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            Prologue:
The Beginning of all things:

A Precis of Book One, “The Awakened”.

         

         After a family tragedy, seventeen year old Sam has retreated into a dream world where he can escape everything and everyone. However he soon learns that the Universe has other ideas whether he likes it or not.

         Sam is a normal teenager growing up in Greyshott, a rural village in England. An unexpected and cataclysmic event leaves his previously close and loving family in tat­ters. Whilst his father and mother attempt to deal with their own grief, Sam is left on the side-lines, alone and seemingly forgotten. Believing that nobody would miss him if he just disappeared, Sam starts to escape into a self-created dream world, called Muanga-Atua.

         Within both this alternative reality, and his own, and through a series of hyper-vivid dreams, Sam meets a number of the Turangai, the race or people within Muanga-Atua, who challenge his perceptions of life.

         
             

         

         Alice is the proprietress of Timber’s Tea House in the village. She always seems to be earily aware of what he is thinking and, more importantly, there is something differ­ent about her which he cannot seem to put his finger on. What he does not realise, is that she also happens to be the main leader of the Anahim in Muanga-Atua. The Anahim are spirit beings who serve the overall Ethereals, godly char­acters who manage all existences everywhere. It is she who befriends him and who binds the worlds together guiding him between each.

         
             

         

         Babu, a small, furry, lethal fang-bearing, snake-tailed apparition, is the first creature he meets when he arrives in Muanga-Atua, and whilst their initial coming together scares Sam beyond measure, it quickly becomes apparent that Babu is intrinsically linked to Sam.

         In Muanga-Atua, every person is gifted a Padme at their birthing, Each Padme is specifically chosen by the Ethereals and given to the Turangai when they reach seven years of age. They form a bond with these creatures which starts a life-long relationship. It is the creature’s role to protect them and to fend off all who would try to attack them. No one can exist without their Padme and no one had, until Sam arrived.

         
             

         

         His first human encounter in Muanga-Atua, is with Ma-Aka, a young man of similar age to Sam who, at first, appears to have known Sam since they were young, which confuses him. Ma-Aka’s personality and character draws Sam to him like a moth to a light and they become closest of friends. Sam however, always believes that this friendship is merely his mind replacing the loss of his brother, David and that Ma-Aka, like all the other Turangai he meets, does not actually exist.

         ‘Silver Fern, the Healer’ called Ngaire, of indetermin­able age, is quiet, unassuming and patient with him, always believing, always encouraging. She is also an old lady within Muanga-Atua, who somehow, manages to break through his defences, allowing healing to begin in his shattered life.

         Together with these, and many others, Sam encounters an eclectic band as he explores both his and their world. However, it isn’t long before Sam realises that the inhabi­tants of Muanga-Atua believe that he is an important and powerful being, something he cannot accept. Instead of excitement, their expectations for help become a burden and a source of anger. He has enough to cope with in his invisible, suburban existence without having some fantastic and, frankly, unasked-for, alternate reality drop into his life asserting that he has powers beyond his wildest dreams.

         
             

         

         He argues that as his own feelings and the fact that this alternate reality only occurs when he is dreaming, (which therefore means this world cannot be true) and that the demands and beliefs of Muanga-Atua only exist in his head and so he does nothing. But as Sam continues to ignore the cries of the people he meets in his dreams, the Turangai take matters into their own hands and seek the counsel of Fastana, wisest of all the monks of the Anahim, who reveals that a portal exists whereby the inhabitants of Muanga-Atua can transport themselves into the world of Sam. This, they argue among themselves, must surely be a means to convince Sam that Muanga-Atua exists and that if it exists, the perils they are facing, which only he, Sam, can stop, are also real. So, without care for their own safety, a number of the Turangai decide to enter the portal to try to find Sam in his world, thus to convince him of their reality and existence.

         
             

         

         The portal should never have been used, for by entering Sam’s world, the whole character and chemical composi­tion of Earth starts to be affected by their presence, creat­ing mini cataclysmic events across the globe as they arrive in various places, there to search out Sam. As a result, a series of increasingly disastrous events start to manifest themselves in Sam’s world that he is powerless to ignore. It is these events that start to erode the impregnable shell he thought he had built up around himself, forcing him to accept that what he is seeing must, somehow, be linked to the world he visits when he is dreaming.

         
             

         

         He cannot escape the pervading thought in his head, screaming out at every opportunity, that he has to do some­thing despite every nuance of his being fighting to be left alone. So Sam resolves to allow himself to give in and see what it is he is supposed to do, both in Muanga-Atua, and in his own world.

         
             

         

         So begins Book 2, “The War of the Snakes”.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Fickle Thistle

         

         Sam’s world was assaulted by the brightest strobing of light­ning, snapping his senses from calm to chaos in an instant and destroying any vestige of peace and tranquillity he may have been wanting to experience.

         For a second, his brain, completely disorientated, quickly tried to assimilate how a peaceful hill-top totem with the familiar puffy clouds above his village moving lazily against the azure blue background in one moment, had suddenly been shot to hell turning instead into a coalescing of flash­ing, blinding light. To add to the extreme change he was experiencing, the crashing and crackling around him threatened to up-seat him and hurl him screaming into an abyss, he definitely was not prepared for.

         “Have I arrived?” skitted through his mind. Slowly he started to recognize the sounds and light as being the wildest of electrical storms he had ever experienced. The whole weird scene was made even more intense because all around, rather than a “normal day” that he had just been trying to relax in, utter pitch blackness leered back at him against which the orchestra of light and sound played havoc with his retinas, the after-shock still echoing off the backs of his eyes, causing him to duck reflexively. Each light strike slowly fading, to be taken over by yet another flash. Something in the back of his mind recognized at some sixth sense level that this scene, whilst scary, also had a famil­iar background gloom to it. A misty shroud enveloped him and the lightning flashes merged with this mist blanket, painting a dull yellow to his surroundings. He had seen this somewhere before, but for now, the whereabouts lay subtly beyond the immediate fear and disorientation of the place he now found himself in.

         
             

         

         The lightning, he realized, was all around him, mesmeriz­ing, close, almost as if directed, driven, at him.

         He also realized, too late, that the rain lashing down through the storm, had created a myriad of wet, boggy pud­dles, one of which he was sitting in, the seat of his trousers quickly becoming saturated, and his thin t-shirt clinging to his body.

         He needed to get out of wherever the hell he was, and get out fast, before the “snap” and “crackle” of the storm found him and his puddle and fried him into the muddy earth he found himself sitting in, leaving nothing but a smoking stench of wet ash to mark his passing.

         The darkness made movement almost impossible and this, together with the rain lashing down and the deafening cacophony of lightning flashing all around him, invaded his senses, threatening to drown him in a world gone crazy.

         “Wait! There.” Illuminated by the flashes, a small shed or shack revealed itself to Sam momentarily. It was enough to gather his senses, power up off the matted floor and, finding his feet, stumble blindly in the direction of the silhouette he had just seen and hopefully move out of the danger of this crazy storm and surging thunderstorm he had managed to find himself in.

         As he half-ran, half-stumbled in the direction of the shed, he became aware of a few dull lights, meagre in their insignificance against the backdrop of lightning but more or less standing their ground against the storm. “Lamps!” He thought. “They are street lamps if I am not mistaken.” And indeed, they were. They loomed slowly nearer out of the water dance around him. Signposts, in effect, leading him to civilization and humans and shelter. Humans, who hopefully could tell him where the hell he was.

         The street lights quickly left the small, crude shel­ter behind off the pathway he now found himself on and slowly, Sam became aware of more small buildings grad­ually emerging out from the gloom as if afraid to reveal themselves. They were arranged higgledy-piggledy, bounc­ing off each other, at crazy angles as if seeking support from their neighbours. All were dark, empty it seemed, forebod­ing and bereft of light and life. “Most definitely houses of some form,” thought Sam. “But where is everybody?” This question uttered, almost impossible to respond to. Everything was still, unmoving and yet jumping to life it seemed, whenever the lightning struck, bringing their sil­houettes into sharp relief before plunging them once more in to the vestigial darkness that surrounded this place.

         No wait! Just there ahead. Another light, lower down, almost at eye-level. A half-illuminated sign slowly came into view, its buffeting to and fro, restrained to a timber post by two clanking chains which were hooked into the top of the sign. “The Fickle Thistle” loomed out suddenly announc­ing a small, ramshackle stone façade, within which stood a stout looking door from which a hearty orange glow seemed to shine out from a small window cut into its front. “A pub? Here?” thought Sam. It looked completely incongruous in its surroundings but Sam threw all caution to the strong wind hurling itself around him, hurried over to the door and pushed it open.

         Inside, almost as if the storm outside had thrown a makeshift bomb into the surroundings, the piano playing, jukebox of noises evaporated and at least thirty pairs of eyes swivelled and fixed themselves on the door and the stranger who had just entered, as if studying a leper. The cessation of the thrashing rain at his face, having now entered into this “lion’s den” that was The Fickle Thistle, was more a reason to stay than the accusing eyes boring into him were a reason to leave. With a sharp intake of breath, Sam con­tinued on in, closing the door behind him with a “clunk” of finality, shutting the tempest out from his world, if only for a moment. Then he turned and peered slowly into the pub.

         The punters were all staring at him as if some nasty curse had entered into their private domain. Even the barmaids, some with beer tankards sloshing their frothy suds to the floor, stood rooted to the spot in mid-stride, gazing at Sam, almost as if in fear.

         A movement in the dimness of the rafters caught his eye and he peered up, if only to break contact with the wall of hostility that greeted him from the occupiers within. If the scene at the ground floor plain was disconcerting, the view into the rafters was, if anything, even more bizarre. At least five birds, all shapes and sizes, gazed down at him from the sanctuary of their dim perches. One had its wings at full stretch as if ready to launch off its perch to attack him. It was then that Sam began to notice a different “layer” of activity that was occurring in and around the clientele of this establishment. He became aware of a multitude of crea­tures, if they could be called that, snaking and slithering around the crowd at floor level. Some hiding behind bar stools, afraid to look at him, others, with fur bristling and teeth barred, standing their ground, looking at him. All, without exception, seemed to be waiting though. “Waiting, if anything,” thought Sam, “for further instruction from someone or something!”

         “Padme!” The thought thrust itself into his mind like a cannonball. “Of course!” These animals and creatures were the companions and protectors of the customers and Staff in this place of solace from the storm outside that was hurl­ing itself with full wrath against the building’s flimsy shell. For the first time, Sam felt a sense of security and belong­ing, for he was able to fix where at last he was. Definitely no longer in the sanctuary of Greyshott. (“Although, think­ing back, even the village at the moment was not exactly a haven of peace and tranquillity,” he reminded himself.) When he left it “a few short minutes ago!?” he mused, there was utter chaos, with what seemed like flesh-eating maniacs at his tail and a directive from Alice, proprietress of “Timbers Tea House” and part time angel, to go and destroy… “Yes, it is all coming back now.” Sam had a mis­sion to undertake, why, he still had no real clue about, but, for some reason, he was living a normal life one second, “if this could be classed as normal,” he reminded himself, and the next moment, he was being thrust into a strange world with flying, thought-communicating beasts from some wild, weird crazy land, with a task to go and kill some Lord, save that world and come back and save his own! “All before bloody breakfast!”

