move; they will be here in a few hours.’

	‘How many?’ The query was spat out by the burly man. His name was Akerz, and he was a General in the Osterlays King’s army.

	‘Maybe just over 2000; only a handful of calvary.’

	‘Where did you see them?’ Fistum asked. He was a giant of a man even by Osterlays standards - another general.

	‘They passed through a narrow valley near where I camped for the night. They saw me on the cliff-face, but their arrows fell short.’

	‘You have done well,’ Kellatarm, King of the Osterlays said. The boy blushed as red as his hair. ‘Go now and rouse the camp. We will prepare an adequate welcome for our Pits scum,’ he spat. To his Generals: ‘The moment has come. Prepare your men - you,’ he said, turning to an underling, ‘prepare my horse.’

	The Osterlays were camped at the head of a rolling hill. They were over 5,000 strong; all battle-hardened men, most nursing some sort of injury from their most recent campaign. Word of the coming enemy filtered round their camp and the men roused themselves, eager for one final battle. Camp commandants, baying loudly in voices made hoarse by overuse, went round kicking rumps of those slow to act and a loud battle horn sounded to announce the urgency of the situation.

	30 Minutes later, the great Osterley army was gathered on the edge of the camp, waiting to set out to battle. The Noble Men, who commanded sections of the army rode around on steads, doing a last minute check - there was the usually charged atmosphere before any battle. Finally, the King showed up in full armor, accompanied by Lord Akerz of Marnx, himself resplendent in battle gear. As soon as he was sighted the men let out a spontaneous cheer and a chant of “Long reign our King” broke out.

	The King smiled broadly. He rode his horse to the center of his army, and they grew quiet in anticipation. ‘My great army,’ He said. ‘The day has finally come.’ A loud cheer broke out which died when the King raised his hand.

	‘I see the brave men of Marnx with their Tulip banner. The indefatigable hordes of Bilux with their Bear; the scourge of the Coastal Pits - the Greens with their Viper banner…’ One after the other, he named the different factions that had been raised by his loyal nobles, from their regions - careful not to forget any to avoid any slight. ‘We are the pride of the Osterlays; a noble people ordained by God to rule all of the lands.’ He paused and surveyed the Army with slate grey eyes. ‘Slowly but surely, we have trudged through Pitsland, conquering Village, homesteads, and towns, until we have arrived at this crucial juncture…one final battle which will determine whether we march into the accursed Pits capital as victors; conquerors, or we turn tail and flee back like cowardly curs.’

	The King's words were not mere rhetoric. He realized how high the stakes were. Already the first snow had fallen days ago signalling the start of winter, a season that was notoriously harsh in this region of the Pits. Food supply had also fallen dangerously short, reinforcement was still several days away, and the morale in the army was at a dangerously low ebb. If they lost, they would have to go back home; all the Villages and Towns conquered were nothing if they could not get the main prize. No, he thought, it was now or never.

	‘The accursed Pits come. The scum of the Earth; a mistake of creation by the gods and a people whose rightful place it is to serve as slave and servants to the even the lowliest of Osterley's.’

	A massive cheer like the clap of thunder permeated the air.

	‘We are the mighty Osterlays, the Gods own people…let every man fight to the death; if you fall let it not be before you have taken five Pits sons of dogs; fight with everything you have, do not give a quarter, do not concede an inch of territory, let your swords, spears, and shields be stained with fetid Pitsmen blood. The Gods are with you. To battle, to Victory!’

	A loud cheer broke out as the men reacted to the clarion call with vigor. Akerz looked on proudly; he might not be the handiest with a sword, but their King knew how to set men’s hearts on fire with flowery language. This would not be a tactical fight; it wouldn’t be won by clever strategy or daring gambit; it would be a vicious, close-quartered man to man combat and the fact that they outnumbered their enemy would be negated by the desperation of the Pitsmen, who were ferocious fighters.

	The King leaned in and said to his nobles; ‘It’s up to you now. Onward to battle.’

	Finally, the Osterley army came into view, and it was a sight that was genuinely terrifying; even to the bravest of the Pitsmen.

	Jaks rode at the head of the army with his two most trusted nobles; Boday and Murchees and his brother Daarrk.

	‘We stay here!’ He bayed and the whole army, as one halted. They were on horseback, the four Pits commander and a cold breeze made all shiver. The Osterley army was on the top of a gentle hill, and they stretched as far as the eye could see on either side.

	‘Looks like they are 5000 strong,’ Murchee grunted, awed despite himself.

	‘5000 men to die today then,’ Daarrk growled.

	‘Get me a rider,’ Jaks said softly, eyes narrowed.

	Soon a young boy, barely 16 galloped to the King’s side. ‘A message for the King of the Osterlays - if he is still not ensconced safely in his tent that is.’ Daarrk giggled, and the two other nobles smiled wryly. It was common knowledge that the Osterley King was an inbred coward that rarely led in battle.

	‘Tell him that we give him one last chance to surrender. If he doesn’t the plains will be smeared with Osterley blood and Ravens will feast on the innards and eyeballs of his men for days to come - no doubt the poor birds will later die of food poisoning.’ The boy nodded; he raised a white flag and signalled frantically. A white flag appeared from the other side; which meant it was safe to approach. He rode off, covering the ground between the two armies rapidly. Soon he was on the Osterley side, and the mass of men moved apart to let him ride through to the King.

	‘I don’t know why we don’t plough into them. We all know what the Osterley's answer will be,’ Said Daarrk. They stood at the head of the army on horse-back in full battle-gear as they gazed at the mass of humanity that lined the horizon. Behind them, the Pits army, comprised of the Kings Calvary, resplendent in purple and carrying the King’s Banner, Bodays Lowlanders in their ubiquitous brown uniform, Murchees unit, small but fierce infantrymen from his stronghold Murtriava and the main army, drawn from all Pitsmen far and wide braced for battle. All of a sudden a gap formed in the Osterley army; Jak’s eyes narrowed, and his horse jerked nervously, as a horseman rode through the gap.

	‘Blood of the goddess Murtriava,’ cursed Murchee. It was a man in Osterley, and he held something in his hands, which he hurled towards the Pits nobility. The object rolled down the uneven grassy slope resting a few hundred yards from the line of the Pitsmen army.

	‘See what it is,’ Daarrk barked at one of the calvary who, promptly galloped to the object. He dismounted, picked it up and rode back until he was by the Pits King and his commander. Jaks bristled, and the others cursed in outrage as they gazed at the decapitated head of the scout, held up by his long brown hair. His eyes were opened in the listless soulless manner of the dead and blood dripped from his neck to the green grass.

	‘Who was he?’ Jaks said, his lips scarcely moving and face red with fury.

	‘A young lad from the capital sire,’ the calvary man said. ‘He only joined a few months ago; he had high hopes of glory.’

	Jaks nodded, almost trembling with rage and anger. ‘Sound the horns,’ he said to no one in particular. The battle horn carried to the King of the Osterley who smirked. Killing a scout was underhanded and rare, but it was a symbolic gesture to usher in what was sure to be a bloody day. He had done it himself, amid his whooping and cheering men.

	‘Here they come,’ sire one of his noble men said, mounted on a handsome snow-white stead.

	‘Indeed.’

	A cadre of mounted men appeared and surrounded him, leading him through a mass of men who parted as he went to the rear of his army. His chief nobleman would direct the fight - he would watch from a safe distance.

	The Pits army marched up the gentle slope in cadence to a booming drum. In the vanguard where Murchees’ men, the king, and his noblemen, his guard and a mass of the main army. They moved inexorably to their enemy, not in haste, but with the determined march of well-drilled military men. Each soldier carried a shield made of wood painted, blue, purple or red depending on their unit; a spear which was tilted towards the enemy and a short sword for the inevitable closed quarter fighting that would come. Each knew death was never closer to them; and they prayed for either a victory or a grand entry to the afterlife, only after sending scores of enemies the other way first.

	On the other side, General Akerz’s green eyes surveyed the scene. ‘By God, they are well drilled,’ he said softly.

	‘Aye - but that won’t help them,’ said Jamelot, a nobleman from the Osterley capital resplendent in his battle gear.

	‘Now?’ He inquired. Akerz shook his head. He could see the Pits King, and he prayed that today would be the day his head would be separated from his neck. Unlike their King, he always led in battle and seemed to be kissed by the golden lips of the gods himself for he rarely took a scratch. He had seen him in action several times; on his diamond starred mount looking like a vengeful god, slashing down at lesser mortals with a bloodied sword.

	‘Wait…’ He bayed at his archers, who were lined behind him, ready to unleash a volley of arrows. He bade his time, watching the enemy move closer and closer. Finally, he shouted.

	‘Now!’ A horn sounded, instantaneously followed by hundreds of arrows wheezing through the air, turning the bright blue sky dark.

	The Pits army as one lifted their shields and the “thunk” “thunk” “thunk” of arrowheads piercing could be heard all over. The King grimaced as the arrows pierced his shield. Some were not as lucky as the shaft found gaps and pierced soft flesh.

	‘Okay lads,’ the King shouted, as the arrows subsided. ‘Onwards.

	After a few meters a second more voracious volley flew down on the Pitsmen who once again held up their shields. The second volley was deadlier, as many Soldiers saw colleagues killed by thudding arrows. Screams of anguish permeated the air as the wounded were trampled upon by a determined army.

	Akerz frowned. He was not getting the results he wanted. ‘The boulders,’ he shouted. ‘Bring forth the boulders. His archers made way as four giant stones were heaved forward by sweating soldiers, using human might and long sturdy wood. The noblemen, moved out of the way as the boulders were set loose, and rolled down the slope, gaining momentum with each oscillation.

	‘The hair of the gods,’ someone screamed, and a great murmur arose from the petrified Pits army as they saw the giant boulders hurtling towards them.

	‘Out of the way…out of the way damn you!’ Daarrk screamed, and for the first time, the military discipline of the men flagged as they strove frantically to avoid the boulders. The first one came straight for the King who said a prayer and crouched on his horse, at the last minute it hit an outcropping and diverted sharply to his right, missing the King but smashing through a couple of his guardsmen like a wrecking ball and going on to cut a deadly swathe through a mass of unfortunate soldiers. One boulder veered widely off the mark, but the other three were devastatingly on target. A massive cheer could be heard from the Osterlays while a great moan arose from the ranks of the Pitsmen.

	Akerz smiled wolfishly. ‘Great men of Osterley!’ he shouted raising his sword arm. ‘Set upon the jackals.’ With a great battle cry, the Osterley army rushed forward, eager to take advantage of the chaos in the Pits rank.

	 

	


Chapter 9

	‘Pitsmen…Pitsmen,’ the King shouted. ‘Ready yourself.’ He could hardly be heard amid moans and crying of his men. The rest of his guard gathered around him and steadied themselves, just in time for the vanguard of the Osterlays, who came crashing into them like a crashing wave.

	Jaks, Daarrk, Murchee, and Borday, slashed and hacked desperately at the Osterlays who pressed forward grimly. Three soldiers made straight for the King but were cut down by the elite guards, a group of highly trained soldiers, who were sworn to protect their regent. Jaks himself was already drenched in enemy blood. He howled in fury and slashed down at an Osterley soldier grinning in satisfaction as he took off an arm. A sword missed him by a whisker, and he brought down his shield forcefully on the head of the attacker, taking him down with the blow. All around, there were individual mini death battles; for every Osterley, a Pits took down there seemed to be dozens of them ready to take their place.

	From a distance, royal eyes appraised the battle.

	‘They are stubborn sons of bloated sows, aren't they?’ the King of the Osterlays said to a fat man, balding red-faced man, who perched precariously on his mount.

	Derkt of Osterley was the King's chief accountant and personal confidant. He was a lot of things: studious, devious, cunning and intelligent but one thing he wasn’t, was brave. Even far removed from the bloody battle being waged, his fat thighs trembled on his mount.

	‘Y…yes, yes they are…oh my!’ He gasped as he saw a head separate from a body with a gush of spraying blood.

	‘Oh steady yourself, man,’ the King said irritably. ‘We are quite safe here; our army is prevailing - even though slowly, and besides, several of my guards protect us.’

	‘Yes sire,’ Derkt mumbled, wishing he could turn away from the carnage.

	As they spoke, to the East, obscure from others, hidden in high bull grass that grew meters eyes, the Unta king watched the battle impassively. Besides Kroos, was his deputy and cousin, behind were 50 of his best archers, mounted on dwarf hardy grey mounts that were ubiquitous to their Island.

	‘For a people that spend their lives bathing, throwing parties and hiding in damp stone castles,’ his deputy hissed, ‘they are putting up a good resistance.’

	Kroos grunted in reply without moving his eyes from the battle. The Osterlays General had executed his strategy flawlessly, he thought admiringly. The boulders had decimated the Pits rank, and they were in chaos; fighting gamely but leaderless. In any other situation, they would have been doomed to a terrible defeat.

	He turned to his deputy. ‘Take 20 of the men and attack from the left flank. The rest of you, follow me and head for the King.’ There was a whoop as the Unta men, bored with inactivity were glad to join the fray.

	‘About time,’ his deputy said and wheeled round to carry out his command. Soon there was a thundering of hoofs, and 20 members of the crack hunter unit raced past him to join the fray. Each Unta archer had a quiver of 30 arrows; the average hunter learned to ride as soon as they learned to walk and shoot an arrow shortly after that. The bow was made from a weird gnarled looking tree, only found in Unta land and crafted by specialist craftsmen, whose knowledge was passed from generation to generation. The craft was secret, but the result was a bow three times as flexible as any that could be found in that World; so elastic it was impossible to break.

	The Unta arrows were barbed at the tip and festooned with individual feathers at the end which gave it unerring accuracy in rain, wind or sleet. Untas practiced shooting, on horseback, 4 hours a day, seven days a week until even the most inept of them could hit an acorn tossed into the air, riding at top speed 50 meters away.

	Their reputation was fearsome, so when the first Osterlays and Pits, heard the rumbling of thunder and looked round to see, 20 fierce Unta bearing down on them, ululating loudly, a fear, even more, terrifying than the death battle they were engaged in enveloped them.

	The deputy was at the vanguard of the group; with a swift and fluid movement he reached back, grabbed an arrow, notched it and let it fly at the exact moment his Horse had all four legs in the air - a trick that was essential as in that brief moment, there was enough stability to enable a surer shot.

	The arrow found its mark; the forehead of an Osterley warrior, who had turned bravely to face the Unta’s. In the space of 5 seconds, each Unta warrior loosed ten shots each - each shot felling 10 Osterley warriors. A few meters before they reached the mass of men, the Untas veered away in a sweeping semi-circle only to circle back for another round of terror. The Osterlays, now sure they were the target of the Untas howled in derision as wave after wave brought down a whole slew of men in a breath-taking display of riding and marksmanship. The battle was turned on its head, as the Pits, realizing that the Untas were allies, fell on the floundering Osterlays with renewed gusto. Soon the Untas were all short of arrows and retreated for a new stash.

	At the same time, the second group of Untas reached the King and his beleaguered guards just in time. The King and a cadre of men were surrounded by a phalanx of Osterley's, who were fighting feverishly to cut a path to the Pits regent. The Osterlays never knew what hit them. A few turned and were met with arrows in-between the eyes; others were too engrossed with the fighting fell forwards, a single bolt in the back. Not more than one shaft for one death was the Unta mantra as wave after wave fell upon the mass of Osterley's men.

	Jaks, Daarrk, and Munchee, stood with what was left of their men staring blankly in amazement at the mass of dead and dying Osterley, who a minute ago seemed sure of victory.

	Jaks recovered quickest. ‘Men - set upon the surviving scum!’ he shouted, and the Pitsmen rushed upon the confused Osterley and cut them down one after the other.

	The King of the Osterlays looked on white-faced while his confidant, Derkt, felt a little dribble run down his fat thighs creating a tell-tale patch on his leggings.

	‘The Untas - we have not seen those bow-legged devils for nearly a decade,’ he said, scarcely above a whisper.

	‘My lord - shall we not go before they set their sights on us?’ He glanced around him in disgust. He was surrounded by several of his personal guard and a few noblemen - all had their heads down white-faced.

	‘This is indeed a crushing defeat.’ He looked ahead; far in the distance, an Osterley warrior was staggering towards them, heading for safety - when a tiny dot, with a cloud of dust behind it, appeared in the horizon. An Unta warrior chased him from behind and loosed an arrow from his bow and the Osterlay pitched and slumped.

	‘My Lord. We must go.’ The Osterley King looked up wearily at his most trusted nobleman.

	‘To what? All is lost,’ he said.

	‘We live to fight again…come my Lord; we will not all die on this plain to those God-forsaken savages.’ For a minute they all feared that the King, overcome with grief had become irrational, but suddenly he looked up and said. ‘Yes. Yes, we must go.’ He turned his horse and galloped towards the Osterley Camp followed by his men.

	There were no Osterlay prisoners taken on that grim day. As the sky grew dark, the Pitsmen, mercilessly slaughtered any Osterlay that lay dying on the gory, body-strewn battlefield before making way for the ravens and wild dogs who had been waiting patiently to feast on the remains.

	After stripping the dead for all valuables, the Pits headed back towards camp. Jaks rode wearily on his pony alongside his brother, and his trusted acolytes; Murchee and Boday.

	Their men trudged wearily behind; none were without injury on that terrible day, and all had lost friends and comrades. The King himself had a deep cut on his shoulder and left thigh. The physician had tried to stem the wound by wrapping it in a thick clothe, but the physical exertions of riding had reopened it and a red patch was slowly forming on the makeshift bandage.

	'It's getting late,' Jaks said wearily. 'Let us camp here. Tomorrow, we will continue.' Orders were passed down the rank and soon there was a flurry of activities. Tents were erected, fires were started, and soon what was left of the Pits army were littered around a plain grassy field, relieved to get some rest.

	The doctor went around with several assistants, seeing to the wounds of the worst hit soldiers; starting with the King, Daarrk and the top warriors. A bird cawed in the distance and insects chirped. The Kingsmen huddled around a fire under a night sky littered with bright stars. They feasted on a meagre meal of dried meat, hard bread and mulled wine.

	'The Untas worry me,' Murchee said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 'The way they fought...I have never seen such skill, such efficiency, such ferocity.'

	'50 Untas killed thousands of Osterlay and not one casualty,' added Boday, wincing. He had fallen off his horse and severely sprained his hand.

	Jaks grimaced. Despite the victory, he was filled with a sense of foreboding. He suddenly realized that the Untas were a threat far worse than the Osterlays. At least the Osterlay s could be matched in martial valor by his people; the Untas, they were something else. If 50 could do such damage, how much could a hundred? 1000? Despite the heat of the fire, he shivered. His people had used the Untas in wars before, but this was the first time in 50 years that they had been employed; he had heard of their feats on horseback and their uncanny proficiency with their peculiar bow and arrows, but it was quite another thing to see it in person. Arrow after arrow had wheezed past him and his men, and even though they were engaged in close quarter skirmishes with the Osterlays, each missile had hit its intended target. Not one Pitsman had been so much as nicked by an Unta missile – it was indeed almost like magic.

	A youthful soldier suddenly emerged from the darkness. 'The Unta King wishes to see you, sire.'

	Jak straightened. The slim, wiry figure of the Unta King and his deputy stepped forward from the dark. 'I greet you, comrade,' he muttered. Greetings were exchanged and the Untas were invited to sit with the Pits nobility.

	The Pitsmen looked at the Untas with a new found respect. What manner of devils are these Boday thought as he watched the two Untas, both unharmed, even though they had been involved in the bloodiest battle he had been through.

	'We are on our way back to the Islands,' the Unta King said. 'My men are camped beyond the woods to the East. Is it wise to make fires?'

	All the Pits bristled but Jaks replied pleasantly enough. 'My men are weary and the Osterlays - thanks to you - are defeated. All we have to fear are wolves and wild dogs.'

	The Unta shrugged. He sipped the mulled wine and belched loudly. 'We will be off, but remember -' He stood up '- our people will always be of service if needed.'

	'One thing Kroos King of Untas,' Jaks said.

	The Unta King raised an eyebrow, the lights of the fire made shadows in his hawkish craggy face.

	'I would like to visit your Islands...soon.' Daarrk raised an eyebrow and Murchee started. The Unta stared back blankly, and then, his face broke into a craggy smile.

	'You will experience a hospitality from a people like no other. Come whenever you want.

	‘After he had gone Boday turned to Jaks. 'Why would you want to visit such savages?'

	Jaks took a sip of wine. 'Tell me Boday,' he said, leaning towards the older man, 'after what you saw today, wouldn't you want to be allies with such savages?'

	Boday grew silent.

	The next morning they set off towards their camp, which was less than half a day's march away. The great Pits trudged wearily through grassy plains, across streams passed a snaking river and a wooded plain. It was then in a distance on the hill they saw the Osterlay. He was unusually tall and was dressed in the ubiquitous brown and Burgundy attire of an Infantry man.

	'Well, well,' a Soldier said aloud. 'Some of the scum remain.'

	Jaks frowned. The Osterlay had obviously emerged from the woods a fair distance away.

	'Shall we hunt him down?' Daarrk said.

	'No. He's too far. He will probably disappear into the forest.' As he finished the Osterlay raised a bow and notched it.

	The Pits men looked amused. No Osterlay arrow, could reach within 100 metres of them.

	'Looks like, he wants to take us all on,' a brusque voice said and all around him laughed.

	The laughter was cut short by the sound of an arrow striking the Kings chest THUUUNKKK!!. For a minute there was disbelief. The Kings eyes widened in disbelief as he clutched at the arrow.

	A sudden howl of anger came from within the Pits rank. The Osterlay archer, stood for a minute and lumbered into the woods.

	'The King is hit! The King is hit!' Daark shouted. 'Someone get the Physician. You three, after the scum.' Five calvary men galloped towards the woods as the King pitched forward on his Horse into the hands of two Soldiers, blood gushing from the mortal wound the missile had dealt.

	 

	


Chapter 10

	The sound of Horses hoofs roused the soldiers who had remained to guard the camp. Ceriuz, who was lying in his tent, got up slowly and emerged into the hot sunlight.

	Three Soldiers on Horseback rode towards him and reared to a halt. As soon as he saw their faces he knew something was wrong.

	'Ceriuz? You are to come with us,' said a burly soldier panting. Ceriuz nodded and made to go to his tent. 'Sorcerer, bring your herbs and medicine.'

	Ceriuz paused his heart racing. By now there was a crowd gathered around them. Soldiers, children and a few women - all of whom had been anxiously waiting for news of the battle. Ceriuz nodded and moved quickly belying his age. Soon he re-emerged from his tent with a burlap sack. He mounted the horse that had been reserved for him and turned to the commanding Soldier.

	'How bad,' he whispered.

	‘Very bad Sorcerer.' He turned to his men. 'Let's go.'

	Ceriuz scarcely remembered anything of the 1 hour ride to Jaks. The King lay on his bedding, being tended to by a fat and sweaty physician.

	'Stand aside,' he commanded and the Physician obeyed. A lesser man would have gasped if he had seen someone, who he considered a son, so close to death but Ceriuz' face was impassive as he appraised the wound.

	The arrow had missed the heart by a few inches but it was fatal nonetheless. The Physician had cauterized the wound and further stemmed the blood flow with a piece of wool.

	'Boil some water quickly,' he barked at a shocked Soldier. He untied his sack and unpacked some herbs and a small pestle and mortar.

	'Will he live?' Daarrk, who was crouched by his brother, asked hoarsely.

	Ceriuz gazed at him; not one to mince words he said, 'His life is in the hands of the gods.'

	With steady deft movements, Ceriuz brought out three small packages wrapped in pieces of linen and undid the knots that tied them. He poured the herbs in the packages into a little hollow mortar and with a tiny pestle he ground them. He added boiling water and a piece of root; while muttering under his breath. Soon the paste was ready. All the while the wrinkles on his fore-head grew more furrowed. The King was deathly pale and his breathing was shallow. His lips were a thin white line, and a quick feel of his pulse barely registered that they were weak. Working quickly he cleaned blood that was sipping out of the gash and smothered the paste he created on the ugly wound.

	The King winced and mumbled something. The green paste dabbed on, he placed an improvised piece of compress on the wool and with great difficulty and the help of Daarrk strapped a thin piece around the King's chest as tightly as he dared. Booday and Murchee suddenly appeared. The worry on their faces was palpable.

	'We couldn't find the Osterlay Archer,' Murchee said, crouching beside the King. 'My men are still combing the woods but it seemed as if he has disappeared.'

	'He must be found,' Daarrk hissed. 'They will not return without him.'

	Murchee nodded. Glancing at the Kings pale visage, he realized that Daarrk could very well be the new King; the thought made him shiver.

	It was growing dark, and a piece of oil lamp was lit by a servant to illuminate the tent. Three members of the Kings guards were placed at the entrance with strict others not to let anyone in. Ceriuz prepared a watery broth and forced the King to drink some. He then fed him some water. Jaks grew hot with a fever that made him convulse and shiver. Ceriuz and the Physician had managed to staunch the blood, but it was a minor victory; both men, feared for the worst.