         He knew at some deep, intuitive level, that he was finally back in Muanga-Atua, and the people and animals around him seemed to fit at last, into a jigsaw, even though this was without any picture to base it on, or number of “pieces” still to go. He breathed out and started to move towards the bar, there to seek out any information as to where “here” was.

         He had taken only a few short steps when some men at a table closest to him stood up and blocked his passage fur­ther. They were not in the mood to let him pass. Perplexed, Sam looked up at them and cowered slightly as he saw their anger and determination to send him rapidly back from whence he had come, it seemed. But what they said next threw him into a turmoil of emotion.

         “Where is your Padme, young man?” they challenged. One reached into his coat as if to draw out an article, “Or weapon!” Sam assumed.

         Sam’s last half hour cascaded like so many dominoes into a pile of scatterings and threatened to burst out of his head, leaving him an empty, destroyed shell. He saw the start of the chaos back at home; He saw Alice coming to rescue him, his flight away and up Blacknest Hill and his arrival at the totem at the top. He remembered then why he was running and, more importantly, what he was running to. Now he was here, wherever that was. He knew that he had to find a Staff of some description, which had been lost, but he hadn’t the foggiest idea where it was or how he was sup­posed to find it, now that this reality had taken over.

         “I said,” threatened one of the men, pushing his dirty fingers into Sam’s chest with each syllable, “where. Is. Your. Padme?” At last, a small piece of this jigsaw managed to emerge from his mind’s eye and settle itself into place. “Of course! It is impossible to be in this world without a Padme, and to walk without one meant you were either dead, or demon… Or Sam!” thought Sam.

         Without thinking, he blurted out, “Um. Well. I am known here as Sam-of-the-Shades. I have a Padme called Babu but we can exist apart. I lost him at Watamka during a battle with the cursed Bjarke and I have to find him quickly, rescue Pania and Ma-Aka, find the missing Staff of the Ethereals and then do battle with Lord Elim and his horde before he destroys this world and mine!”

         As Sam was vomiting words out as fast as his mind could conjure them up, one of the men, eyes as large as saucepans, pulled out an incredibly large, and most certainly, “deadly” knife, and started towards Sam with clear intent. Sam saw it all as if in slow motion but knew what the outcome was to be. He closed his eyes in resignation and some frustration and started to cower down, expecting at any moment, to wake up again in Greyshott with a very painful chest and having to go through the process all over again.

         Nothing!

         No lunge. No shout, No feeling of cold steel boring into his chest. Nothing.

         Sam slowly opened his eyes to see the knife-wielding man being held back by a third man, the same having a most quizzical frown on his face as he looked up into the rafters at a particularly large looking pelican-ish creature, who was gazing down intently through the gloom straight at Sam. “He speaks the truth, Matia.” The man said, looking up at the bird. “Shenza confirms it.” Sam’s gaze moved from the knife, now poised hovering dangerously close to his body, up to the man who had spoken, and then up to the bird in the rafters, “Shenza”.

         “I see you, Sam-of-the- Shades.” This thought popped into his mind as clear as day. “We were told of your coming,” it continued, “but many of us refused to believe. Now you are here and I know that your arriving does not come with the open hand of greeting, but with a fist closed fast for revenge. Many here will die, but at the end, all will be willing to lay down their lives, for you.” This most definitely came directly from the strange looking pelican up in the rafters, who, with a little hop, glided effortlessly from its perch and landed on its master’s shoulders, there, continuing to preen its feathers as if nothing had happened.

         Almost instantly, it seemed as if this message was relayed to all the Padme, who in turn relayed the same to their owners, who, on coming to terms with the importance of what had just transpired in their neck of the woods, in this, The Fickle Thistle public house, relaxed visibly, most turning to greet Sam like a long-lost brother. Some still remaining in the shadows, afraid to venture forward and be acknowledged.

         “Mora!” Shouted one. “A drink for our long-lost friend, Sam.” “Mora”, a rather buxom and red-cheeked serving woman, quickly side-stepped her intended customer, who “humphed” loudly as his precious nectar ale seemed to dis­appear from his eager view, and proceeded to bring the self-same tankard up to Sam with expectant, and yet still fear-lined eyes, fixed on this strange “god” who had suddenly appeared in her tavern.

         Sam reached out and took the tankard offered to him and raised it to his lips.

         Sam had never tasted anything as nasty as the sickly liquid which was now coursing down his throat and his reflexes instinctively took over, choking his throat down and hurling the sticky gobs up and out, spraying the man who had stopped Matia, with full force.

         Bits of liquid mess dripped slowly down the man’s face and craggy beard and he just stared at Sam with total astonishment…

         “Ha, ha, Rua,” guffawed Matia in delight, “this whelp obviously did a splendid job!” Both Rua and Mora stared openly at Sam, speech lost for the moment, before a small crack of a smile split Rua’s face and a deep, full-bodied bellow of a laugh emanated from his lungs, which in turn started others around him into a chorus of laughter, most probably as a welcome relief from the last twenty minutes of mindless fear.

         “The pig swill is obviously not up to Sam’s standards,” roared Rua with delight looking at Mora. “Go away and get him something less, uhmmm, hearty!” Mora scuttled away, embarrassment etched all over her face as she disappeared behind the counter to find something less “crunchy” than the famous Fickle Thistle Toastmaster ale, which still clung tenaciously to Rua’s beard in sticky drops.

         Matia and Rua, the latter wiping the spittle and globules of ale from his face, beckoned Sam to join them at the bar, there to introduce him to the third member of their troupe. Hemi had remained quiet through the whole event, but one thing Sam had noticed was that Hemi had not taken his eyes off him for a moment and indeed, if anything, had appeared to be ready to spring to his aid if needs be, had anything proceeded to get rough. Hemi was a giant of a man, and like Matia and Rua, also had a long, unkempt beard trailing down to his chest, but his eyes were deep and penetrating, almost as if able to search out the truth in a person, and welcome the individual without judge­ment. Sam found himself warming to Hemi in an instant. Beside him, stood the largest and blackest panther Sam had every had the misfortune to meet. Not even the panthers in the zoo were anything like the animal that stood qui­etly yet supremely confident next to Hemi. Its eyes a violent orange-yellow hue, was fixed completely on Sam, tongue licking and tail switching slowly. Its paws were easily as big as Sam’s face. Sam gulped!

         “So,” began Hemi, his hand dropping down softly to signal the animal to lie down. “you are truly the one of myth and mayhem then.” It was not posed as a question. “We do not pretend to understand all that this may mean, but we have been around long enough, and heard sufficient that we are able to discern between truth and rumour, sim­plicity and exaggeration. Temba here, my Padme,” point­ing to the black “hole” on the floor, wrapped around his feet, “tells me you are of importance. If you are here, in this place, at this time, then obviously, it is meant to be, and we would be foolish to stop you or attempt to persuade you to aid us here in our own challenges, least of which are those with the accursed bastard Bjarke who roam around, sniffing our arses like some foul dogs on heat!” Hemi paused as he took another large gulp of ale. By now a new tankard had appeared in front of Sam, but despite his thirst, he was not ready to try something else from this establishment quite yet!

         Hemi continued. “So Sam, best you tell us here all that is going on, and perhaps we could assist you in some way in your task, fraught with danger though it may well yet be.”

         The crowds, now slightly increased in number as word spread that everything from a crazy man to a mighty magi­cian, demon or saviour, just happened to be in the tavern that evening, continued in their banter with loud, raucous tone, occasionally though, now finding some excuse to look up and stare at Sam with either awe or fear. The thoughts of telling their families and friends not present, that they had been there on the night that Sam-of-the-Shades had arrived at The Fickle Thistle, foremost in their minds.

      

   


   
      
         
            David

         

         Sam, now that the opportunity had offered itself, was at a loss how to begin. “How to explain that which I don’t even really understand?” he thought. He looked at the three seated men around him, Hemi, Rua and Matia, the flick­ering of the nearby fire throwing weird shadows onto the trio. All three had their eyes and attention firmly fixed on Sam. There was no look of contempt, just an awareness that something special had arrived at their door that night, and that, whilst the reason was beyond them, they were in some small measure, being called on to become part of the sen­tence, chapter or story about to unfold.

         Sam began at the very beginning. For him, it was the first opportunity to try to make some sense of what had been cruelly and unjustly thrust into his lap. He hadn’t asked for any of it. He certainly had not asked to be a saviour of a world he had never experienced, never contemplated, and yet, slowly, had managed to sift itself into his world and heart such that this place was starting to become “his place”; these people, “his people”; their problems, “his problems”.

         Sam spoke of his world, of his school and of Greyshott. How one night, he went to sleep and woke up in this crazy place. His fight with not wanting to believe or accept that this world was actually not just a dream, but existed as surely as his world did. Of the slow introduction into people here, and creatures. Babu, (who was probably dead), Ngaire “Silver Fern” Ma-Aka… and of Pania. Pania! “Is she safe?” “Where is she and what are the cursed Bjarke doing to her?” He feared that both Ma-Aka and Pania were lying dead in a ditch somewhere and this was similarly relayed to those gathered there that night.

         He spoke lastly, about Alice. A very strange lady back in his world, who, far from being the owner of a tiny tea house in his village, turned out to be none other than what appeared to be an angel of some sort, from Muanga-Atua to boot, and apparently, one of the leading Anahim here, sent to his world to protect him and the legacy that was within him! He spoke of her message to him that he was, in some way, inexorably linked to both his world and Muanga-Atua and that, incredibly, he was supposed to be instrumental in healing both. However, of paramount importance and the main reason he was here, was the fact that he had to find the Staff of the Ethereals, which, apparently, he had managed to lose on his last visit! It was this Staff, when connected with a silver haft he had managed to hold onto, that would be instrumental in focussing some energy thing inside him and combining to destroy Lord Elim, who, for the life of Sam, he just could not remember anything about.

         Every now and again, one of the three would ask a ques­tion to try to understand better a certain element he was explaining. Sam tried to steer the conversation away from his mum and dad, away from David. It was all still too raw, too much emotion and hurt to accept. But Hemi seemed to have a way of teasing out key elements and probing gently into them such that slowly but surely, some of the hurt started to come out in his responses.

         Like a wound slowly healing, here, in the small tavern, in a town whose name he hadn’t even asked about, and as the fire continued to warm those inside, Sam opened up to these three “strangers” and told them about the day David died.

         “David,” he began slowly, “was my older brother. Sure, we had our moments when I absolutely hated him. When I was convinced he was doing something just to wind me up and get me into trouble with mum and dad for no other reason than he could, or that he was the older and therefore, wiser, brother! But for the most part, he was my hero.” A lump in Sam’s throat unexpectedly forced him to grab the tankard and take an experimental sip of its contents. Not quite as “nutty” as before, it was at least warm and liquidy, and didn’t taste too bad.

         He continued. “David and I used to hang out as often as we could. Dad was always out working and mum was much too busy concentrating on keeping up her domestic appearances of a house in perfect harmony so that when, on the odd occasion, one of her lady-friends dropped by, she could at least hold her head up and pretend all was good with the world.” Sam’s eyes were downcast as he pictured the many scenes when dad would come home and before his coat was off his shoulders, was already scanning the hallway for any sign of clutter or anything else that would set him off. “Dad was not a violent husband or dad,” he argued. “I think a lot of the reasons he was a bit angry at times, was because that’s how his dad treated him, so he knew no dif­ferent. But I guess it’s true. David and I seemed to naturally drift together, almost like two people seeking each other’s support when a sailing boat in a strong sea has overturned.”

         “David once snuck me into a movie through a fire-es­cape door,” he continued, thinking back to the sense of utter fear of being found out and punished as he went in to see a non-age appropriate film he was too young to see. “In fact, thinking back, he often did things that would be seen normally as ‘testing the boundaries’, but always looking out for me, his younger brother. We did everything together. He took me climbing once and managed to get me stuck on a rock face for over three hours because I froze. We never told dad about that one! He would have skinned both of us. Life was perfectly normal… and then he started to develop a cough.”

         Sam was surprised this story was coming out, but he was now powerless to stop it and it gained its own momentum as the events started to coalesce.

         “There was nothing unusual about his cough at first,” Sam recounted, “but, it just didn’t seem to go away. David had no headache, no fever, no feeling of illness, and yet this cough just kept him up at nights. Kept mum and dad up as well,” he recalled. “One morning, dad, particularly annoyed, declared that David had better ‘bloody get him­self to the doctor’s and get some bloody medicine before he was admitted for a bloody broken nose!’… I think that’s what dad said!” Sam noted matter-of-factly.

         “David went off to the doctors, by himself, fully expecting to be sent home with a reprimand for wasting the surgery’s time and was then told that the cough was a ‘little unusual’ and that the doctor wanted to take some blood and refer it to a specialist and to phone back in about a week.”

         Sam paused, trying not to think about what was coming up out of his heart right now.

         “Dad thought he was taking the piss!” He said he thought David was doing it just to get back at him for forcing him to go and embarrass himself at the surgery, but when dad eventually spoke to the doctor… Actually, I remember that time very clearly. Dad was in the hallway. I could tell he was annoyed and was probably taking it out on the poor receptionist at the doctor’s. He was trying hard not to shout but you could hear the receptionist saying that the doctor wanted to speak to him. And then dad just… deflated! Like a balloon that was losing all its air. He just stopped his tirade and listened to a man’s voice on the other end of the line. The voice was calm and measured, but each word, each syllable was like a nail in a coffin to dad’s mental state. I remember he just hung up the phone without a response and his fingers trailed along the side of the phone, moving to one of the few family portrait pictures we had in the house. He picked it up, looked at it, and slowly rested back against the hallway wall and slid down to the floor!”

         Sam was fully engaged in the story now, lost in the tell­ing and oblivious to the emotions and looks of the others. For him, this was a story that should have been uttered long ago and damn whoever chose to be in earshot at the time.

         “I remember looking at dad from my hiding place at the top of the stairs. I knew enough to sense that the news was not good and an icy chill gripped me. Too afraid to ask dad, for fear of being told off for eavesdropping, too afraid not to ask anything, for fear of finding out what the cough was all about. But whatever it was, looking at my father there on the floor, reduced in an instance to an empty shrivelled shell of a man, something had happened that day, which changed us all.”

         Rua cleared his throat, trying to pretend he had a tickle, but his red eyes belied that. Hemi and Matia similarly, were trying hard not to show an outward emotion, but their breathing was laboured and their tankards lay unattended at the side.

         “I had to ask!” Sam whispered, sadness written all over his face, looking at these men for solace, for some sort of acceptance and understanding, as if to help to ease his con­science, seared for ever by guilt. “Dad didn’t hear me the first time, so I had to raise my voice and ask again. I remem­ber very clearly what I asked. Is David sick? What can a young adult say? How can something like that be expressed properly by someone who has never been introduced to such utter soul-destroying news that dad must have received there?”

         “Dad didn’t even look up!” Sam shrugged. “Didn’t even acknowledge me at first. Just stayed gazing at the floor, fin­gers caressing the photo absentmindedly. ‘Go to bed, Sam,’ was all I got from him. I made the mistake of trying to ask again but was cut off by him. ‘Get to fucking bed and leave me the fuck alone!’ Nice huh?”

         The words were foreign to the men, but they knew enough not to ask for a description of what these strange, venomous words meant.

         “I went to my room, but there was no way I could go to sleep. I heard mum coming down the stairs shortly after that, enquiring softly why dad was on the floor. And then I heard his scream!!! His scream came from the depths of hell itself. Guttural, animal-like, just scary. Way too scary. What came out of dad that night, was not dad. No way! That was pure, unadulterated, ‘Fuck all of you’, anger and hatred. Cursing mum, cursing me, cursing God. Mum was wailing by this stage. Dad still hadn’t told her what he had been told, and her imagination must have been tripping big style at that point. I think that was when mum disappeared also, fleeing deep into her mind, there to try to find any vestige of goodness and happiness, and hold onto it for dear life.”

         “I couldn’t stay in the room. I opened the door softly to try to get back along the corridor to be close to mum, but as I opened the door, there was David. His bedroom door open, opposite mine, him sitting on the bed, numb and lost. He seemed so small that night. I changed my mind and instead walked across the landing and went into his room and sat next to him on his bed. We just sat there.”

         Then we heard mum raise her voice and ask dad what the hell was going on. Dad, in his infinite wisdom and tact, screamed up at her. ‘I’ll tell you what the fuck is wrong! Do you have any idea what leukaemia is? No, didn’t bloody think so. Well guess what? You had bloody get used to it and sharpish-like because…’ I remember his voice breaking then. ‘Because David, our David, doesn’t have a cold, or flu. Oh no, that would be too bloody easy, wouldn’t it? Too nice to give us as a gift. No. Instead, doctors said not only does he have fucking LEUKAEMIA, but they think it is already too bloody advanced, so may as well start making fucking “arrangements” mate!’”

         Sam was quiet for a while, now staring at the tankard in front of him as if it was a blank void into nothingness. He continued.

         “He surely must have known that David would hear?!” Sam surprised himself with the next sentence; “I have never forgiven him, you know? Never forgive him for being an utter DICK!” Sam had tears coursing down his face, reliv­ing those few short weeks in the space of a few minutes.

         “Anyway, suffice it to say that mum broke down, ran up the stairs to be with David, and on entering, saw me with him and screamed at me to go away! She never recovered!” he said simply, breathing deeply.

         “The next day they were going to go to the doctor’s together. I wanted to go with them but they told me to stay home. Said they didn’t want me upsetting things.” Sam had to stop again. Too angry for emotion to allow him to speak.

         “Long and the short of it, David came home with mum and dad, all of them white as sheets, David went into his room and closed the door, mum and dad disappeared into the kitchen. I could hear mum sobbing. I was left in my room. I opened the door, crept across to David’s and went in. He was sitting on the bed, playing with an old baseball he had won in one of his many sports competitions. He noticed me come in and just said, ‘Sam, fancy this?’ and threw it to me.”

         The fire had died down to orange-red embers by now. Most of the customers had reluctantly left to make their careful way back to their respective houses. Only a few hardy individuals remained, some of whom were definitely in no fit state to leave that night. Hemi, Rua and Matia, were in no rush to leave, so Sam continued.

         “You know who tried to explain what was happening? Not dad. Not mum. Oh no! It was David. David, trying to put on a brave face for me and tell me I could have his record player now so I could at last listen to some decent stuff rather than the rubbish I listened to on my old radio. Anything to give me some sort of comfort. You know,” Sam stated, “I only ever asked him the once, whether IT hurt!”

         Now that he was reaching the end of the story, he wanted to finish it quickly. The last few hours, indeed, the last few weeks were all catching up with him and he felt deathly tired. “I do not know how we survived in that house over the time David got slowly worse. Mum and dad were at times just shells, at others, trying hard to help David in his pain and agony. At times, shouting at him, as if it was his bloody fault! I suppose I must understand that they had little time for me, their unfortunately healthy offspring. I sat with David for most of the time when not at school, just chatting about any rubbish really. I still refused to believe anything was happening. Can you believe that?”

         Sam stopped then for a while, eyes glistening, his eyes gazing up into the rafters, seeing a few of the creatures still perching, waiting for their charges to either drop to sleep, or get up to go home. “They belonged,” he thought, an ache in the pit of his stomach, throbbing to close out what had been locked away for far too long.

         Sam reluctantly continued. “Anyway…. about six weeks later, I got myself ready as I always did and went off to school. David was far too weak by now to recognise anyone or anything and the morphine tablets he was having to take had dulled him into a stupor. As always, I crept in, laid my hand on his forehead, and, I don’t know why, but perhaps for the first time, I prayed! I had never really prayed before. I know there is a God and all, but, well, I am not the most avid of believers. We were never really encouraged to get involved in church or anything. Just a simple prayer.” Sam whispered, “Please look after David and don’t let him die! That was all I could muster, then I left and went to school.”

         As Sam concluded, his eyes lost their glaze and instead, a cold, dark rage started to seep through his being. Anger from deep within.

         “I got home and as always, ran upstairs to check on David. I opened the door, and he wasn’t there! If you can understand loss, you will know that feeling you get when you know, you absolutely KNOW that something funda­mental has altered. For ever. I stupidly opened every door on the hallway, even the bloody cleaning cupboard, looking for him. Mum and dad’s bedroom was empty. I stormed downstairs calling for them, for anyone, but there was no response. The house was empty. Mum and dad didn’t even have the decency to leave a note. Here I am, seventeen years old, in a house full of death, and I am alone. Totally alone. I couldn’t leave and go and find them, because I had no frig­gin idea where they had gone to. I certainly wasn’t going to stay in the house by myself. So I legged it! Ran for all I was worth, through the village and up to the top of Blacknest Hill. I was so pissed, I almost thought of not stopping when I got to the top, but to carry on running off the edge and end an existence no one would give a flying fuck if it was there or not!”