	'Don't leave his side,' Ceriuz said rising. 'I am going to the woods to look for a rare plant.'

	The Physician nodded. As Ceriuz exited, he was stopped by Daarrk who had tailed him.

	'Sorcerer, he will live won't he?'

	Ceriuz gazed into the eyes of the handsome Prince, who most likely would be King in the morning, barring a miracle.

	'It's no more in our hands,' he said, with a sad smile, his eyes watering.

	The sun was shining fiercely but as soon as he got underneath the canopy of the woods, its light dimmed. He walked steadily into the forest, his rheumy eyes scanning the ground for the plant he sought. It was a rare plant that had immense healing power, common on the Unta Islands and some parts of the coast. He had never seen it so far inland and he muttered a prayer that he would get lucky. He searched for 5 hours until his bones grew weary. His eyes scanning the earth for the tell-tale seven leaved plant, every minute leaving him with despair. Finally he sat on a tree stump with a despairing moan. It was getting dark and he would have to return. Could the King survive the night? The wound was terrible and the King was already exhausted and wounded from the battle before.

	Suddenly he heard the flutter of wings and a raven, a big black member of the specie, flew overhead with a loud caw. He rubbed his thin aching knees and muttered an oath.

	Suddenly another flutter and the Raven landed on the forest floor, cocking its face so he glared at the Sorcerer directly.

	'What do you want Keenoin?'

	The Raven's dark glossy feathers bristled. 'Is that any way to greet an old friend ancient one?' The Raven's voice was the timbre of a young man barely past his teens.

	This was no wonder, as it indeed had once been a young man.

	'Hmmm...,' the Sorcerer said. 'You are looking well,' he added with a wry smile. A Raven could not scowl but Keenion tried its best.

	'Can't say the same for you. Looks like you were exhumed from some long forgotten burial chamber. How old are you now...300 years?'

	'I stopped counting decades ago, but you are close.'

	The Raven grew silent and looked around it nervously. Suddenly it rose into the air and perched on a gnarled branch of a nearby tree.

	'Can't be too careful,' he shouted down. 'All manner of vile predators in these woods...most of them human.'

	'What do you want Keenoin?'

	'What I've always wanted.'

	'To be human? You have five more years of service.'

	The Raven cawed angrily. 'You say that with the arrogance of a human, especially a sorcerer human, who lives on and on and on with death stretching far ahead of you. Do you not know that 5 years for an average man is like 20 for me? Have you no mercy?'

	The Sorcerer glared at the Raven with rheumy eyes.

	'Did you have mercy for the girl you raped?'

	Again an angry caw. 'And have I not paid dearly for my transgressions? Forced to live as a wild beast...forced to live on seeds, roots and carrion...haaa...you start. Did you not think I would eat carrion because I once was human? Well I do, and it's the part of my diet I enjoy the most.’

	'You were vile as a human so I am not surprised that trait follows you as a raven.'

	It cawed again, and it took some time for Ceriuz to realize the bird was laughing.

	Its glossy breasts heaved in mirth. 'I love carrion...I love carrion...i love carrion...especially that of the Pits variety.' He repeated as it hopped from foot to foot; so lost in his reverie was he, he barely had time to avoid the expertly thrown missile Ceriuz hurled at him.

	'Missed me old one he said,' settling back on the branch.

	'Do you have any information for me, or is this just a flying visit?'

	'Well, well, the Sorcerer has a career as a jester in the King's court if magic ever tires him. Talking about Kings, how's young Jaks, by now I'd think you should be preparing his grave.'

	Ceriuz perked up. 'What do you know of the King's injury?' The Raven cawed, or laughed and hopped from foot to foot. 'I know a lot but...' he raised his wings and flew, landing an arm’s length from the Wizard. 'But I will only reveal my secrets if you promise to turn me human again.'

	Ceriuz pondered. Five years ago the Raven was a miscreant who lived in the capital near the market place. He had got into all sorts of mischief. At first he specialized in petty pilfering. An apple here from a fruit seller, a young lamb from a farmer was the worst crime he committed. However soon he had graduated to more heinous crimes.

	Ceriuz first heard of the rapes when a tavern owner complained that one of his girls had been waylaid and assaulted on a dark moonless night on her way home from work.

	She was the first of 5 and they all followed the same pattern. A man of average height and stature, his face hidden by the dark night, would surprise solitary young women, overpower them and forcefully rape them. The town was petrified and local vigilante groups were set up to find the culprit. The rapist proved as slippery as an eel and all attempts to apprehend him proved abortive. Finally the King prevailed on Ceriuz to help catch the criminal who was terrifying his people. Ceriuz had agreed. On several nights he assumed the guise of a beautiful red-head and prowled the streets late at night hoping to entrap the culprit. He was approached by several men, some in a crass and forceful manner, but none had tried to force themselves on him ununtil one night, on a lonely pathway on the outskirts, a masked boy appeared from the bushes and pounced on him.

	'Aye fair maiden, I am guessing you are looking to get yah cherry popped?'

	The boy had said, hot foul breath fanning his cheeks.

	He grabbed her in a choke hold and dragged her into some shrubs, it was then Ceriuz saw the evil glint of the dagger the man held. He was dressed in filthy, ragged clothes, and his face was covered by a sack with two holes crudely cut so he could see.

	'Now lassie; you can do this the easy way - and ye might even enjoy this, or we can do this the hard way.'

	'We do this the hard way,' Ceriuz replied, and the miscreant jumped to his feet because the red haired girl had spoken in the craggy, husky voice of an old man.

	'What the devil-' the boy exclaimed as right before his eyes, the girl rose to her feet and morphed into an old man with white long hair and a sliver beard.

	'Mercy...mercy...by the gods, I have tried to rape the Devil.'

	'I'm no devil,' Ceriuz said, glaring at the trembling man.

	'Remove your mask.'

	The man did as he was told.

	He was a dark haired youth with ferret features and a heavily pork-marked face.

	'How many?' The youth shook and whimpered. '

	Answer me, and don't lie!'

	'Only 3 sir...only 5. I swear it was the Devil that made me do it.'

	'Silence you gutter lout. For every girl you have defiled you will spend 10 years as a raven. You will scour the lands and the seas and will report of happenings to me. If you do this diligently, I will return you to your human form - if not you will remain forever a raven.'

	He stretched out his hand and the man disappeared in a puff of smoke. 'Please...please...what is this? Why do I feel so strange?'

	The words came from a big black raven. And that had been 13 years ago. Every so often the raven would seek out Ceriuz with news of what was happening in the land. He was his eyes and ears. He could go to places Ceriuz could not eavesdrop on conversations no man could hope to hear and even deliver messages better than the best riders. On every meeting Keenion, for that was what the youth’s name was before he became beast, would beg to return to human form and the Sorcerer would refuse the request.

	'What is the news foul bird - speak now, remember our agreement.'

	'Please old sorcerer; I have learned my lesson, I have not looked at any girl, even girl ravens cross-eyed. I have been celibate since the day you caught me and saved me from my evil ways. I have served diligently; please promise to return me for this piece of information I have for you.'

	'I make no such promises. Speak, or I will turn you into a mole, see how burrowing underground suits you.'

	The Raven eyed Ceriuz malevolently. 'Okay...okay, but you are cruel...okay don't turn me into a mole!' He screamed in alarm as Ceriuz raised his hands.

	‘Speak! For my patience grows thin.'

	'I know who shot the King!'

	Ceriuz sighed disappointedly. 'Is that it,' he said. 'So do I, It was an Osterlay soldier.'

	The raven jerked his head here and there, as those of its species were wont to do. It opened its beak.

	'Nay. It wasn't an Osterlay soldier.'

	'Go on,' Ceriuz said, eyes narrowing.

	'I was in the woods, flying around, minding my business, looking for a snack - perhaps an insect or a wood mouse,' Keenion said. This was a lie. He was waiting for the battle and between the Pits and the Osterlays to, conclude so as to join the other ravens for a feast of human; he favored Osterlay eyeballs himself, but he didn't think Ceriuz would take too kindly to cannibalism - which it wasn't of technically, but he didn't trust Ceriuz to understand this.

	'I saw this strange man skulking about between the trees. An Unta. Small, wiry and disgusting like they always are.'

	'At first, I took no notice but then I saw he was doing something very odd. He removed a sack from behind his back and dressed quickly in Osterlay military garb - you know, there ghastly green uniform and leather strapping, with a helmet to boot. Struck me as odd so I watched from a safe distance on a tree. As if that wasn't curious enough, he slung Unta bows on his shoulder and held one arrow in his hands. Then, he removed long wooden poles from a bush which turned out to be stilts and started walking away on them.'

	'So I say to myself- Hallo there, this is just the strange things old Ceriuz wants me to be reporting on - so I follow him. He walks a distance before he notices me. He swears and shakes his fist at me, but I take no notice. He calls me a son of a whoring slut but that doesn't bother me - the truth never does as my Mom indeed was a harlot. Anyway, he continues until he reaches the very edge of the woods and here he sits facing the open plain.'

	Ceriuz by now was enthralled.

	'Good stuff heh? Okay, okay, I'll continue. It's afternoon, and I'm getting bored with this Unta, and I'm starving. So I decide to catch something to eat. After a lunch of worms and mice, I remember the crazy Unta, so I fly down just in time to see him staring intently at the plain. At this time the Pits army was emerging from a fair distance. I could see them; clearly, we Ravens have excellent eyesight you see. The army were passing by a fair distance from the edge of the woods. Suddenly he emerged from the clearing showing himself, and I say to myself "here's one with a death-wish."’

	‘He notches the single arrow, and I realize he wants to take a shot. Now, as this was well out of shooting range, I thought it was just another sign of the man's madness, but then I remember he is an Unta and not an Osterlay. For him the shot is easy. He lets loose and - ' The Raven paused and regarded the old man.

	'I have never seen anything like it. He held only one, arrow, had only one shot but it hit the mark precisely. From a distance I saw a Pits Soldier jerk and fall of his horse, then there was uproar amongst the ranks. Meanwhile, our Unta was off. Remember he was on stilts. As soon as he was in the woods, he removed it and carried it in his arms, moving as quickly and stealthily as a mountain goat. I followed him as he ran through the woods; for a human he had incredible stamina, trampling through the bushes like a deer. Soon he came upon a clearing were an Unta horse was tethered. In a flash, he was on it and galloped off.'

	'Where did he go?'

	'I don't know. At that point, I decided to see who the Pits soldier was so I went back. It was then I found that it was our dear King.'

	Keenion made an odd throaty sound. 'Oh, I was distraught. If only I had known what that villain was up to I would have stopped him. I would have swooped down and clawed his eyes. I would have cawed out a warning. The grief that I had never known rent, my soul. I cried and cried - well not tears as we Ravens can't tear up - but you get the picture.'

	 

	


Chapter 11

	Ceriuz’s mind was in turmoil. He had been told that an Osterlay had felled the King with an unbelievable lucky shot from a distance of a market place. He had found it difficult to believe. The Osterlay bow didn't have the power to propel an arrow that distance. He had thought that the soldiers had probably deliberately overcooked the story to disguise their negligence in letting the King get shot but now; now it made sense. A remarkable Unta marksman, with their specially made bows which could shoot double the distance of an Osterlay or Pits, could make that shot easily enough.

	'But why? Why disguise as an Osterlay? Why kill the King? After all, we are allies.'

	The Raven regarded the Sorcerer.

	Oh, how I wish I could pluck his eyes out, the vile old man. How I suffer every day, forced to eat vermin to survive. I long to be human again. To eat cooked food, drink beer, dance to a good fiddler's tune and feel the warmth of a woman once again.

	He spoke, 'Well, I don't know why. Human intrigues were never my forte even as a human. As a raven, I don't even know what drives you people to be honest. Take the last battle; thousands slaughtered over land that's more than enough to accommodate all the Pits, Osterlays and the Untas three times over.'

	Ceriuz regarded Keenion and came to a decision. 'You have done very well Keenion. Come hither; don't be scared. If I meant you harm I would have killed you by now.'

	Keenion was suspicious, but he hopped into Ceriuz' outstretched hands. Suddenly a cool breeze began to blow and leaves rustled. Keenion felt a strange force go through him from his beak to the claws of his feet.

	Ceriuz let him go and said, 'It's done.'

	Keenion stared at him. 'What's done?' 'You are human once again,' Ceriuz answered. Keenion glared at the sorcerer and flapped his wings. 'Since when did humans have feathers and wings? You are cruel to tease me so.'