         Sam went on after taking a mighty gulp of the drink in the tankard. “I don’t know how long I stayed up there. Was quite happy to stay for ever. So far as I was concerned, I was ready to see the hilltop as mine. My refuge. My sanctuary. The rest of them could all bloody sod off!” He grinned a bit then in remembrance. “It was mum who eventually found me. She had walked all through the village asking every­one whether they had seen me, and then guessed I must be there. You know what? It was the first, and only time, that mum allowed herself to be MY mother. You know? She just came up to me, had a look around at the scenery, and then sat down next to me. No words, no banter, just next to me. ‘We need to go home, Sam,’ she said. All the way home, she gripped my hand in a death-like hold, her eyes lost, her movements erratic. We got home, dad was in the living room with a few neighbours.”

         “Just like that!” Sam said. “Just like that. All alone. No one with him.” Tears were again forcing themselves through his tightly shut eyes. “Six weeks! Six short weeks. David just died! Boom. Gone. Mum found him. Must have been terrible.”

         “And I wasn’t even given the chance to say goodbye to him!” Sam, his heart broken, poured out his loss and his love on the three people around him, as if they were the salve for all wounds, the elixir for all illnesses. And they listened.

         “Dad came up and took a sheet and wrapped him in it, then had to bodily lift him up and carry him down the narrow stairs, all the while having to fend off mum who had by now definitely lost it. The ambulance came, they all left to the hospital and didn’t think to leave a note to let me know where they were. Nice one!”

         “Oh yes,” Sam finished, “God didn’t reply!” He knew he was talking nonsense, but right then, he didn’t care. “I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye, David.” He said under his breath. “I am so, so sorry.”

         Sam was not aware at first of the three men, who as one, all stood up and gathered into a tight-knit bundle around him. Not prone to outward signs of affection, these three gentle giants, without hesitation, surrounded him and laid their hands on his back and shoulders in silent vigil.

         Elixir! Healing. Acceptance.

         It was quiet when eventually, Rua suggested they all move to the dying embers of the fire place and sit.

         Within five minutes, all four were sound asleep, the snoring of Matia and Hemi bouncing off the roof as their Padme hovered close. The start of something prophetic had just occurred in The Fickle Thistle, and no one was there to witness it other than they.

      

   


   
      
         
            The troupe assembles

         

         Sam awoke with a blinding headache! His eyes were glued tight shut as if clamps were permanently engaged, and to open them was more than he could bear. Through his groggy half-sleep stupor, he sensed rather than heard the low groaning of the others as they too slowly came around with various degrees of inner pain.

         Matia belched!

         “Pardon!” he proclaimed.

         Getting up, he went through his daily ritual of scratch­ing his groin with one hand whilst wiping his nose with the other, looking round all the while to regain his bear­ings. Outside, the wind continued to hurl itself at the door and the hinges threatened to break their grip of the stone walls and lintel of the building. He spied Sam in amongst the rubble that was Rua and Hemi and recalled the exchange of the night before. His eyes were silent for a while, looking down at the still form of a young boy, man really, who had so much on his tiny shoulders. Then, with mind made up, he snaked his foot out and kicked the form soundly on his rear!

         “Sam,” he called. “Sam. Wake up.”

         “Go away!” A groan.

         “Mora,” Matia called, “do you have any of that delicious breakfast ready yet so we can perhaps tempt these half-weights to move?”

         The smells were already wafting elegantly from the kitchens and it did not take too long, with Mora hustling and bustling between stove and aged table, plates of food steaming and tankards of yet more ale frothing merrily to the floor, before Rua and Hemi, and then Sam, reluctantly made their way to the now laden table, belching and groaning respectively.

         As if unwritten, no one asked Sam how he was feeling, or ventured into asking him anything further regarding his loss and his pain. Last night was where that was opened, and then shut again with respect for when the time was right. This morning was not the time.

         “Sam,” began Hemi slowly, “you mentioned two things last night that have been bothering me.” Sam groaned inwardly as he prepared himself to defend his childish actions of the night before. “Firstly, you seemed to be con­vinced that both Pania and Ma-Aka were dead. But did you actually see them die?” This simple question surprised Sam in its obviousness. Before he could even respond, Hemi interrupted. “Secondly, and for now, more importantly, did you see your Padme, Babu, die?”

         “What a stupid question!” Sam thought, about to respond in curt fashion. But then he looked at Hemi and saw that he was deathly serious. “Did I see Babu die?” he replied. “No. I did not. But he disappeared in the battle. The last I saw of him, he had jumped off the ramparts and raced into the crowd of Bjarke, to try and get to Pania. There was so much fighting and bodies and commotion around his blaz­ing form, that I lost him from sight. He didn’t return,” Sam said sadly. “He must be dead.”

         “So why don’t you find out?” asked Rua.

         “What, do you have internet here then?” Sam replied sarcastically.

         “?” from Rua.

         Sam tried again. “How am I supposed to find out?”

         “By calling him!” he replied, wondering if Sam under­stood what he was saying.

         Sam had many choice words he wanted to use at that pre­cise moment, but instead he asked simply, “How?” He was getting tired again, and didn’t really want to think of Babu, or anyone else close to him for that matter.

         “With your charm of course,” said Rua, pointing at Sam’s neck. Sam was looking so confused at that point, that Rua saved him by reaching forward and gripped something around Sam’s neck. It was attached to something hanging from Sam, who sure as eggs were eggs, hadn’t put anything around his neck the last time he got changed… And then it struck him.!

         The charm! “But how?” he began. And then he remem­bered the last time he was surprised when this thing appeared as if by magic around his neck. He recalled Ma-Aka taking great joy at seeing his confusion when they met up at Ngaire’s home, what seemed so long ago.

         Sam reached up to his neck, fingers trembling slightly. He still had no idea how this thing seemed to appear and stay on him when he most needed it. A flash of Alice again, busy in Timbers Tea House, went through his mind. Always busy, always with a smile, almost always with the self-same charm as a necklace, he recalled.

         His fingers found and wrapped around a now familiar object, nestling softly against his Adam’s apple as if it had always been there. Feathers and leather greeted his prob­ing fingers as he lifted the object up to eye level. The self-same pipe glimmered in the early morning light, glisten­ing silently. “How on earth does that happen?” he asked himself, perplexed. He looked across at Rua and Hemi who were sitting opposite him, then at Matia next to him, almost as if seeking their blessing. Then he lifted the thin pipe to his lips, and blew into it.

         A single, delicate, but divinely sweet note came out of the pipe, but instead of disappearing into the ether, the note increased in volume, reverberating and crescendoing up into the rafters and out into the street and village beyond, even though Sam had stopped blowing.

         “Now we wait,” Matia said

         Now that Sam had blown the pipe, he didn’t want to wait. Didn’t want to hope. He was certain that Babu had died, although he had no factual basis for holding onto that.

         Rua was about to speak. Instead, his attention was drawn up into the rafters. Shenza, his Padme, was fluttering and stretching out his feathers. A slow smile spread out across Rua’s face, and with a knowing glance at the others, he turned his attention to Sam.

         “What?” said Sam in confusion.

         Instead of saying anything, Rua just winked and pointed a finger up into the dark space above them. Sam followed his pointed fingers, hardly breathing.

         Above them, Shenza and the other remaining birds were all flapping their wings and hopping from rafter to rafter. Definitely agitated, they kept on glancing down to their charges whilst at the same time looking towards the door through which Sam had entered the night before. Even the few animals around about on the wooden floor started to chatter and grunt or meow. Temba, the panther, extended his large body and stood up, taking his place in front of Hemi. Another large animal that Sam could only describe as a warthog, scuttled quickly out of the shadows near the fire, and settled next to Matia, who dropped his hand to cup the animal’s neck, comforting him. “Be quiet now, Qua-Qua,” he murmured.

         Without exception, one by one, the animals around them and the creatures in the rafters fell silent and turned to look towards the door. Sam followed their gaze, hardly daring to hope, and fixed his eyes in turn on the hard, unmoving, timber door of The Fickle Thistle.

         Nothing.

         All was as before other than every person in the tavern, and each and every Padme was silently focussing on the door. Slowly though, Sam became aware of a slight whistling noise coming from outside, almost as if an arrow was flying through the air and breaking it asunder with its speed. The whistling got gradually louder and louder until its reverber­ation drowned out the storm outside and shook the tavern like a defenceless rag doll. The noise was so loud, Sam was convinced that at any second, something large would come bursting through the door and kill everyone inside.

         And then it stopped.

         Rua, Matia and Hemi all looked at the door and then down to Sam. “Go!” Said Hemi simply. “Go and open the door.” This was the last thing Sam wanted. However, with knees wobbling, threatening to unseat him at any moment, he proceeded to shuffle towards the door, all the while wondering whether whatever was outside would kill him quickly such that he awoke instantly back home, and away from whatever demon stood outside. His hand lifted slowly up to the latch whilst the other tightly gripped the charm around his neck as if looking for some comfort from it.

         The cold steel latch felt alien under his fingers. He could feel his heart slamming against his ribcage and his adren­alin at full flow coursing through his veins. Summoning one last mighty breath, he called out, “Babu, is that you?” and opened the door.

         There on the sodden porch, water and mud dripping from his sleek fur, Babu gazed up at Sam for a split second. “It is I, Sam,” came the beautiful voice of a companion Sam thought he would never see or hear from again. “It is I, and I never left you!” And with that, Babu sprang up at Sam, his arms and legs fanning out to grip him in an almighty hug. For a while, both Sam and Babu were oblivious to all others around them, or the weather that beat against this solid structure of friendship, reconnected again. Both feel­ing at one, once again, words not necessary as they held each other, safe after too much tragedy.

         Sam, unashamed, cried deeply into Babu’s sleek fur. His shoulders heaving as the sight of him re-awoke all those buried memories of this place. Slowly, Sam’s shaking sub­sided and he pulled his face away to look at Babu. “Hello you!” he said simply, tears still coursing down his face. This time though, mixed with deepest joy that Babu at least, was safe.

         The moment, like all moments, was eventually broken by Rua. “Sam. Close the door and bring your Padme, Babu, in with you before the storm invades this place as well as destroying outside.” Wiping the tears off his face with a grubby sleeve, Sam reached up to the latch and pushed the door closed, all the while holding tightly onto Babu, relief leeching into his bones that at least one of his missions had been accomplished; Babu was safe. He hardly dared hope to believe that Ma-Aka and Pania were also, alive and well.

         The group made their joyous way back to the bar counter. Hemi called out to Mora, who appeared in an instance, and ordered another round of ale “and something less nutty” for Sam. The next half hour was lost in everyone seeming to want to speak at the same time. All had news, all wanted to hear from the other, but for Sam, communicating with Babu and finding out what he knew of Ma-Aka and Pania and to update on the battle at Watamka, over-rode everything else. As the group settled back down around a large trestle table, with the fire roaring behind them, Babu, sitting on the table in front of Sam proceeded to recount what had transpired after Sam disappeared from Watamka.