	'Hold your tongue foul one before I change my mind. Before the end of the week, you will be human - which is more than you deserve. I have decided you have suffered enough although the families of those poor girls might disagree.

	'Oh..oh merciful one thank you...but...but how will I know when it will happen?'

	He suddenly had a vision of himself soaring happily in the currents then transforming into a human being and crashing on to Earth breaking every bone in his body.

	'I don't know. Now go, before I change my mind.' Keenion knew better than to argue, he flapped his wing and rose into the air. He'd spend the day in a tree that way there wouldn't be any accidents - it wouldn't do for him to get his wish and become human away several feet in the air.

	Ceriuz remained rooted to the spot several minutes after Keenion had flown away deep in thought. He had no reason not to believe the raven. Even though he had no morals when he was a human, he had been an invaluable source of information as a Raven thus far. Indeed Keenion had been the perfect spy, flying far and wide, keeping his eyes peeled and ear to the ground, and coming back to Ceriuz with information that had served the Pits Kingdom several times, but if this was true why would the Untas want to kill the King. Was this a lone wolf? Immediately he dismissed that hypothesis, they were extremely disciplined people, and nothing was done without the orders of the King. Kroos - there was something strange about that one - different from his father and grandfather, both of whom Ceriuz knew.

	Kroos' father was a simple man. Hunt, mate and make war (only for money) was what he did, and his father was no different. But there was something in Kroos' eyes; was it ambition or even greed, something that was more like the Inland people. The way he acts, talks, despite his looks, his actions could pass for a Pits nobleman.

	The Osterlays had all the reason in the world to kill the king but not the means; the Untas had the means but not the motive. With the discipline of his kind, he yanked his mind back to the present and resumed the hunt for the plant that could save the King's life. After two fruitless hours, he gave up and left for the Pits camp.

	He was met at the edge of the camp by a young soldier. 'Prince Daarkk has been looking for you. The King's awake.'

	He moved as quickly as he could and soon he was in the King's tent. Daaark, Murchee and the Physician were there. The King was lying on a soft pile of goose feathers. He was pale and looked as if he had shrunk, but he was alive. 'My lord,' Ceriuz said getting on his knees. The king held out his hands, and Ceriuz grasped it, letting out a gasp at how weak his grip was.

	'My old friend...' His voice was as soft as a babe's.

	'How do you feel?' Ceriuz asked. He smiled weakly.

	'In pain but I feel my strength returning.'

	'I will make some of the broth for you; you must finish it to keep your strength up. Have your wounds been changed as instructed? Good.' he fussed over Jaks and barked some instructions at the Physicians.

	Diligently he fed Jaks who brushed him aside after a while.

	He turned weakly to the fat physician. 'Leave us...I want to speak to Ceriuz - alone.'

	Soon it was Ceriuz and the sick king alone in the tent.

	It was getting dark, and the only light was an oil-lamp placed on a wooden stool.

	'It didn't look like it was possible...for the Osterlay to make the shot. I guess it was my fate to get hit by a lucky shot.'

	Ceriuz smiled, he couldn’t bring himself to say anything.

	'By my side,’ Jaks continued. ‘Swaddled in the red velvet cloth...my sword, bring it to me.'

	Ceriuz picked the sword and unwrapped it. It was a beautiful sword, passed from father to father in the Brigaard family. Jaks father had given it to him on his 18th year. The cold steel glinted in the light of the lamp, and a master craftsman ornately decorated the hilt. A wolf walking in the plains surrounded by swirling lines and symbols of a language long lost.

	'The magic comes from the hilt, not that I would know,' Jaks said. Every word seemed to come out with an effort. Ceriuz yearned to ask him to rest, but instinctively he knew the words he heard from the king tonight was important. 'My Great-Grandfather used it - uurrghh - used it to slay an ogre that had been terrorizing the village but alas -' he smiled weakly '-you were there, so you know the story...tell it to me.'

	Ceriuz swallowed a lump in his throat.

	‘Tell me the story Ceriuz,’ the king repeated, barely above a whisper.

	Ceriuz nodded.

	'I was a young man then. Twenty years before, a woman had given birth to a monster. A terrible baby with a deformity so acute, none but the mother could bear to look at it. It was decided by the King - your Great Grandfather’s father that the baby was to be killed. The woman wept and begged for the child not to be slain. I can still hear her pitiful cries now, as she cowered at the foot of the King who sat impassively on his throne - the same one you sit on today. The King consulted me, and I begged for mercy; saying the child should be spared and hidden from society. He also asked Zoorv, himself a young wizard at the time, but he said it was a bad omen. The King, until then, had always favored my council over Zoorv, but that day - that day, it was as if his heart was made of stone.'

	'It was my great grand-fathers twin was it not?' His face was pale, but his eyes bright and alert.

	'Not technically but they were half-brothers. We did not know at the time, but she was your father's mistress and the monster his child, born on the very same day the Queen gave birth to your Grand-father.'

	'And the legend has it that that's why he could not abide it lived. He ordered his men to seize the child and to execute him immediately-'

	'Yes,' Ceriuz agreed. 'However the soldier to do it had taken pity on the mother. He slaughtered a hog instead and smeared his body with pig’s blood. He returned to the king and told him the child was no more, while he had given it back to the mother - on the promise that the child would be taken away somewhere far from the city.'

	He paused as Jaks had closed his eyes. 'Continue...please Ceriuz.'

	'The mother gave the child to her own mother, who was in the cult of Ahje; a sisterhood who worshiped in the woods on nights of the full moon. The child's grandmother took the child deep into the woods and summoned a Wolf, who she entrusted with the child, and the Wolf raised the child like a cub until he was a full-grown. As it never lived amongst men, he walked on all fours, howled and ate raw meat which he hunted himself.'

	'Describe my great-grand uncle,' Jaks commanded.

	'He was a giant, standing a head taller than the tallest man. His shoulders were as broad as two full grown men and his arms and legs, which were like tree trunks, had a network of veins, like large worms running the length and breadth of it. He had one huge eye on his forehead and the other, much smaller near his broad nose. His mouth was full of fangs and even though he was as hairy as a bear, there his huge misshapen head was bald. He was a monstrosity.'

	'You saw him,' the King whispered.

	'Yes,' Ceriuz replied softly, still shivering at the thought of the monster. 'His Grand-mother and his mother visited him regularly. They would bring food and drink which he would quaff; though he could break their bones as quickly as one breaks a twig, he was gentle with them. When his Grandmother stopped visiting, he asked why. When his mother said she was dead, he let out a terrifying howl that could be heard by all in the city. That was the first we heard from the Ogre. Five years later his mom died.

	On the night she died, he waited and waited, and when she did not come, for the first time he left his hideout deep in the woods and ventured into town. He climbed a tree and howled for his mother for five straight days. The first night of the howling was so frightening; even the bravest soldiers shut themselves in their houses and bolted their doors and windows. Some children playing in the woods claimed to have seen a monster in a tall tree, howling and sniffling, with one eye and a running nose.

	The next night he returned and started howling for his mother "Mami" "Mami" "Mami."

	‘A group of Soldiers were sent to investigate, and they saw him bawling in the tree, like an overgrown baby. The commander scared out of his wits decided to do what men do when they see something that terrifies them - destroy it. He raised his spear and with all his might hurled it at the monster. It hit him in the thigh, and it let out a howl of pain, before clambering down and ambling into the woods.

	The men, emboldened, each dreaming of the glory of providing the blow that killed the monster, raced after him. That night was a night of horrors. The people did not sleep waiting for their men to come back - but they never did. The next night when the howling began again, no one dared go out. In the morning, a group of brave soldiers went to the monsters trees and saw a truly horrific sight; festooned on the tree were the five soldiers who had gone after the monster; their skins had been flayed to the bone, and they had been disembowelled.’

	'The howling stopped soon after but the real terror was just beginning?' Jaks said, his eyes shining in the darkness.

	'Yes. Something changed in the ogre. Perhaps he had now gotten a taste for human flesh or maybe, as some suggest without the maternal influences of his mother and grandmother (the only link between him and the civilized world) the cruel side of him was unleashed. Nobody knows, but for three years, the monster would occasionally sneak into town and abduct a Pitsman; never a woman just a man.

	The next day the body - or what was left of it would be found - on a tree, on the side of the road, always somewhere where it would be quickly discovered. It meant to terrorize us, and by the seven gods, it did. At the same time, your grandfather was growing into one of the most fearsome young warriors in the land. Tall and robust, he was the best swordsman anybody had seen for a generation and rode as if he were born on horseback. One day, he met with his father and begged to confront the Ogre. He promised to bring back its head and end the misery of the people. The King, fearing for his heir's life refused but the young Prince would not be dissuaded. He pleaded and pleaded until the King reluctantly agreed. That night the King called his son into the room and gave him the sword of Brigaard.

	"It has magical powers," he said. ‘With it, you will stand a chance against the beast.'

	'The same sword I use until today,' Jaks said wearily. 'It is said that in the right hands, it can turn into an incandescent blade, a thousand times sharper than the sharpest blade and a hundred times hotter than a volcano.'

	Ceriuz nodded. He had seen the sword in all its furious destructiveness only once in the hands of Jaks’ Great Grandfather. Since then none of the Pits king seemed to have the gift of igniting its magic.

	'The very next night, when the howling began again in earnest, the King's son, your grandfather, along with four other hand-picked young warriors went towards the edge of the woods in darkness. It was decided not to light a torch so the monster would not be alerted by its flame. So imagine four mean stealthily walking towards a monster strong and ferocious enough to tear 20 men apart.

	After a while, the king's son Briovy stopped the men in their tracks. His sharp eyes spotted a silhouette; the was monster hiding in-between branches on a tall sturdy tree. He selected a spear from a pack they had carried with them and cocked it ready. All the men held their breath. It was dark, and visibility was poor. If he missed, it was anyone's guess how the monster would react. All of a sudden the Prince flung the javelin with all his might; the missile flew straight and true, a great howl of pain, permeated the night darkness so that men shivered, women rushed to their children’s room, and the children sobbed in terror. The monster was hit in the chest; it tumbled from the tree and landed on the earth with a loud thump.

	Immediately he staggered to his feet and raced into the woods. The men let a great cry of triumph.

	“Light the torches men...and after the ogre. Whoever brings him down will be talked about for generations to come.' The men lit crude flames and ran after the monster into the deep, dark woods.”

	For a big beast, remember it was several heads taller than a normal man and weighed as much as three, it moved quickly and quietly through the woods. It was in great pain, and bleeding profusely, for the first time in his short, brutish life, he was the quarry and fear propelled him on. The men, unaccustomed to moving in the woods, made a lot of noise, treading on dry wood, brushing past branches and startling little animals but they persisted, following the trail of blood the monster left behind.

	Each man gripped their swords as they rushed onward, the thought of glory filing them with euphoria, making them careless and vulnerable. The monster's fear, on the contrary, heightened its senses, its will to survive, brought out an animal cunning that his pursuers lacked. He came upon a large boar and with lightning speed pounced on it. He bit hard into its hind leg drawing blood; then he released the squealing animal, who in turned hobbled off in pain, leaving behind a trail of blood.

	It then looked around until he found a sturdy tree, and clambered up with an agility that would have shamed a monkey. There he waited. It was not long before the pursuers arrived. They paused a few meters from the tree and viewed the area with the light of the torch. If they had been hunters instead of warriors, or perhaps older more composed men, they would have noted that there seemed to be two trails of blood, they would have looked closer and discovered that while one continued deep into the woods, the other stopped at a tree just by them; alas in their excitement they missed the vital clue.

	"Look here," A warrior shouted, pointing to the hog's blood. “The trail leads that way.”

	The prince, his great chest heaving from his exertions said, “Follow me brave men, we are nearly upon the beast.”

	With that, they pushed on, following the trail of blood that lined the leaves and floor of the forest.

	The monster finally was able to breathe easy. It grasped the javelin embedded in his chest and broke it with a grunt, then, a feeling of rage and vengeance it had never experienced before seized him, making him bare his fangs, saliva dripping onto its great heaving chest. It clambered down from the trees, and the hunters became the hunted.

	The men traced the trail of blood to the slain hog. They huddled around shocked; gazing on the beast in bewilderment. Your grandfather, who was a man of remarkable intellect suddenly realized he had been tricked, the hair on the back of his neck stood as he turned around and confronted his worst nightmare, the red hot eyes of the ogre, glowered back at him. He veered to one side, and this was what saved him from the tremendous blow of the ogre.

	It was meant to take off his head, but it glanced his shoulders instead; still enough to dislocate it and send him flying into the bush. The ogre’s howl was like that of an enraged dragon as he grabbed the second man and at the same time striking a third so hard his skull was crushed, and he was dead before he hit the ground. He squeezed the forearm of the man in its grasp, and heard it crunch as the man wailed in pain; there was a moment of satisfaction when he gazed at the man's stricken face before he bent and bit a huge chunk of flesh, bone and sinewy muscle from the man's neck. He spat it out and went after the fourth man, who had run blindly into the forest. With a few strides, three times the length of an average man's, he was on him. He leaped on him and pinned him to the ground. The searing pain he felt from the spear's blow, and the outrage of being hunted overwhelmed the beast, and it rained blow, after bow on the man's head until it was flat on the earth. Finally, it stopped and howled again, and all creatures of the forest trembled, except one - your grandfather. He had recovered from the blow and had snuck behind the beast. He raised his sword, and brought it down with great force into the small of the ogre’s back. The angry howl, turned into a yelp of pain as the sharp sword penetrated bone, muscle, and organ.

	With a mighty effort, your Grandfather retrieved his sword embedded deep in the ogre’s back and sunk to his knees, exhausted, and nursing his burning shoulder. The beast squirmed horribly for a while then lay still as you grandfather watched in fascination.

	Then, incredibly, the ogre stirred. Your grandfather watched in horror as it rose slowly to its feet and faced him. At this time, both man and beast were in great pain and had little left.

	Your father raised his sword, but the ogre beat him to it, with a blow to the head that sent your grandfather flying. Had the ogre not been spewing blood from two terrible wounds it would have been a horrible death for your grandfather as well, but it sank to his knees, crying in pain. Your grandfather reached for his sword which had been knocked loose by the last blow and has his fingers wrapped around it, and he felt a sudden euphoria which seemed to emanate from every cell in his body and flow into the sword.

	The blade seemed to shimmer and bend like a living thing and suddenly burst into red and yellow flames. He stood slowly with the flaming sword before facing the orge, who staggered, once again to its feet. It gazed at the young, tall, handsome man holding the flaming sword and it suddenly smiled, because it knew that today, his brutish, piteous existence would be ended and he could finally rest. It burst into laughter, and even as his head was severed from the neck and rolled on the forest floor, the laughter continued for several seconds.

	


Chapter 12

	‘The king, his queen and several members of their court were waiting anxiously in the throne room. Suddenly there was a noise that came from deep within the recesses of the palace. The king stiffened, and the queen, who had been weeping non-stop clutched her beating heart with both hands. The noise became a cheer, and then a hush fell upon all in the palace as the prince, bloodied, weary and limping came into the room, a canvas slung over his right shoulder. The queen made to go to him but was restrained by the stern eyes of the king. What his impassive features could not tell was that he was just as relieved to see his son, and had to restrain himself with herculean self-will not to leave his throne and embrace the prince.

	The prince, wanting to milk the moment walked up to the throne and dramatically upended the canvas. The monster's head fell to the floor with a thump and rolled unevenly ending at the foot of the king's throne. The prince said nothing, and neither did any other person, it was as if all had collectively held their breath.

	The king got up slowly and picked the monster's large head up. Suddenly he burst out in loud laughter and held it for all to see.

	“Here's the head of the beast that has held us in bondage for so long. My son, the prince has slain the monster - tonight there will be a great festival, which will happen every year on this day to celebrate our deliverance.”’

	‘A great cheer that threatened to take the roof off the palace arose and a couple of stalwart guardsmen, overcome with joy grabbed the prince and held him up for all to see; soon he was being passed around in the air by a happy crowd, while his proud parents beamed in delight.’

	Jaks gave a weak smile. 'My great grandfather went on to be the greatest king in a long line of illustrious regents. He unified the Pitsmen; conquered neighboring towns and villages and brought them all under his rule. He extended the kingdom to the vassal states on the fringes of the world; all this he did with the legendary Brigaard - the flaming sword and slayer of beasts.'

	Jaks coughed and had to be given a drink of water.

	'I never could summon the flames,’ he said and coughed spasmodically. Ceriuz helped him sip some water and wiped droplets from his pale lips.

	‘If…if there was one thing I yearned for,’ he continued, ‘is to feel the power of the beast slayer.’

	Ceriuz said, ‘Only your Great Grand-dad has been able to master the sword. Your father and your father’s father couldn’t do it either. The sword will only work for the line of the Jaks; which one it is anybody’s guess. Perhaps your son.’

	A ghost of a smile played on the Jak’s face at the mention of his baby, born a few weeks ago.

	‘I cannot wait to see my son,’ he said hoarsely.

	‘Soon enough my King,’ Ceriuz said. A heat emanated from the Kings body that worried him and it seemed he had lost a lot of weight in a few hours.

	The King coughed again and lifted a weak hand. ‘Bring me the Brigaarrd, beast slayer.’

	Ceriuz retrieved the sword which lay on the King's right side. It was in a worn leather sheath that hadn't been changed in a hundred years.

	‘Let me see.’

	Ceriuz removed the sword, and it gleamed in the light of the oil light. To the untrained eye, the beast slayer was an ordinary sword. Well-crafted by an expert swords-maker and the sword of kings but average nonetheless.

	To Ceriuz however, the magic was palpable. It tingled in his hands with electricity, and when he stared at the blade, he could feel the terrible magic that had been conjured to make the knife a weapon that could fell a thousand men. He had seen Jak’s great grandfather summon the flames a few times; the sword would transform from steel blade to a 5 foot flame of yellow, red and orange hues capable of unimaginable power. He shivered as he remembered seeing the King slaying over 100 warriors with the fire; slicing them apart in 3's and 4's until they were no more than dismembered bodies and ash.

	‘Give it to me,’ the King commanded. Ceriuz handed it to the King. He was so frail he struggled to hold up where he lay. His hand trembled, but he found strength and steadied the sword.

	‘The beast slayer,’ he said lovingly. ‘I have killed many with its blade as it is, but If only I could summon its true magic.’

	Suddenly, the sword seemed to hum and vibrate and a shrill faint sound reverberated all around them. The Kings eyes widened, and Ceriuz stiffened. A heat radiated that made Ceriuz drawback.

	‘My lord!’ Ceriuz said, alarmed.

	Suddenly there was a whoosh, and the steel turned into an intense flame of red and yellow. The heat radiated was so much Ceriuz backed away.

	‘My lord!!’

	The King's face lit up in wonder. The flame seemed not to affect him. Instead, his face was more animated and alive than Ceriuz had ever seen it.

	‘What in the name of the Goddess Briaazeen!’ Daarrk rushed into the tent with Boday, and both stepped back as the heat seared them.

	‘Daarrk! I have summoned the flames. At last….I have summoned the flame.’

	He got up shakily and held out the sword. The flames seemed a living thing now - 3 feet in length with licks of fire at the sides. Daarrk and Bodays face glowed in a flash; the flames grew so bright and hot they covered their faces with their arms and drew back. Jaks, who had been close to death, looked like a God - tall, strong and handsome; his features illuminated by the magic flame.

	Suddenly, as quickly as the flame had come alive, it began to die. Slowly but surely, spark gave way to steel blade and in a matter of seconds, the magic was gone. The King howled and collapsed. Ceriuz, who was nearest to him caught him as he fell and was soon joined by Daarrk; together they helped him to his bed. He laughed as he hit the soft bedding.

	‘Did…did you see that? The beast slayer came alive, in my hands.’

	Daarrk and Ceriuz looked at each other, both awed by what they had witnessed.

	‘Aye my liege, but now you need some rest,’ said Daarrk hoarsely.

	‘Yes. Yes, I do. Leave us Daarrk. I want to talk to Ceriuz alone.’

	‘But sire…’

	‘Leave us!’ Daarrk’s face darkened, and he stood up stiffly and left with Boday.

	‘Now that he is gone,’ Jaks said, beads of sweat forming on his head, ‘I have something vitally important to ask you.’

	‘Your wish is my command my King.’

	‘The beast slayer…I want it bequeathed to my son.’

	Ceriuz gasped. The beast slayer was handed from King to King. If Jaks should die, then it should rightfully go to his brother Daarrk and then perhaps, Jak’s son.

	‘I know what you are thinking. Hear me out. If I die from these accursed wounds, inflicted on me. Daarrk will be king until my infant son comes of age, but the beast slayer will be handed to my son and then his. This way there can be no doubt who the rightful heir is.'

	Ceriuz mused. As the king’s oldest adviser and most powerful sorcerer in the land, he was responsible for handing over the beast slayer, the sword of the kings of the Pitsmen, to the reigning king. It had never happened before that a king did not possess the sword - however, the kings words were as good as law. His hands were tied.

	‘I will tell Daarrk of course. He will accept and besides, I don’t intend to die yet, this is but a precaution.'

	‘Yes, sire.'

	‘Now, fetch Daarrk and my generals, and wait outside while I talk to him in private.’

	Daarrk was standing outside with Boday and Murchee, all wearing a worried look.

	‘He wants you,’ Ceriuz told the trio. Thirty minutes later they emerged, Daarrk’s face was chalk white with rage as he stalked off with Boday at his heels.

	Murchee was calmer as he spoke to Ceriuz.

	‘The King has spoken.’

	Ceriuz nodded. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, breaking the still of the slumbering camp.

	‘Will he live?’ Murchee asked? Ceriuz held his gaze with rheumy eyes which had seen more than any other human had seen.

	‘I have yet to see anyone survive wounds so bad.’

	With that he left for his tent, leaving Murchee standing alone in the darkness.

	Ceriuz had only been asleep a couple of minutes when he felt a dark presence. It was the raven. It gazed at Ceriuz from the floor with his coal black eyes; head cocked in that peculiar manner that members of his species were prone to do.

	‘The corpse stirs,’ Keenion said in his birdy voice.

	‘What do you want you, accursed creature?'

	‘Now, now, ancient one, is that a way to treat your best spy, who comes with you bearing gossip so salacious it is like sweet honey to the mouth.'

	Ceriuz roused and sat up. ‘You have news?’

	‘Aye Wizard, I have news,’ Kenioon said and cawed softly.

	‘However, you know what I want.’

	‘I can do no better; you will become a boy in 3 weeks and no more.'

	Keenion swore in a way unfit for the coarsest soldier. ‘If you continue like that I will turn you into a big fat toad.’

	‘Arrr o wise one, forgive me,’ Kenioon dropped its head. ‘I will ask you no more.’

	Ceriuz nodded. ‘What is the news foul one,’ he barked.

	The boy raven hopped from foot to foot.

	‘So when you left me, I spent hours in a tree afraid to fly because I did not want to be human up in the sky. Alas, a rumbling belly and avian boredom got the best of me, so I went foraging for food. I flew to the edge of the forest looking for a mole or perhaps a small hare.'

	He paused and peered sheepishly at the wizard. The truth is that he was looking for dead soldiers that had yet been scavenged by other ravens but that he was keeping to himself.

	‘Then I saw them,' he said.

	‘Who?' Ceriuz answered intrigued.

	‘Two Pits soldiers - riding to the edge of the forest. I abandoned my quest for dinner and followed them until they came to the very edge of the forest and then they stopped and alighted from their steads. I hid in-between the branches of the tree and waited. Soon I heard horses; two more horsemen appeared - this time they were Untas.’

	Ceriuz was enthralled.

	‘The Untas were Kroos, leader of the Untas and another odious individual who I learned later was referred to as Bamman. They greeted the Pitsmen like comrades in arms - do you know who those Pitsmen were?’

	‘Daarrk and Boday,’ Ceriuz whispered, a veil lifted from his eyes.’

	The Raven’s head jerked up. ‘How did you know?’

	‘Never mind how I know, continue.’

	The boy raven made a half bird half human sound.

	'The first thing Daarrk said, was that Kroos had failed him'.

	‘The King lives,’ he said. ‘Your man failed to kill him.'

	Ceriuz gasped. He had sensed this right from when the raven boy had told him that the assassin was an Unta, but to get confirmation was like a dagger to his heart. Daarrk had tried to murder his brother to usurp the throne.

	‘Tell me everything. Leave nothing out.’ So the Raven, who was a competent spy, gave him a detailed account of the bizarre meeting.

	The Unta replied to Daarrk, ‘There would have been no mistake had we been allowed to use an Unta arrow with our bow. As it was our best marksman was barely able to do the job. From what I heard he was struck in the chest?’

	‘Yes,’ Daarrk replied. ‘But he lives, no thanks to that accursed wizard Ceriuz. We could not have used an Unta arrow can you not see? It had to be Osterlay to make sure I could not be accused of fratricide.’

	‘So the Wizard treats him? Can you not slip him some poison to finish him off?’