         “Ma-Aka managed to escape with a number of the people,” said Babu through their mind-melding. “He and Sala were moving the people back towards the river and probably down the falls and to safety. I do not know what became of them but we can only hope that they got to sanc­tuary safely.” Babu was careful to gauge the condition of his charge and did not want to raise hope for something he was not sure of himself. They had to hope that Ma-Aka and Sala, had got to where they were aiming.

         He continued. “The Bjarke were too many in number that day. As soon as you destroyed Kohana and Achak and then you yourself were knocked senseless, the Bjarke started to lose faith, seeing their two comrades dead before them in a manner I am sure they would not have experienced before. They wanted to vent all their anger on you, Sam, but on moving to the spot where they last saw you, and discov­ering that you were no longer there, their rage spilled over and was instead vented on the few people still remaining.” Babu was careful to word his telling in such a way that Sam would somehow be able to bear the terrible news. “There was too much death that day,” he continued sadly. “As for me, as you know, I sprang out, firmly resolved to attack the escaping horde of the retreating Bjarke in the hope of res­cuing Pania. Pugs, her ferret, quickly became aware of my resolve and fell back to accompany me in tracking Otaktay. She was the first to shoot off to be close to Pania and was slinking in amongst the undergrowth keeping track, unde­tected by all, including myself. We lost sight of Ma-Aka and Sala once we disappeared over the ridge line, keeping abreast with the Bjarke as they hurried off back through the forest. Whilst we were able to ‘dispatch’ a few, we were more concerned about ensuring that those scum, Otaktay and Helushka did not become aware that they were being followed and, as a result, do something to Pania.” Sam shiv­ered when he heard her name again, and was resolved to leave then and there if possible, to solely go and rip down any gates that separated him from her. He felt fully respon­sible for her safety and still cursed himself for allowing her to be captured.

         “Sam,” Babu interrupted, “You must allow me to finish before you go running off on a cause whose moment will come when the time is right.” Babu was looking deep into Sam’s eyes, watching, feeling, being there for his charge. Sam needed to hear everything, and then they needed to collectively decide what was to occur next.

         “Together we followed the Bjarke for three days. They were not slow, nor did they bother to deviate from their course. After the second night, I started to have an idea where they were heading. The ‘Sky Eater’ of the Kairaki mountain range, was already starting to make its presence felt as foothills became more refined, and the skyline started to lift up off the plains to become a backdrop of taller and more stark peaks and snowy ridges.” Babu continued, “As one, they merged into a long line and stormed up the craggy ‘Gol Ffendor’ path which carves its way up through the mountains like a knife, clinging tightly to the edges. Higher and higher they went and it became increasingly difficult to remain concealed. For once, however, this infernal mist was a bonus and we were able to maintain concealment. However, when morning of the third day broke, it was plain that they were heading directly to ‘Ffendor’, one of their cit­adels in the lower reaches of the Kairaki range. We turned a final corner and there, in front of us, stood the incredibly tall and solid walls of one of their camps. Ffendor’s doors were open, as if a messenger had gone on ahead and advised them of the Bjarke’s approach. The ramparts above were littered with the horde, all chanting and screaming. Seems that Otaktay was indeed mighty in their ranks, and they were all calling on him as some returning hero.”

         Babu paused. “The group did not stop, but as one, they disappeared into the camp and the stout wooden doors were closed soundly behind them. Sam, I can only hope that Pania is alive. On seeing her disappear into the citadel, and resolved to get help, we decided that I would return, leaving Pugs near the gate to keep watch.” His body sank in on itself as the grief of the moment overwhelmed him. “Sam, we tried to rescue her but did not have the power to do so. I failed her, Sam, and I watched her being taken from us.” Sam reached down to Babu and gently lifted his head in the palm of his hand. “Babu, Pania is alive. Of this I am sure. You followed where no one else could and you know where she is held captive. Together, we are going to travel to the Kairaki mountains, destroy Ffendor and any other citadel, turret or outpost that stands in our way, destroy Otaktay, that scum-sucking pile of shit, rescue Pania, find Ma-Aka and then travel on to Mount Ohanzee, there to seek out that coward, Lord Elim and his band of thugs. Seek him out and destroy him and his kind for ever. And this,” Sam said with grim determination, “this, Babu, I swear.”

         Babu looked up at Sam. In Sam’s eyes lay no sign of condemnation.

         Sensing the smallest of flames had once again been rekin­dled, Hope started to burn bright once more in Sam that day. He turned to catch up with the others feeling lighter than he had for days, if only for a moment.

         Pania remained steadfastly fixed in his mind’s eye. The final comment from Babu had shaken Sam to the quick. Not only did he have an innate hatred of Lord Elim, for a reason still alluding him, the way this man was able to waltz around anywhere and carry out any number of atrocities without any come-back made Sam’s blood boil. Sam looked up into the rafters, various decisions and anger forming themselves onto his face as he absentmindedly worried his lower lip with his teeth. The problems in his head bubbled out into speech. “Well surely we have to get prepared and move off towards the Kairaki range and sort out this Bjarke scum once and for all!” Sam announced. Had he reasoned out this argument with himself before uttering it, he would have realised the impossibility of it and the sheer stupidity at the same time. “Sam,” Babu replied softly, “We have no army, we have no plan and we have no way of breaching those walls at the moment. Pania, whilst in captivity, is safe and, until such time as Lord Elim arrives, if at all, then we must instead, concentrate on you and on getting you pre­pared, for that, ultimately, must be more important than anything… or anyone!” he finished suggestively.

         Sam was again despondent. No matter how he turned, each route appeared to be fraught with difficulty.

         Hemi, who for all this time, had been quietly scratch­ing his ample beard, said. “Sam, you mentioned yesterday that the main reason you were here, was to find the Staff of the Ethereals and that with it, you would be able to focus whatever lies inside you, and become a force to be reckoned with. This cannot have changed. If this is of paramount importance, then this is where you should concentrate your next movements.”

         Whilst the wisdom of this message struck a chord in Sam, the realisation of the same bent down to try to rip any idea of hopefulness away. “That’s the whole point, Hemi,” he replied. “I just don’t know where the bloody thing is. How on earth am I supposed to find out when I have not the foggiest where it is? Or what it is!” he concluded.

         Babu’s eyes, normally large as saucers, were lost in con­centration and had rolled up into the fur eyebrows. He was deep in thought and contemplating. Suddenly, as if a gate­way had opened, he said, “We must do this step by step. Sam, if you have no memory of what or where the Staff is, we need to go and find someone who might be able to help you.”

         Sam was not sure that he was going to like what was to follow. The others had all put their tankards down to hear what Babu would say next. “We must travel far and seek out Bar Kholeva. He alone is the only one who is able to get you to remember who you are. It is to him we must hurry, and quickly! Each day the Bjarke get stronger and our villages continue to be destroyed and our people annihilated. Lord Elim must be stopped, Sam, and only you can stop him.”

         Sam digested this with both fear and a willingness to do something. He only hoped that Bar Kholeva could unlock what their enemy, Lord Elim, had stolen from him all that time before.

         With that, Babu immediately turned as if his mind was made up and all others would naturally follow. “Come. We must leave now and travel to Rotowane, the lake of glowing embers. There to find Bar Kholeva and beseech him to open that which has been locked away. Come! We go now.”

         Sam was not expecting this response having just met a number of people who were fast becoming friends. He looked up at them one at a time, half apologetically, half resigned at having to move on and leave these fine people behind. “Sam,” said Hemi, “we have very little left in the world to hold on to. We have heard of the evil that is shak­ing Muanga-Atua from top to toe and how the Bjarke…” (And with that he almost spat in disgust) “… move like a tide of sickness over the Turangai. If you are indeed ‘The One’ we have been told of, could we do any less than offer you our friendship and companionship to be with you as you journey?” With that, Rua, Hemi and Matia, forming a protective cordon around him, reached out as one, resting their large, and now most comforting, hands on his shoul­ders. Their Padme; Shenza the Pelican, Temba the silent black panther, and Qua-Qua, the delightful and funny warthog all moved silently to sit or stand at the feet of their charges, their small eyes fixed on Sam, truth and faith shin­ing from their eyes at a man-boy who was slowly coming to realise he might be worth a damn, yet unwilling for others to bear his burden.

         Before he could say anything, Hemi said. “Sam, the river will flow where it must. Whether you are a leaf in it, or a pebble being pushed by it, its direction and purpose is sure. We travel with you, and you can no more stop us, than you can, the river.”

         Sam, his emotions once more mangled as if being sifted through a full cycle of a washing machine, could only gaze around at the troupe of seven standing around him with astonishment. These people had no knowledge of him yes­terday, and yet this morning, they were willing to go with him to the very gates of Hades if required. “Is this what family is?” he thought. He heard some chairs rustle beyond the group behind him. He turned to see a large number of the local residents moving slowly towards him. Old and young had gathered and were shuffling towards the group. Sam was perplexed until he “heard” Babu say, “Their Padme have been busy since we have been speaking. The whole vil­lage is roused and wants to witness this day.”

         Eventually the people stood crowded into every tight space around him, their eyes and faces telling many stories. Some of fear, some of doubt. All however, of pride that they were here to believe in this stranger for no other reason than that they knew that he was “The One”.

         That day, it was as if the stout timber door was a physical manifestation of his commission, that to actually make a difference, he had no choice but to step out of the protective circle and out into the storm whatever may come. With a final look around him, Rua, Hemi, Matia and their Padme, and finally at Babu who was now resting on his shoulder as if nature was at peace for a moment, Sam moved through the crowded room towards the silent timber door, reached out to the steel latch, and opened the door.

         Five minutes later, those who remained at The Fickle Thistle were already creating the stories to tell those who would believe, of the encounter that blustery night when each individual had fellowship with a simple young man, but one nonetheless, who also happened to be “The One”, the saviour of the Turangai and of Muanga-Atua.

         For the band of eight now slowly making their way north­wards, their heads down against the wind yet feet strong and determined, their thoughts were only on the journey and, for those surrounding Sam, the protection of this quiet unassuming young man in their midst. For the men, this man, Sam had, in a few heartbeats, solidified himself into them in such a way that they knew at a subliminal level, they would die first before he, Sam was stopped in his quest. They had no idea of what lay ahead, they knew only that they must follow, and follow come what may.

         The tiny village of Arapi hardly knew of the importance of that night, but its people soon spread the word like wild-fire to all its inhabitants. “Sam-of-the-Shades” “The One”, had started his conquest from here!