	‘Nay,’ Daarrk replied. ‘Tis too dangerous now. We must hope that the wound never heals.’

	‘The wizard.’

	‘What of him,’ Daarrk said.

	‘He came to speak to me on the day before the battle. Something about him worries me.’

	‘He suspects nothing. When Jaks dies, I will be King, and he will answer to me.'

	‘Okay. Now for my reward.’

	‘You will get your money.’

	‘The money is good, but what about the land?’

	‘That can wait.’

	‘Nay, future King of the Pits. That cannot wait. My people need it. We are wracked by high winds every year, and our Islands are becoming less habitable. We need land to farm on the mainland.'

	‘Tis Pitsland even though deserted. My noblemen will not be happy.’

	‘My Lord,’ Boday spoke for the first time. ‘T’will be a mistake to give the Untas land on our territory.’

	‘Are you going back on thine word future king of the Pits? Is the Pits King’s word worth nothing?’

	After a pause Daark said. ‘You get your land. But there will be only farmers and citizens on it — no warriors, no men at arms. My soldiers will come to see if you are keeping to your terms from time to time. If you even occupy an inch of Pits territory apart from where I have given you, I will wipe you off the face of the earth.'

	Kroos nodded. With a signal, he and his henchman got on their horses, wheeled them away and rode off.

	‘Can you trust those little devils?’ Boday asked.

	‘Of course not, but for now, there is little we can do. The chess game has just begun. He is ambitious that one and he desires my kingdom. What holds him back, for now, is a lack of unity of his people. He will work on that diligently, and when he is ready, he will strike.'

	‘God Daarrk. I hope you know what you are doing. You have given the devil a foot in the door.’

	Daarrk smiled. ‘He may be a devil, but he is dealing with someone much worse.'

	‘What about the Prince? Jaks baby? There will be many that insist you are not crowned but rule in waiting for him. There will be many, Murchee for example, that will offer him protection in his squalid castle.’

	‘That’s where you come in my dear Boday. I will insist the queen and prince be under your care. Murchee won't like it, but he will not be able to do anything about it. Even if the nobility gets their wish and insists I rule in waiting for the whelp, I have 16 years to find a way of getting rid of him and his mother.'

	There was silence as Boday’s face reddened. Daarrk smiled.

	‘She is a magnificent creature our queen. Comely beyond words, almost like a goddess.’

	‘I have not noticed,’ Boday said head bowed blushing furiously.

	Daarrk laughed. ‘Of course, you have you scoundrel. We all have. With her husband dead and you in your new position as my most favoured noble, perhaps she will need another man to warm her bed and give her son a sibling. Why not you?'

	‘T…the thought never crossed my mind sire,’ Boday said.

	Daarrk smirked smugly. ‘Of course not,’ he said, chuckling. ‘Now come, let us get back to camp before we are missed.’

	 

	


Chapter 13

	After the Raven had gone, Ceriuz settled on his bedding deep in thought. How could I have missed the signs? How could Daarrk, have planned this so masterfully, right under his nose.

	Zoorv!! It had to be the devilish wizard. He had always known he was troubled when he appeared from the blue 120 years ago. Old, stooping and snivelling with a nose like a vulture’s beak, he had managed to worm himself into the heart of Jak’s father with his sorcery and soon had as much as a sway on him as he had.

	Nobody knew from where he came. Some said he was a Pitsman but others said he came from lands so far away, it would take a journey of many years to reach them. Regardless of where he came from, he was a powerful wizard, whose ability nearly rivalled his. When Ceriuz had left to live with the Untas, Zoorv took the opportunity to worm himself into the castle.

	Daarrk, then a babe, had fallen deathly ill and Zoorv had nursed him back from the brink of death.

	By the time Ceriuz came back, Zoorv had moved into the castle, and the King, Jaks the first, rarely took a step without consulting him.

	Ceriuz, wisely took a back seat. He knew Zoorv was an evil man, but he also knew enough not to press the king. A man as depraved as Zoorv would never be able to hide his real character for long.

	The day came months later. Ceriuz, the King, his guards, his cousin a nobleman called Dregaard, and his 16-year-old daughter were in the throne room. The King was furious and bellowing at the top of his voice.

	‘The girl was betrothed to me!! Now you tell me she wants to marry another? That she carries his child?’

	Dregaard, a portly balding man trembled as he spoke. ‘I did not know of anything until yesterday. She came to me weeping, saying she is with child and she loves a boy named Callinz.’

	‘Who is this Callinz? Speak wench or I will have your head.’

	The girl, who had been crying non-stop told her story. One day she had gone to the market alone to get foodstuff, there she had met the most handsome, virile man she had ever seen. Before then, being a maiden of only 16 she had never been interested in men, but this man was different. He was tall and broad with golden curls that reached his shoulders. His eyes sparkled like the sea, and when he spoke, his voice was more golden than the finest minstrels. Though young, he was dressed in the most elegant garments like a nobleman.

	‘Fair maiden,' he said in his honeyed voice, ‘I sighted you from afar and said to myself, today is the day I have met my wife. May I help you with your basket?'

	That had been the beginning of their romance. After the shopping, the man, who was called Callinz, begged her to come with him. She knew she should resist. She knew that she was not allowed to speak to strange men, but she could sooner resist his charms than a moth being drawn to a flame.

	He led her to the edge of the market where a horse as handsome as its owner waited. They rode off into the woods until they came to a cabin.

	‘Come with me,' he said.

	They entered the cottage which was handsomely furnished, and he led her into the bedroom. She should have been nervous, she should have run, but the stranger had her enthralled with his dancing eyes and dazzling smile. He led her to the bed, slowly undressed her and took her maidenhood.

	From then on, anytime she went to the market they met, and he took her to the cottage, where they made love over and over again. It was her mother that suspected she was pregnant. She had summoned the father, and together they inveigled her into revealing her secret.

	The father was livid. He had betrothed his daughter to the King several years before for a title, and he could not believe she had defied him. Worse, the girl was under a spell. She insisted that she and Callinz loved each other and they were to be married. The next day they followed her to the market, but Callinz did not appear. They went several times later, but there was no whiff of him. The father and girls brothers convinced her to take her to the lodge. She took them into the woods, and they searched and searched but found no cabin.

	After a while, the father convinced himself the girl was unwell and had imagined it all. However, months after, the tell-tale signs of pregnancy began to show, and he had no choice but to tell the King.

	‘Find this Callinz,' he screamed at the father. ‘Bring him to me, or I will have your head.' Father, mother and weeping daughter left in misery.

	‘Let me speak to her,’ Ceriuz said. ‘I will get to the bottom of things.'

	An angry King answered.

	‘Do what you want. But if I do not have that boy in a week, I will imprison them all.'

	That night Ceriuz had a meeting with the girl’s father at his home.

	‘Tell her to go to the market tomorrow. I will be with her all the way although she will not see me. Let us see if Callinz will come when she is alone.'

	The father agreed. The next day the girl went to the market as instructed. She filled her basket steadily with foodstuff, pretending nothing was amiss. Just as day was turning into night and she was starting to lose hope she saw him. To her and the crowded market, he was tall, blond and handsome but Ceriuz, who was invincible to the human eyes in the shadows gasped as he beheld a stooped, ugly old man - it was Zoorv!

	He gazed on in wonder as the stooping Zoorv took her basket from her and led her away from the market, until they reached an ugly, disease riddled donkey. They clambered on, and the donkey slowly took them into the woods. After a while, they arrived at a shelter made of mouldy lumber and reeking with decay.

	Zoorv led her in; both were unaware of the presence that entered with them.

	Zoorv laid her down on the dirt floor and frantically began to disrobe, saliva dribbling down his thin, cracked lips onto his lank grey beard.

	‘So this is how you use your changeling powers? To bed girls who are barely of age?’

	Zoorv turned quickly, his face an ugly mask.

	‘Ceriuz!’ he gasped.

	‘Get up girl,’ Ceriuz said. The girl got up. She gasped as Zoorv’s magic wore out in his distressed and the spell was lifted.

	‘Noooo!' she cried as she beheld the wizened old sorcerer that had taken her maidenhood.

	Zoorv licked his lips.

	‘Ceriuz…what do you care if I have a little fun,' he said.

	He backed away; fear etched all over his face. ‘There's no harm done. She is but a slip of a girl.'

	‘Perhaps you will explain this to the King and the girl’s father?’

	‘The King?’ He said, feigning shock. He looked at the girl. ‘I didn’t know. Ceriuz…how was I to know she was the king’s? Please believe me.’

	He was grovelling on his knees, looking up at Ceriuz, tears streaming down his old lined face. He grabbed Ceriuz’s thin ankles.

	‘Please wise one, don't tell them-' before he could finish, Ceriuz slapped him hard, his bony fingers, tearing thin skin and drawing blood. Zoorv fell back with a yelp.

	‘You…you hurt me,' he said, wiping the blood from his lips with the back of his hand. There was a mix of incredulity and anger in his voice.

	‘I should do a lot worse to you, but I will leave that to the king and the father who you have wronged by defiling this girl with your loathsome magic.’

	Zoorv just stared back, the look of hatred on his face was one Ceriuz had never seen in all his years alive.

	‘You will present yourself to the king tonight. If you fail to come, I will hunt you to the end of the world and tear you into a thousand pieces.'

	Ceriuz grabbed the weeping girl and left.

	The king was apoplectic with rage. He showed little mercy to Zoorv who begged and pleaded piteously. The girl’s father wanted Zoorv’s head, but the King refused.

	‘No…no I will not kill him, even though I want to. Instead, I will banish him from Pitsland forever.’

	He turned to Zoorv, who was writhing on the floor like an animal.

	‘You will leave Westlavia tonight, never to return. If you are ever sighted in these parts, you will be slaughtered like a hog. That is my decree.'

	Zoorv left in disgrace that night. For 15 years, nobody saw the disgraced wizard in Westlavia or any other part of Pitsland. He, however, came back, like a severe rash, to become even more entrenched in the royal household.

	Ceriuz had gone on a pilgrimage to a land far away. He went around the same time every year and stayed for three weeks, to clear his mind and refocus. Immediately he stepped back into the Royal Castle; he could feel the malevolent force of evil magic.

	‘Zoorv,’ he thought, a frown creasing his features. As he entered the castle, greeting guards and men at arms his anger grew. The King had forgiven Zoorv, but why? He went to his room and dropped his burlap bag. There was a different air in the castle, but he could not put his finger on it.

	A chambermaid knocked on his door minutes later.

	‘The King wants you to join him for dinner,’ she said. Ceriuz nodded. He was incensed that Zoorv had been allowed back into the Castle. Was he living here, or did the king have the good sense to at least keep him at a distance? His presence was overpowering, like a foul odour in a windowless room.

	The king was in an expansive mood when he saw him. He was aging badly, too many drunken nights and rich food. His belly, which used to be flat and rock hard bulged out, and wrinkles lined his face. His brown eyes, were still youthful and mischievous, to Ceriuz, he would always be the young boy that caused havoc all over the castle. The Queen was with them and their two sons, Jaks and Daarrk.

	They were very alike the princes, both incredibly handsome and athletic with dark, brooding looks. Jaks was all but a man, and there was an assiduity to the way he carried himself even at 16 that showed he would be a fine leader. Daarrk was the quieter of the two. He was aloof, even for one so high-born.

	The Queen, even in her middle-aged was a raven-haired beauty and was the source of her sons looks.

	‘Ceriuz, my beloved sorcerer, how was your trip?’

	They ate and talked about other things, the king looking for an opportune time to explain Zorrvv’s presence.

	He finished his second mug of beer and brushed morsels of food from his dark graying hair.

	‘I suppose,’ he said, after belching loudly, ‘you have heard that Zorvv is back?’

	‘I felt his presence from a mile away my lord.’ Dark eyes appraised him from bushy eyebrows.

	‘I owe him a lot.’

	He glared at Daarrk who reddened and bowed his head.

	‘That one fell from his horse and landed severely in a ditch. He broke his neck and an arm and was close to death. He lay there for a whole day before we found him. By the time we brought him home he had a fever so bad we had thought he wouldn't last the night.

	The Queen spoke, her voice like a summer’s day melody.

	‘The royal physicians worked on him for days, but his fever wouldn't go down. Then his leg started going green with gangrene we…we thought we were going to lose him.' Her voice had become querulous as she relived the moments.

	‘You were not around, and we were desperate. Then I remembered Zoorv, and I begged the king to find him for the sake of our son.’

	‘I dispatched my best men, and they found him living in the woods. He was brought back to Westlavia and nursed Daarrk back to health. Without him, my son would be dead or disabled. I owe him a debt of gratitude.'

	‘I understand…is he here?’

	The king nodded sheepishly. ‘I gave him a room in the castle, far from you, in the East Wing. You don't have to see him ever, but he is a useful man to have around, and I made him swear never to go near any Pits girl again.'

	Ceriuz was troubled. Zorvv was evil. He could sense it, sometimes he had notions of all the past evils he had done, but there was nothing he could do but hope that the king would not regret it one day.

	Over the years Zoorv’s influence grew until he had more of the king’s ear. He was particularly influential with the young prince Daarrk, whose life he had saved twice. It was with great alarm that he learned the king had made Zorvv, Daarrk’s tutor. He had gone to see him immediately and protested, but the king only scoffed.

	‘You have no time, or I would have appointed you to be his tutor like you did Jaks,’ he said. ‘Who better to teach Daarrk on the finer points of life, arts, science and languages than Zoorv? Apart from being a Wizard, he is a man of great learning.'

	That was several years back. Now, sitting in his tent, the Jaks dying a few meters away from him, Ceriuz regretted his complacency. He had no doubts that it was Zoorv that had somehow steered Daarrk to fratricide. Now Jaks lay dying, his infant son and young queen in danger. He knew that the moment the crown was placed on Daarrk’s brow their life was in danger.

	At that moment his tent was swept open and a head poked in.

	‘The prince wants you, old one,' the soldier said and disappeared.

	When Ceriuz entered the tent, his heart leaped into his mouth. The kings' head was covered by a white sheet, by his side were Daarrk, Muchee, Boday and the royal physician. Wordlessly, he went to the Jaks and uncovered his head. The king looked like he could have been asleep; so peaceful and child-like was his face. He muttered a prayer and covered the head.

	He looked at Daarrk with his rheumy eyes and the Prince bowed his head slightly. If there were any doubts before, Ceriuz had none. Rage like a volcano welled in him, and he trembled before he spoke, ‘Bow…bow to your new King Daarrk.’

	Muchee and Boday got slowly to their knees. Ceriuz glared at Daarrk before slowly joining them.

	 

	


Chapter 14

	The Queen tickled her son's tummy, and he squealed in delight his chubby legs moving vigorously and tiny toes curling in delight.

	It had been a difficult pregnancy, it took almost a day to deliver the young prince safely, but he had finally come, bring joy to Jaks and Ermamai.

	Drizul Castle had been transformed with the arrival of Jaks’ first son. There was a joyful buzz and air of happiness around the place in the two weeks before Jaks had left to confront the dreaded Osterlays who were knocking at the door of the Westlavia kingdom.

	‘I won't be long,' he had said, looking handsome as ever as he kissed his young wife and new-born son. He was dressed in full armour, more for the crowd that gathered at the entrance of his castle to bid him and his men farewell, than for anything.

	‘I promise I will be back.’

	Queen Ermamai sighed deeply. Still no word from Jaks. She was so happy a week ago when a rider had come with the news that the Osterlays had been defeated and the vast army was on its way home. But they hadn't arrived three days ago as expected, and now she was worried - even Diks, the ordinarily stoic commander that was left in charge of the defence of Westlavia couldn’t disguise his worry when he had visited her in the morning.

	They had met in the gardens, the beautiful young queen anxious for news and the burly knight who had none to give her.

	‘Do not worry my Queen. I have sent riders, and we should have news soon. I am sure they are on their way. The Osterlays have been defeated but perhaps there are a few skirmishes here and there to mop up'

	She straightened and brushed a long golden strand from her forehead.

	‘Take the prince,' she said to her most favored lady in waiting, a skinny amiable girl no older than her. Surleei was at their side in an instant and picked up the young prince, who she loved as if he were her child.

	‘I am going to the library; see I am not disturbed.' She left the royal chamber, nodded to the stalwart guard who guarded them in the corridor and made her way, up three flights of stairs, down a hallway until she came to a locked wooden door. She unlocked the door and stepped into a room which was dominated by a massive wooden table on which lay several scrolls and writing materials. The walls were lined with shelves that stacked hundreds of manuscripts, parchments and scrolls with all subjects from science to history and wizardry. She spent most of her days here with Ceriuz - who managed the library - much to the dismay of castle staff and the bemusement of her husband. Why would a woman, let alone a queen be bothered with learning, when there were more critical undertakings to be done they asked themselves. She didn't care though; her father had not seen that she could read and write merely to manage the day to day running of a Palace; not that she took her wifely duties lightly.

	She would spend hours in the library with a scowling Ceriuz. At first, the taciturn wizard had tried to dissuade her, but even at his age, he was not immune to the charms of the beautiful young queen, especially as she had a thirst for knowledge that the Princes Jaks and Daarrk did not.

	He was soon tutoring her on her favorite subjects, history, literature, and philosophy. When he had left for the battlefield, he had solemnly handed over a spare key and blushed as the queen placed her soft lips on his weathered cheek in thanks.

	It was cold and musty in the library. She got a scroll from a shelf and sat to read. In a few minutes, she was engrossed in a piece of Westlavian prose - to the extent that it took a while to notice the dark figure by the window.

	There was a raven on the window sill. She was just about to ignore it when her eyes caught something gleaming in its beak. Taking her oil lamp, she walked towards the window thinking the bird would take flight but it simply stared at her.

	She gasped as she saw what the raven was had, a signet ring that seemed familiar. Fear clutched at her heart as she unlatched the window and held out her slim hands. The Raven dropped the ring in her hands and flew in the room noisily. She scrutinized the signet, it was Jaks; there could be no argument.

	She turned to the raven who perched on the back of a wooden chair, the cold icy clutch of fear, tugging on her breast as her worst fears seemed to be confirmed.

	She started as a voice emanated from the feathered beast.

	‘No time can be lost Milady. I bring word about your King from Ceriuz.’

	The queen was shocked at a talking bird but recovered quickly.

	‘Tell me all. Leave nothing, not one word.’

	Kenioons black eyes regarded the queen; suddenly he felt sad - unwilling to break the awful news.

	‘He is dead isn’t he?’ The queen whispered.

	‘I’m sorry,’Kenioon said, and its glossy head dropped.

	She staggered to a chair and sat wearily. ‘Milady?' The queen looked up at the raven, tears streaming down her chalk white face.

	‘There’s no time to waste, even as we speak, a rider races to Westlavia with instructions that put your life and the Prince's in danger. There is no time for grieving we must act in haste.'

	Diks read the scroll his heart sinking. He stared at the young rider, who was nursing his shoulder.

	‘The King is dead,’ he said, barely above a whisper?

	‘Yes, I would have gotten here hours earlier but an accursed raven spooked my horse, and I fell off. My shoulder was so badly hurt; I couldn’t ride as usual.'

	Diks was not interested in the rider’s shoulder.

	‘Who else knows?’

	‘Nobody.’

	The words of the message in the parchment sealed with prince - no the new King Daarrk’s - seal chilled him. The orders were clear and left nothing in doubt. The Queen and her baby were to be taken to Selmiuv, Boday’s duchy, for "their protection." He was to lead them there, hand them over and return to await further instructions.

	His hands shook as he read the message. He was too long in the tooth not to know the implications of the order. Many would be outraged if the queen and the heir to the throne left Westlavia castle. Many would guess the purpose, the queen and the infant prince were nothing but hostages of their uncle and that fat debauched oaf Boday. Rage welled in him. He was put in an impossible position that would be pivotal for him and the kingdom. If he resisted the order, he would be deemed a traitor by Daarrk, Boday and their supporters but if he handed over the Queen and Prince and God forbid they were harmed, there was another faction who would be loyal to Jaks and his son, which would see him as betraying the rightful heir to the throne.

	He dismissed the rider after swearing him to secrecy. What bad luck he cursed. To be struck by an Osterlay arrow after a bruising victory.

	Jaks dead?!! He could scarcely believe it. After a few minutes, he made up his mind. He would take the Queen to Selmiuv alright, but he would not leave her there. He would take twenty men, who would serve as the queen’s guardian and would remain in Selmiuv until Daarrk came back. Then after the council met, hopefully, they would resolve this nonsense. The Queen of Westlavia and her child belonged in Westlavia; the capital. Inevitably Daarrk would be compelled to see reason. He got up; now there was a small matter of convincing the queen to leave with him. God help me if she resists; it could get messy.

	Diks and four heavily armed men marched through the dark corridors of Westlavia castle leaving a buzz in their wake. It was 12.30 pm, but there were still many servants awake, and they wondered what the protector was doing with four stalwart men at this time. They met guards in strategic position, and each time they consented to their superior until they reached the queen's bodyguard at the entrance to the corridor that led to the Royal chambers. He was an immense man of legendary prowess. Even with four men, Diks knew that a conflict would be bitter and bloody.

	‘What’s going on here?’

	‘We have orders to take the queen and prince into our protection?’

	The man, who stood a head taller than Diks blanched.

	‘But that’s impossible,’ he gasped. Diks frowned suspiciously.

	‘Here,’ he said handing him the parchment with Daarks signet mark.

	‘The..the King is dead?’ he gasped.

	Diks nodded, himself weary. ‘The queen, we need to take her away now.’

	To his horror he saw a big tear come down the guards ruddy cheek - Jaks was a popular and much loved king.

	‘I must come with you, wherever you go,’ the guard said, fighting back the tears. ‘I am sworn to protect the queen and the babe.’

	Diks nodded, now anxious to execute his command.

	‘Let us through.’

	‘She's not here; she is in the library, has been since 9.'

	‘Library?’ Diks said astounded. ‘Whatever for? It’s full of books.’

	The guard shrugged. ‘She goes every-night; come - I will lead you there.'

	‘What about the Prince?’

	The guard reddened. ‘He is with her; she ordered the lady Surlei to bring him to her.’

	Suddenly Diks heart hammered in his chest.

	Could it be she knew?

	‘Let’s go.’ The six men hurried through corridors and upstairs until they got to the library. It was shut. ‘Break it down,’ Diks ordered after had banged on the door for 5 minutes.

	It took 10 minutes for the door to crash down, but they finally entered the library. It was empty. Cold, dusty but empty. Diks entered, an oil lamp illuminating the room.

	He turned to the guard, who shrugged.

	‘You are sure she was here?’ He asked gruffly.

	‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘She often comes here at night to read.'

	Diks moved further into the room, leaving his men in the doorway. He looked around the room with the keen eyes of a trained observer. Nothing seemed out of place until he spotted a feather on the floor.

	Bending down he picked it up, a black raven’s feather. He was puzzled. There was a big cupboard just by where he had picked the feather. Instinctively he tugged at the handle, and it opened. It was empty. He was just about to turn away when he saw another feather?

	‘Thurmaz. Come here,’ he said, calling to the burly guard. He handed him the feather.

	‘A raven?’ Thurmaz said confused? ‘How?’

	‘That's what I like to know.' He stared at the wood covering of the cupboard, something about it didn't seem right. He removed his sword and prodded with the sharp point of his sword, and it pierced the thin wood easily. ‘What the blazes!’ Diks swore. He pushed until his sword went right through. ‘There's an opening here,' he bellowed. Quickly, he slashed and cut until there was a jagged man-sized hole that revealed a gap.

	‘They were here,’ he said almost to himself. He turned to Thurmaz. ‘They went down here, a secret passage.’ He stood up frowning. This was getting worse and worse.

	‘The Queens escaped with the Prince. Get two men, follow them through this passage. You,' he said to a ferret-faced guard. Get word to the head of the castle grounds, and nobody is to leave the castle until I say so…come on, don’t just stand there…get moving!’

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Precisely at that moment, on the south side gate. Two soldiers were on night duty as a cart driven by a sturdy horse approached. The leader and older of the men straightened. It was cold, and he was hungry, and in a bad mood, it wasn’t helped that his companion was a silly callow youth who in his book was not fit to be a stable boy never mind a soldier.

	‘Halt,' he commanded, and the driver of the cart brought his horse to a halt. The guard instantly recognized him; he was a stable boy, a straw-haired youth who smelled worse than the horses he took care off.

	‘Nowhere above the eagle’s nest!’ The boy said, saying the password that would grant him exit from the gate.

	What was he doing going out at this time of the night the guard wondered. But he was too tired and too hungry to ask. He grunted and waved him on. As the cart passed, he heard a noise.

	‘Halt!' he commanded again. He walked over to the cart and stared at the boy. He could make out his ferret-faced features in the moonlight. ‘What was that noise?' he barked.

	‘Just my tummy rumbling sir,' the stable boy replied.

	The guard scowled at him and called to his companion who was on the other side. ‘Did you hear anything as the cart was passing?' He asked him. Then he heard it again.

	‘There it is again, like a babe cooing!'