      

   


   
      
         
            The road to Langam Forest

         

         As the first tendrils of daylight filtered through the mist banks around them, Sam and the men, their Padme already ranging out to search for any potential danger, moved on at a brisk pace. The storm itself had eased slightly but rumbles and thunder could still be heard off the snowy peaks on the horizon to the west that marked the Sky Eater’s territory.

         “We must hurry,” said Rua. “We need to make the tree line up ahead.” Pointing up and forward of their position, Sam saw the dim outline of a green wash of colour through the gloom.

         Behind them, as before, the way was clear. Once again as when he first arrived in Muanga-Atua, the way ahead was closed to him, yet behind, it was as if a bright summer’s day was gaily going on about its business. The men had already noticed this anomaly and asked Sam, “This mist that is ever before us, yet disappears when we pass, when you pass, why is this?” “I don’t know,” replied Sam, “but I am going to find out!”

         Rua urged the group on. “It is vital that we get to the Langam Forest before the sun sets. We are already in danger if our passing is noticed on the open plains, however, this is nothing to the dangers if we are discovered out in the open as it becomes dark. There are too many people and other creatures who would rather serve the accursed Bjarke and live, than defy them and face destruction.”

         Rua increased his pace even though his frame bent awk­wardly to the right as he put weight on his left leg. “Rua had an encounter with a large Roe deer a few years back,” said Hemi, noticing Sam looking at Rua’s uncomfortable gait. “Unfortunately for the deer,” he continued, “Rua killed him with his hunting knife but not before the deer managed to gouge out a chunk of Rua’s left flank with his horns. Now he walks with that limp. But the deer,” Hemi continued sagely, looking up into the clouds above in remembrance, “the deer was not so lucky!”

         “Hemi?” Sam asked. “Tell me about the three of you and of your Padme. What brought you all to The Fickle Thistle the other night and why was everyone so anti-strangers?” Hemi proceeded to explain how the three of them were old colleagues now, of many years, all individually working with their hands chopping and carving out works of art, well, to them at least, from the forests around Arapi. “We have been lumber men all our lives.” Hemi explained. “The trees talk to us and we try to respect their grain, their bark, knowing where to chop to cause the least damage. We build houses with the lumber, make objects to sell, and then go and spend it all at The Fickle Thistle!” He ended in light humour. “With the rovings of the Bjarke and their accursed chattel, (the last almost spat out in disgust for those who sided with these killers) is it any wonder that suspicion weaves its sorry influence on the inhabitants of Arapi and the surrounding villages? We have heard of terrible things not too distant from our homes, so of course, we are vigilant.” He paused in thought. “Sometimes, too vigilant!” he remarked, looking at Sam and remembering what had transpired less than twen­ty-four hours previously. “As for our Padme, Temba is mine.” His eyes moved absentmindedly out to track the movements of his beloved Panther as he spoke, his heart filled with a deep love of this creature who on more than one occasion had rescued him from a dangerous situation. “He has been with me for over forty-two years and we have seen our fair share of battles, I can tell you,” he continued. “He can stalk anything and get to within a few cavets of a prey without it being aware of his presence. And then, swoosh. It’s all over!” His arms swung in exaggerated chopping motion. “Cavets?” asked Sam. “You know? Cavets. Our unit of measurement. One cavet, eighty cavets to a pran, eighty pran to a pellet, eighty pellets to a sempre…?” Sam just shrugged. “No matter for now,” he replied. “I am sure I will work it out in time. Sorry. Please continue.” Hemi looked askance at Sam, then continued. “Rua and Shenza have been together for almost the same time. Shenza looks ungainly and seems to waddle around, but when directed, he moves like a bullet and he was probably responsible for saving Rua from a worse fate when he was ambushed by that roe deer.”

         Babu, Shenza and Temba had been ranging around the group, quiet as the winter chill that was starting to be felt around these parts, but poor Qua-Qua could be heard for miles as he stumbled into trees and ditches, his whelps every now and again as a springy branch whipped back to hit him, easily recognisable.

         Hemi chortled to himself and, speaking under his breath in conspiratorial manner, said, “Qua-Qua takes after Matia in almost every way.” Looking back to where the last whelp of agony had escaped from the undergrowth as Qua-Qua once more, managed to snag a branch, this time with thorns suitably adorned to impart maximum pain. “But a more loyal companion you will be hard pressed to find,” he con­cluded. And with that, they finally reached the edge of the Langam Forest and disappeared into the tree line like the mist that surrounded them.

         The late afternoon gloom filtered through the tree canopy above, throwing dappled shadows which danced around their feet with buzzing insistence. As the light started to fade, trees were beginning to become indistinct from one another. The mist tendrils still blanketing the area ahead like a shroud, did not assist in recognising tree from bush from grassy mound. The rough path they followed slowly began to narrow until the group were forced to walk in sin­gle-file, Rua, heading up the team, swiping left and right occasionally, to clear the odd branch or sprig that stood in their way. Sam called Babu through his mind, a trick he still had not come to terms with yet. He was surprised when, after a few short seconds, the fronds ahead of him parted, and the recognisable face of Babu peered down at him, before he lightly sprang onto Sam’s shoulder and moved to settle on his perch in the now familiar place. “Babu,” he started, “tell me what you know of this, Bar Kholeva and the mysterious-sounding, Rotowane. The idea of a lake of embers does little to dispel any sense of unease right now.”

         Babu began slowly by explaining how the various monks ordered themselves in their own unique hierarchical system.

         “The monks are both known and defiantly unknowable!” he began. “Eons ago, as rumour would tell us, the monks dedicated themselves to serving the Anahim, the same being the direct contact between the Turangai and the Ethereals, who are neither seen, nor understood by mortal beings.”

         “A bit like angels then!” said Sam suddenly, seeing a link between this description and what he was aware of back in his reality.

         Babu paused, perplexed. “I do not know what an angel is,” he continued, “however, here, the Anahim walk amongst the Turangai and it is a blessed day when those around, are made aware of their passing. The Anahim can be visible and invisible at the same time. It is the monk’s life-choice, that they dedicate themselves to understanding and com­municating with the Anahim. To fathom the will of the Ethereals and pass those teachings down to the people of Muanga-Atua.”

         Babu moved his bulk to gain a better, more comfortable purchase, then continued. “The monks themselves, have a hierarchy within their order. Children are given to the monks to train up, for it is indeed an honour if parents can say that their children are within the order of one or the other monk. Children become acolytes and are assigned to individual teachers. Slowly, they too train to become teach­ers and, in turn, strive to teach others. Some have skills with nature, others with the art of healing, communing with animals, fashioning articles from the earth, water or fire. Some,” he said under his breath, eyes fixed and ranging around them as if about to be discovered, “decide to follow the path of least resistance and pursue the passions of Lord Elim!” Babu shuddered at this, his fur shaking from snout down to barbed tail.

         He continued. “Anyway, teachers then train to become masters, who train the teachers in the finer arts, often including magiks and potions, which, I must confess, often left me slightly sceptical.” He looked sideways at Sam. “Well, I was sceptical until you arrived one snowy day and I was told by Aronui, to be yours. Since then, perhaps not so sceptical anymore!”

         Sam had been following Babu’s discourse most carefully, but the name thrown out suddenly by Babu stopped him in his tracks. “Aronui?” he cried. “Aronui? My Aronui, Alice?” he asked with shock. “The same Alice who serves teas and coffees to the punters at Timbers with one hand, whilst with the other, decides to smite the unworthy with tales of destruction, and with utter abandon, assuming some are just tickety-boo about going to a different world, finding some great Lord… Oh yes, let’s not forget of course, that this great Lord just happens to be best buddies with the Nephilim, who are the Anahim’s arch-enemies, and, with­out a ‘by-your-leave’, expects said, unworthy, that being ME, to go and do battle with him with what, I do not know, and where, I have not the foggiest! That Aronui?” He paused for breath as his eyes bulged with the exertion, causing the others to stop and see what was happening behind them.

         Sam was flabbergasted. It appeared that Babu was not just a simple Padme. “Oh no!” Sam thought. “That would be too easy. No, this Babu, who now sits on my shoulder as if he had always belonged there, also happened to have been given a mis­sion by an angel (for all intents and purposes,) to accompany me into the gates of hell and to make sure I bloody did my job!”

         Sam suddenly saw how the events that whistled around him, now all seemed to coalesce into at least some sense of order. There was yet another connection between his world and Muanga-Atua. Alice and Babu already knew Sam would be ‘getting jiggy’ here, and had made previous arrangements to ensure his route was made as open as possible. Sam laughed under his breath as he realised he was definitely being ‘led’ as opposed to leading. But rather than feel betrayed, for some reason, he felt oddly comforted. Someone seemed to give a damn about him and his life, even if they were angels and, he thought happily, “this demon on my shoulder!”.

         “I heard that!” Babu replied immediately. “Would you like me to continue?”

         He continued. “Aware that the clouds of danger were fast approaching, the top five supreme masters decided long ago to split the groups so that should any attack occur on one group, the others would be able to escape and continue with their learning and training of the others in their orders. Fastana, Ruach, Ba’Shem, Galganol and, Bar Kholeva, who we are on our way to meet, split up and moved off in opposing directions taking their apprentices and acolytes with them. Each has a particular skill, but it is Bar Kholeva whose particular talent lies in being able to mind-meld.”

         Darkness had settled onto the group as Babu was talking and Rua and Hemi had already lit fire brands which they now used to light their path continuing to weave their way through the gloom of the forest.

         “Fastana is the wisest of all monks,” Babu continued. “It is he who wields one of the staffs with which he is able to commune with nature, able to turn the elements into forms and structures never seen before. He lives off to the west where the mighty Moana Ocean meets the Sky Eaters which form the lofty Kairaki mountain range. Ruach has the skills of a healer and many have been known to seek her out in times of dire need, for solace and healing. It is not known where she lives, but she often just appears in a village or community just when her assistance is needed most. As if she knows where she is needed before the people do.”

         “Ba’Shem is a very strange one!” Babu remarked. “He is a master tactician and weapons expert. Whilst he is generally of a very peaceful disposition, he is definitely not one to shrink back if danger looms. There are a great many tales told about his exploits with strange and ingenious weaponry in the past. But he has not been seen or heard of for some while, and this is strange, as, if anything, his presence is needed more now than ever before.”

         “Galganol is perhaps the strangest of them all,” Babu said. “He is the one who is able to communicate with the Anahim as easily as you and I can talk to each other. As you might imagine, Galganol is a law unto himself and he dis­appeared some time ago up into the peaks of the Kairakis, there, undoubtedly, to be at one with the spirits that hover and interact with the Turangai. Not many people go to seek his counsel,” Babu remarked sagely. “I think this is primarily because they are afraid of what Galganol will say to them, and there are already way too many myths which are fast becoming tales, of how he changed this one into a frog, and that one into a lump of stone! Ha! As if!