	The younger guard dug his nose with spindly fingers. He was cold and tired. ‘I heard nothing,' he said.

	The older guard glared at his companion, who he thought was the most useless human he had ever met. He removed his sword and walked to the back of the cart; it was full of straw.

	‘Can I go sir…my master will be waiting.’

	‘Silence!’ he shouted. ‘Anything underneath all this straw?’

	The cart driver got down from his seat and sidled over.

	‘Just straw sir…honest.’ The guard growled and poked in the straw with his sword. He was sure he heard a baby, he was just about to poke again when he heard a flutter and cawing. A black shadow swooped down and clawed him.

	‘The hell!!’ he said waving his sword frantically in the air. The younger guard’s eyes bulged.

	‘Goodness, a raven.’

	The raven flew out of reach, circled and came back.

	‘God’s teeth,’ the guard cursed. ‘I’ll cut you to pieces you vermin!’ he shouted and slashed at the raven. What ensued was a comical sight, as the enraged guard swung his sword in circles at the bird which would not give up but seemed intent on attacking the guard.

	‘You best go. He is a pain in the arse,’ the younger guard said to the stable boy as he watched the scene disbelieving.

	The stable boy hurriedly got on his cart and steered his horse through the gate, leaving the two guards chasing after a raven, which seemed to have gone mad. By the time the raven finally gave up they were panting and cursing, the stable boy all but forgotten.

	Underneath the straw, the queen said a silent prayer and thanked the raven. For if not for it, she would have had to give herself up before the point of the sword went through her baby. ‘Are you okay Surleiy?’ She asked her lady in waiting, who lay by her side.

	‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The sword just missed me.’

	The Queen kissed her babe on its head. She lay on her back with the infant lying on her breast.

	‘What a brave little boy you are for not crying,’ she said softly ‘You will make a great King.’

	The cart jerked on the cobbled roads, and the three bounced up and down, scarcely daring to breathe. An hour ago she was in the library with the raven boy. He had told her husband was dead and she was to be little more than a prisoner unless she escaped.

	‘I need to get my son,’ she had said to the raven.

	‘Nay need milady. I have told Surleiy, and she will bring him.'

	Like clockwork, someone knocked softly on the door.

	‘Who is it?' She asked as the raven hopped into the shadows.

	‘It’s Surleiy, ma'am.’ Surleiy came in, dressed in a robe. She looked frightened.

	‘Milady a raven…’ she gasped as the raven hopped out of the shadows.

	‘We have no time,’ Kenioon said.

	Surleiy, her face white with fear pulled down her robe revealing the prince clutched to her chest. ‘

	Forgive me,’ she said. I knew no other way of smuggling him out of the room. The queen was almost crying as she took her son from Surleiy.

	‘I have this for you milady.’ There was a folded robe in her hand that she handed the queen.

	‘Please wear it, my queen.' After she had put it on, she turned to the Raven. ‘Now what?'

	‘There is a hidden passageway through the cupboard milady. It goes down underneath the castle grounds into the stables. There Crazus, the stable boy is waiting. He will smuggle you in a cart full of straw to a safe-house, but we must hurry. You,' he said to Surleiy, ‘open the cupboard.’

	There was a cupboard by the shelves of books. Surleiy opened it.

	‘There’s a latch on the right side,’ the raven said. The queen nodded to Surleiy who ran her hand up and down the side of the cupboard until she touched a latch. She unclasped it, and the back of the closet swung open to reveal a dark passage.

	‘You must go through there.' The queen blanched. She had a fear of enclosed places and the passageway, seemed narrow and dark.

	The Raven flew unto the table. ‘Please my lady, and it's the only way. I will meet you at the stable with the boy.'

	The queen looked at Surleiy who seemed even more frightened. She steeled herself. ‘Surleiy, hold the prince and hand me the light…I will go first, then you follow.’ Without a word, she entered the cupboard and climbed into the passage. It was dark, damp and scary, but she summoned courage. She felt Surleiy behind her.

	‘Be brave,’ she said, more to herself than Surleiy and her infant son. Once they had gone the raven pushed the cupboard door shut and flew out the window.

	The prince started squalling when they came to a stop. The stable boy came around and said. ‘It’s alright Mi’lady, and you can come out now.'

	The queen emerged from the hay clutching her crying baby. A shocked Surleiy dusting the hay of the babe, the queen and finally herself. It was pitch black, and they were on a deserted side street leading towards a crowded dirty part of the capital. The smells of the overflowing gutter and rubbish that littered the road threatened to overwhelm her.

	‘Follow me,' the stable boy said. He led them down the alleyway into a back street. They walked for another 15 minutes, the boy keeping to alleys and side-streets flanked on both sides by dilapidated houses, mostly dark but a few lit by lamps and lanterns, until they came to a two-story building that served as an inn.

	The stable boy knocked on the door and immediately a couple opened and ushered them into the warmth of the house.

	‘Oh the poor baby,' the middle-aged woman said. She was short and plump with a kindly face. ‘My queen, you need a change of clothes and some food in you.'

	The queen smiled, as the woman bustled off. The man, a big, fat, balding redhead led them upstairs to a small room with a single bed.

	He turned to the queen his face reddening, scarcely believing that he had royalty in his house.

	‘I’m sorry ma’am…it’s not much, but it is warm and safe.’

	‘It's perfect,' the queen said with a smile. She removed a ring from her hand and held it out to the astonished man.

	‘Your bravery and kindness will be duly rewarded, but as a token, please accept this.'

	The man took it from the queen his eyes wide. It was a beautiful gold piece, worth a year's earning. The inn keeper's wife came bustling in with a jug of water and a tray with cold meat and cheese.

	‘Now you must eat and then wash,' she said. The queen smiled as she warmed to the woman, who seemed not to realize she was talking to royalty.

	‘Hereld…have you shown them the hiding place?’

	Hereld, used to obeying the commands of his wife, Bree, snapped into action. He moved to the side of the room by the window and reached up until he touched the low wooden ceiling.

	‘Whenever we give a warning you must go up there,' the woman said. ‘There's a small latch that releases a trap-door. On cue, a door in the ceiling swung open, and Hereld reached for a ladder which he brought down. ‘There’s enough room for two people,’ he said proudly.

	‘Just until danger’s averted.’

	The queen nodded. ‘You are too kind,' she said, and even the wife reddened at the praise.

	The stable boy spoke. ‘You are to stay here until Ceriuz comes for you milady. A couple of days to a week he said.’

	‘They will be looking for you,’ Hereld said, returning the ladder and closing the door. ‘But they won’t find you here. You and the prince will be safe.’

	‘Okay, enough of that. Leave the ladies and the child to rest. They have been through a lot. I will bring warm water in a basin for you to wash.’

	Bree chivvied the stable boy and her husband out of the room. The queen fed her child while Surleiy cut the bread and meat into morsels. They were finishing their meal when the Bree came back with a basin of water and two wash clothes. The queen cleaned herself, then the Prince before Surleiy did the same.

	‘Thank you so much,' the queen said, turning to Bree. ‘It is my duty, your majesty,' she replied blushing. The queen turned her head but not quickly enough to hide her glistening eyes.

	There was a moment of awkwardness, and then Bree, a woman of remarkable courage moved to squash the despair that threatened to overcome her visitors.

	‘You are quite safe here your majesty,’ she said. ‘My husband and I have worked for Ceriuz before, and no harm will befall you, however, there will undoubtedly be soldiers looking for you soon. We will be vigilant.'

	The queen wiped her eyes and smiled sadly.

	‘Thank you.’ Bree returned the smile.

	‘We are loyalists to Jaks and we have a network of spies of our own,’ she continued.

	‘When we hear anything you will have to go into the loft until its safe.’

	The queen nodded.

	Bree got up. ‘I will leave you to rest,' she said. ‘If you need anything, get me. I will be downstairs and will not live the house until Ceriuz arrives.’

	After she had gone Surlei laid the bed, and the queen, despite her troubles, was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. Surlei lay awake in the dark for a long time, frightened and confused before sleep finally and mercifully came.

	The queen awakened in the dead of night confused as to where she was. Then she remembered and was filled with great sadness. Her husband was dead. Her husband who she loved dearly with all her heart, whom she left her home city in Eastern Westlavia to be with for life gone - just like that!

	She tried to make sense of what the Raven had told her. Her husband, betrayed, killed by his brother, Daarrk! A sadness so overwhelming enveloped her, and she began to sob softly. She allowed herself only a few minutes to grieve and then slowly gathered her resolve and all of her iron- will. She was of royal blood in Eastern Westlavia and the mother to the rightful king. She shook Surleiy where she lay on the floor.

	‘Go downstairs,' she said. ‘Get me some bread, wine, and a sharp knife.' Surleiy, used to taking orders rushed downstairs. She was soon back with the items on a wooden tray.

	‘Leave me so I can mourn in peace,’ the queen ordered. Surlei’s eyes widened, but she hurried out and joined a worried Bree in her living quarters.

	The prince was awake, smiling and clutching at his toes with chubby fingers.

	‘What a wonderfully brave man you will grow up to be,' she whispered her heart swelling with pride. She lifted him, a cool breeze came in from the open window, and her child cooed in delight.

	She took the bread and shredded it into pieces.

	‘This represents the earth. From the earth, we all arose. From the earth, God Januzai moulded the first woman and breathed life into her; at first, there were only women on the earth and with that peace. Then the other gods grew bored and gathered themselves to meet Januzai. What manner of creature is this? We watch her and her kind all day, and they do nothing but laugh and play and frolic. No sport, no war, no squabbles to amuse us.'

	She lifted her face and chanted in an ancient language that even Ceriuz had forgotten. After-wards, her eyes dark and her face red she sprinkled some of the bread on the stone floor.

	‘What do you want my fellow gods? Do you not like peace? Do you not enjoy the sisterhood we have? The tranquillity of spirit of these wonderful creatures?’ Januzai asked.

	‘No!’ They all said in unison. Seria, the goddess of the Oceans, Merkat the God of the earth of whom the beings were created. Scept the lord of death and the underworld, Pinion who resided on the moon and ruled over the stars and finally Jupainan; the guardian of the crossroads between the physical and spiritual world.

	Jupainan, who revealed himself in shadows, mists, and premonitions spoke. ‘Give them companions like you gave the others: a male companion so that they can love, laugh, fight and feel excitement…just like the cow who has the bull or the lioness who has the lion, like the bitch and the dog.

	Januzai, who was perched on a golden throne in the clouds sighed heavily, and the earth trembled. ‘Let us wait to see how the females conduct themselves; perhaps they will start to squabble and fight and wage war in a few hundred years, and there will be no need for companions.’

	A few hundred years later the gods gathered again; this time more determined and anxious. Again they pleaded, and again Januzai asked for another 100 years. In the 78th year Jupainan, out of his mind with boredom assumed a male form and crossed into the physical World. He revealed himself to the Queen of the world who was shocked having never seen a man.

	‘What manner of creature art thou?' She said fearfully. It was midnight, and she was alone in her bed. Jupainan gazed upon her creamy white breasts and long slim legs. He was the perfect male: Tall, muscular with a face that could be both hard and soft, with eyes that could be so cruel and gentle. As he looked, he felt himself stir. The Queen Prechoria gazed down and could not look up again. She had never seen such a beautiful being. Her nipples hardened, and she licked her ruby red lips. Jupanian moved to her bed and propped himself over her so that her rock hard nipples brushed his manly chest. The queen was breathing heavily, petrified but utterly unable to move a muscle. Jupanian kissed her, and a passion she had never known existed took hold of her. Her long slim hands enveloped his neck, and she drew him down to her.

	The next day Januzai sensed the blood of the queen and bellowed with rage. Thunder and lightning ensued, and it rained for seven straight days as he raged. Someone had taken the innocence of the queen, and the world would never be the same. Nine month later twin boys were born. They would be the first king of the Pits, her son, was the youngest and heir to the throne.

	‘From Jupanian, the guardian of the crossroads, we came, and he has opened the doorway so my husband can see his ancestors.' She raised her son and poured wine into his small perfect mouth. Then she took a knife and made a small incision in his little thumb. Instantly the Prince started wailing, but she ignored him and let the droplets of blood fall into the wine cup. Again she raised her head to the heavens and began a chant in a language which she did not understand. A song that bade farewell to the King of Pits; a chant that sang his praises - speaking of his wisdom in peace times and bravery during war. A chant that had been used for thousands of years and which Ceriuz heard thousands of miles away, as clear as if he was in the room with the queen. For the first time since the king died, a weary smile creased his features. This was a queen that would not be easily cowed. Good thing, he thought, she will need all her courage for what lies ahead.
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