         “Lastly, we have Bar Kholeva. It is he who has the gift of mind-melding. He is able to see into your mind and very soul and see what is really being asked. No one can hide their thoughts from him, which might explain why he has become a recluse, like Fastana and Galganol, to avoid being attacked as some sort of witch.

         “This is why we are on our way to see him,” Babu con­cluded. “Only he has the power to see what is causing your memory to remain locked. And perhaps, he is the only one who is able to unlock it.”

         Up ahead, Hemi had raised his hand to stop the group. He was peering around trying to get his bearings in the darkened surroundings by the light of the flickering brand. “It is best we seek a place to rest,” he said. “It is dark and we are more likely to stumble into a crevasse and die, than find our way down this path in the hope of finding the safe route through the forest and on towards Rotowane. Morning will come and then we can continue.” With that, he spied out a small rocky outcrop in amongst the trees, deep within the Langam Forest and proceeded to settle his bulk onto the ground. The others followed suit, Rua and Matia hurrying off to find a few branches suitable for a fire. The journey and their constant fear of being discovered, all combined to put any form of discussion far away, and after Rua and Matia returned and started a small fire, they all fell asleep amongst the leaves and foliage. Their Padme finding perches or rocks some distance away, but all affording good vantage points in case of danger. The night went by without incidence and eventually, only the natural noises of the forest remained.

         That and the snoring from Hemi.

      

   


   
      
         
            Rotowane – the lake of glowing embers

         

         Babu had not been kidding when he had mentioned that Bar Kholeva lived a long way off and it was another three days of walking and hiding, ensuring they remained concealed, before Babu said, “Now we must be awake to every nuance of change. We are approaching Rotowane. We do not want to arrive unannounced. Bar Kholeva is both wise and shrewd and we cannot afford to give him the wrong impression as to why we are here seeking his wisdom.”

         The early evening gloom started to make its presence felt as the group slowly moved up through the tree line, won­dering what they would shortly encounter. For Sam, every step was new and he had nothing to associate the place with. As had happened a number of times since he had recently arrived back at Muanga-Atua, this lack of famil­iarity caused his mind to wander back to what he had left behind. “Alice, what was she doing? Was she safe? Was she alive even? What about mum and dad and my friends. What was happening back there and why, now I come to think of it, was I not waking up in the mornings to find myself back in my real world?” A mild panic filtered through him as he felt he was destined to stay trapped in this place for ever, until the calming voice of Babu entered his head. “Just because you do not see it, does not mean it is not there.” He heard. “All things continue as before and when it is time for you to return, you will be there.” He turned to see Babu ahead of him looking back. His eyes of darkest black, still in his fur-lined face, but somehow they communicated peace, and Sam calmed down.

         For Rua, Hemi and Matia, whilst they were more famil­iar with the topography, none of them had ever ventured this far from home, and despite their fierce bravado gen­erally, they were often seen looking worriedly around to ensure they were not ambushed, senses heightened for the smallest of change in sound and ‘feel’ as they slowly made their way higher and higher up the steady incline, and on towards the heart of the Langam Forest.

         Slowly, as if some distant music was filtering through the thinning trees and becoming audible, they became aware of a strange yet consistent ‘popping’ hum playing just below the threshold of awareness. It had enough presence to make them slow and eventually stop to listen out for its source. The popping noise disappeared then reappeared like a sin­ister dance weaving in amongst the trees making identifica­tion of the source difficult.

         “This is very strange.” said Rua and at once summoned Shenza, who, with a quick glance back to his charge, dis­appeared up through the tree canopy to see if the better vantage point would afford an easier opportunity to locate from where the odd noise emanated from. Qua-Qua, on the other hand, drew close to Matia and did not look at all keen to venture further without his bonded soul mate stuck to his side.

         Sam and Babu were sticking close together. Babu’s fur prickling and his forked tongue flicking out unconsciously as he was trying to taste the air for any clues. “The air tastes somehow, salty,” Babu said as they climbed a small rise ahead of them. “The taste is most unpleasant, but it is masking any other smells from anywhere else. Almost like camouflage.” Babu’s form was pressed down to the ground and his head rotated left and right like a radar signal, search­ing. Sam tried his best to creep through the trees without breaking any twigs or disturbing the loamy leaf bed under­foot, all the while sending warning signals to Babu.

         “The noise is getting louder.” Came through Sam’s thoughts. Babu had stopped just ahead of him. His tail whisking back and forth in slow movements. “If I am not mistaken,” Sam paused to listen again. “it sounds like, like bubbles in boiling water. And the smell!”

         “That is very astute for someone who has never experi­enced sulphur oozing through the mud flats of Rotowane,” came a voice very close to Sam’s left shoulder.

         Sam and Babu both simultaneously jumped to the right in fright and spun around to see who had said this.

         There, not two heartbeats away from Sam, stood a wiz­ened old man gripping a Staff, an incredibly large falcon sitting on his right shoulder was busy preening itself. Babu quickly positioned himself between the man and Sam. On hearing the voice behind them, Matia and Qua-Qua both squealed out in fear. Rua reached into his coat for his hidden knife, immediately summoning Shenza to come and assist.

         Of Hemi and Temba there was no sign.

         The old man stood not two meters from Sam, who was still rapidly trying to fathom out how someone as old as this man had been able to sneak up to three men, a young man AND four Padme without being heard.

         “You are right,” continued the man, “you can hear bub­bles. You will hear a lot more if you draw closer. And whilst the noise, and the smell…” (this said directly at Sam) “… will get more intense, it will still not hide the noise this stam­peding band of yokels has been making ever since you woke at first light back beyond the mighty oaks which guard this place! Anyone would think you were all out on a jolly party. It’s amazing you have not been discovered and attacked by roving hoodlums with all the noise you are generating.”

         Hemi and Temba reappeared at this moment at the top of the mound above them. Hemi was panting and, not noticing the stranger in the group’s midst, volunteered, “I would rather sit naked under the cesspits of hell, than have to spend another second…” His voice quickly tailed off as he noticed that no one was paying the slightest bit of notice to what he had to say. Then he saw the man. Both he and Temba stopped instantly. Temba, claws extended and fur shaking, gazed directly at the stranger, ready in an instant to attack, if directed by Hemi.

         “Have you been…” began Sam. “What? Following you?” continued the man. “Of course!” he continued. “I have been following you since first light, and I am particularly inter­ested…” at this he turned his gaze on Sam, “… that one as great, but totally lost as Sam-of-the-Shades, should be here of all places.”

         Sam was shocked to hear his secret name mentioned out loud and so casually and more concerned that this stranger should even know him.

         The stand-off broke like a large icicle when the man sud­denly turned to his left and proceeded to walk away from them into the blur of the tree line behind him, his falcon still attached to his shoulder, preening itself without a care in the world, one beady eye still fixed however on the shocked forms of the men and Sam. “I am he whom you seek,” he said, as his form disappeared into the foliage and the misty veil. “And if you want to get to Rotowane, it is this way.” And without anything further, he was gone.

         The group could have all been knocked down with a feather. “Well!” said Matia loudly. “What a rude, uncouth, uncaring, stuck up…” he gargled angrily as he became lost for words to express his disgust at the stranger and his ‘introduction’. Hemi interrupted. “Matia, this person has been tailing us for the better part of a day, and no one, not us, not even our Padme, was aware of him. If it is Bar Kholeva, and if the myths about him are true, then he is just being himself.” And with that, he continued down towards them, stick in hand. “If we are to discover what Sam is to do, we best follow where he has now disappeared.” Hemi continued past them as he spoke, heading for the place Bar Kholeva had vanished into.

         Rua and Matia just stared at each other for a second then, shrugging their shoulders, they too walked off in the direc­tion of the fast-disappearing Hemi. All three were quickly swallowed up by the mist shroud and evening gloom now descending. Babu turned to Sam. “We must go,” he said simply. “Better we go half prepared, than stay with nothing.”

         Sam, still shocked at the sudden appearance of Bar Kholeva, and quickly trying to discard how he had imag­ined their first encounter with this strange man playing out, followed Babu into the gloom, disappearing like the rest until the spot they had vacated returned to its natural state. All was silent here once more, save for the continuing bubbling now clearly heard over the evening calls of the wild.

         Quickly catching up with the rest of the group, all thought of conversation rapidly disappeared as they seemed to climb higher and higher up the steepening incline where every step slowly became laboured and breath was hard to draw. Large steps of rock jutted out at odd angles forcing them to conserve their energy and focus instead on the climb. Heavy panting and the odd curse were heard further up above Sam. “Where the bloody hell is he taking us?” from Matia. “I thought lakes were in large fertile valleys, not half-way up bleedin’ mountains, steep enough to make even the most agile of hill-climbing animals think twice before venturing up here.”

         “Keep on climbing, Matia,” gasped Hemi between ragged breaths. “Besides, Bar Kholeva is at least twice your age and his nimble feet have swept him almost out of sight!”

         “I’ll bloody knock him half out of sight!” muttered Rua. “Taking us up this perilous slope as darkness descends. What is he thinking?”

         “At least, Shenza, Temba and Babu are having little problems up here.” Matia retorted. “Qua-Qua does not have mountain legs!” This said as he looked across, protectively, at his Padme, who himself was struggling up slowly against the steep rock face and steady incline. “Some bloody stranger just happens to invade our gathering and without so much as a by-your-leave, we follow him, not knowing anything about him or where he is taking us! I swear, if we were back down…”

         “SHUT UP!” roared Hemi. “Just put one foot in front of the other and eventually we will get to our destination.” “I hope!” Hemi muttered to himself, looking out towards a view over the forest, now rapidly disappearing into darkness as he stopped for breath.

         “Easy for you to say…” A sharp look from Hemi stopped Matia from saying anything further.

         With a deep sigh, Hemi looked up again to see where Bar Kholeva had gone and was surprised to see a distinct reddish glow up above him, which seemed to be pulsing slowly from side to side. The glow, though dull in colour and intensity, helped to outline what appeared to be the top of the cliff that they had been climbing, and with a quick shout to the others below him saying, “I think we are almost there!” He gathered himself once more, checked on Temba, and continued upwards.

         Slowly the troop worked their way up the ragged cliff, all now looking upwards at the strange glow that was now a constant dull red, silhouetting the sharpness of the boul­der’s edges, marking the end of the climb. One by one they eventually reached the summit of the cliff and gazed out over a scene that defied description. The source of the glow now revealed itself.

         Ahead of them, individual pinpricks of red, ranging from dull ochres to bright vermillion were glowing intermittently as if in deep conversation with a myriad of people all com­muning at the same time. The pin pricks of glowing lights, no, more like… embers moved away from the group in undu­lating slow rhythm all merging into a dull red line of colour stretching off to either side away from them. Sometimes, disappearing behind an obstruction hidden in the darkness now all-encompassing, but slowly fanning away until, some distance in front of them, too far to judge in the darkness and gloom through the mist, the two lines joined forming a ring of light around a vast field of utter blackness, menacing in its stillness.

         It was only by the reflections that jostled themselves around the edges of the line of embers, stretching off into the distance, that they slowly realised what the blackness was. A massive, silent, somewhat menacing black body of water greeted them. It was unlike anything they had ever seen, beside the point that they were at a loss as to how this huge body of water had come into existence this high up a mountain. The dull red glow, which surrounded the water was similarly unnerving.

         Their thoughts were quickly shattered when a sharp voice next to them declared, “You have arrived at last. Welcome to Rotowane. Welcome to the lake of glowing embers.” Bar Kholeva stood to one side of Sam, his Staff gripped in both hands, his falcon, apparently permanently glued to his shoulder, still perching, but now its eyes were fixed on the four as if inspecting prey.

         “In answer to your question, Matia of the Maqata clan,” this directed solely towards Matia who visibly shrunk down as this stranger spoke out his name and home as if reading from a teleprompter, “this lake is held in a large bowl and is as a result of both rain and snow melt captured here until it flows over the edge to the west down the majestic Rotowane Falls.” This said as he pointed with his Staff off to the dis­tance, a dull sound of distant thunder marking the place where this waterfall exited the lake and plummeted down into the cauldron below.

         “The embers,” he continued simply, “are the result of fires of intense heat down below us, which melt the rock and the results slowly jostle their way up to the surface here to be cooled by both the water and the air.” Before any of them could think to question this statement in more detail, he continued. “And why a fire? This lake and the whole caldera around us is sitting on a most unpleasant and very live vol­cano! Active and prone to erupt every now and again, caus­ing the lake here to bubble into a witch’s cauldron. When not active, the waters filter out the sulphur, which is what you were smelling, Sam,” Turning to Sam who had been attempting to surreptitiously cover his nose with his sleeve. He whipped it away quickly, embarrassed at being caught out like a naughty schoolchild.

         Rua, not having the wherewithal to think, interrupted Bar Kholeva. “So, what you are basically telling us is that you brought us all the way up the summit of this dangerous spike of a mountain, which in fact, is an active bloody vol­cano. And, furthermore, that this place is the place you call HOME?” The last ended on a high-pitched cry.

         “… it is also a place…” Bar Kholeva continued, ignor­ing Rua’s outburst, “where no one ventures, leaving Pri and myself,” his hand reaching up to his falcon who bent down and plucked the small rodent hidden in Bar Kholeva’s outstretched hand, “to live in peace and quiet… and soli­tude!” he concluded.

         Hemi could now see why Bar Kholeva had chosen this place to call his home. Away from interfering mankind, he could carry on his tasks without judgement from others. Hemi felt Bar Kholeva looking into his thoughts and, with a jolt, tried to think of something else. Bar Kholeva grinned under his cowl without being seen.

         Sam began to formulate a question which had been both­ering him for some time, but before he could utter the first word, Bar Kholeva answered him instead. “Sam, the waters behind me hide an active volcano of immense power and danger. Occasionally, the lake bed ruptures and the fires of Moana herself, the goddess of the earth and seas, scorch the deep hidden depths into molten rock. The intense cold of the deepest depths fighting instantly and eternally in battle, fire and ice, causing the molten rock to crack and rise to the surface in pockets of steam, finishing up along the shores as these embers you see stretching out to the other side of the lake.” He continued, “And the reason you have travelled far to be here, and I have directed you up to this lake of raw opposing powers, is because, to bring you back that which is lost, you must forget all you know and be prepared to face that which you do not know in nakedness and truth.”

         Sam was confused and scratched his nose unconsciously totally unprepared for what he heard next.

         “Tonight, we must rest at my home down there away from the shore,” said Bar Kholeva pointing off in some vague direction behind the men. Then focussing in on Sam, he continued, “But come the morning when the sun’s rays first hit the water’s edge, you, Sam, must enter the water and dive down to the bottom of the lake and retrieve that which is lost! Only then can you begin to regain your purpose and finish what you came here to accomplish a long time ago!”

         Sam was sure he had mis-heard. This crazy man, having just told them all casually that they were standing on a nat­ural time-bomb of fire and brimstone, had then suggested that he, Sam, should just calmly wade into the self-same lake of fire, dive down to, effectively, the lid of this witch’s cauldron, and who knew how friggin’ far down that was, have a little root around for what, he had no bloody idea, and then emerge victorious and triumphant ready to slay all and sundry and save the friggin world!

         Sam could not stop himself. “Bar-bloody-Kholeva, or whatever the sodding hell you call yourself. If you think for one second that I am jumping into that pit of hell just to have a little swim around in the depths to find who knows what, then you can bloody whistle mate! You and that bloody, prissy Pri, sodding lump of a bird who does nothing but lick its own arse and eats chunks of quivering, living flesh as a pastime! Just who do you think you are? Making assumptions and thinking you rule my life. You’re not my bloody FATHER!” The last was spat out into exis­tence before he could stop himself, but it stopped his tirade instantly. Sam had shocked himself into silence. “Where did that come from?” He thought. “How did thoughts of home come into this world of dreams?”

         The others just stared at his outline in the darkness, real­ising that some raw chord buried deep in Sam had, in one fell swoop exposed itself to the sulphuric air and his com­panions. One that Sam had tried desperately to keep well and truly buried.

         In the electric silence that followed, Bar Kholeva, with measured, considered tone replied. “Sam-of-the-Shades, I am Bar Kholeva. I read minds as easily as you get dressed. I know when Rotowane is about to erupt and I make prepa­rations to move to safety long before she does. I live here in isolation because I choose to. I also see what has passed and what might follow. Like you, I did not ask for these gifts. Like you, I denied their existence for years, refusing to give in to gifts I felt I did not deserve. But I have learned, Sam, that when it comes to gifts, these come from the giver and we can either choose to accept them as being given in love, or reject them. But regardless of any decision we may make, they will still be a part of us. We cannot change what has been given.”

         Sam was still breathing heavily, but the words were soothing his raw nerves.

         “Sam, I see you. I see inside of you and, where most people are mono-coloured, in you I see a myriad of colours like the purest of rainbows. Each strand, a gift already given. Each one perfect and ordered as only a rainbow can be. No one… NO ONE is like you, Sam. You are all colours, all gifts, and you have been GIVEN them. Not earned, not mer­ited… GIVEN. It is not for you or I, or even your father,” he added, lifting up the wounded thoughts and massaging them gently into place once again, “to question the why any more than we question our existence. Sam, I see you,” he repeated. “And I see what must be done, which means that you will be safe even though you fight what has already occurred. You are, and you will be… SAFE!”

         In the silence, the lake bubbling now softly, almost hyp­notically, Sam somehow knew in his heart, that truth once more, had been uttered, and he was fast getting used to seeing when pure truth was voiced. Despite his fears and without knowing why or where, he knew that the morning would see him wade into the dark waters to find something lost… But he didn’t like it!

         Slowly the group moved off, following Bar Kholeva along the water’s edge until they arrived at an opening of a cave, formed by the collapse of massive stones, millennia ago. Bar Kholeva moved on in, the sides bouncing reflective light from the fire brands set into notches in the wall as he pro­gressed. Pri, at long last, took off into the darkness, taking Shenza with him. Qua-Qua, Temba and Babu settled down together at the opening whilst the rest followed into the cave, the smell of sulphur slowly disappearing the deeper they went.

         Despite the fatigue from the climb and the base fears coursing through them, sleep took them all quickly.

         The fire brands slowly died out, but not before the figure of Bar Kholeva could be seen moving silently over the still forms towards Sam. A low guttural chant emanated from the old monk and his hands moved over the still, sleeping form of Sam in an incantation ancient as the mountains. Then he was gone.

         Morning came too quickly for Sam, who felt he had just settled down for the night. He was nudged by the out­stretched Staff held by an old, wrinkled arm which was attached to an even older Bar Kholeva, his features still partly hidden by the deep-set cowl over his head. “You must awake now and prepare,” Bar Kholeva said. “There is not much time between the sun’s rising and the height of the day within which the waters are safe to enter. Come. We must make haste!” And with that, he turned to rouse the others who all, in turn, grumbled and moaned at being woken from whatever dream they had been travelling through. The rag-tag band quickly assembled, although Sam was not at all comfortable about what was to happen next. Together, with the others, he made his way back up the slick incline of the cave, towards the ever-increasing sound of the bubbles, now popping as they pressed themselves out through the oozing mud.

         At the entrance to the cave, their onward passage was stopped, because what greeted their eyes in the early morning dawn stunned them into statues. No longer did the glow of the embers appear to dominate the shoreline, instead, a cold, deep black water mass and a sea of grey ooze of bubbling mud squelching against the pebbles and stones along the shore, took centre stage. The lake itself was quickly consumed into a thick, impenetrable mist, which was mixing with the smoke lifting off the water to join into a thick soup of darkness hovering over the water. It was not a place encouraging one to stop and take pictures!

         Sam swallowed hard and was almost at the stage of for­getting all his braveness and determination from the night before, instead telling those around him, “Sucks to you, mate!” But Bar Kholeva intervened.

         “Sam, it is just water. Nothing more, nothing less. Do not see it as somehow alien, but like any other free-diving spot you have encountered back in your world!” Sam snapped immediately out of his panic-ridden state. “How the stuff did he know about my free-diving skills?” he thought. He heard Babu communicating over his thoughts. “Sam, this term is unknown to me, but I sense it gives you some comfort. Lean on it as an old friend in that case.” He said. “And lean on me also. For I am right here with you.”

         Sam felt his fears pushed back as he recognised the simple truth from Bar Kholeva and assurance from Babu. “This is just water after all, and I do have some experience in free-diving,” he argued with himself. Sam knew that on a good day, he could hold his breath longer than most. This had come as a result of years of diving carried out in the local pool where he was often found attempting multiple lengths underwater, his preferred ‘dolphin kick’ propelling him through the water with effortless ease. He also recalled when he and David (a quick stab of sadness, then he moved on) used to dive off the coast of Amalfi in Italy, when they used to go there on holiday. They would dive down into the clear water and try to touch the bottom much to their mother’s horror. Slowly, with experience they learned how to fully oxygenate their bodies and calm the fears that naturally arose, and reduce excessive movement such that they could not only reach the bottom under their parent’s boat, but also sit on the seabed for a while, pretending to have a picnic or play chess or any other stupid game that young boys did to occupy their minds. The depths no longer holding any fear over them as experience and training kicked in. He remembered those days clearly now and resolved to do what must be done, if nothing else than to honour David, still closer in his heart, than any other, Babu included.

         Sam knew on reflection that on a good day he used to be able to hold his breath for up to four minutes and had reached depths of between ten and twelve metres without too much trouble.

         “How deep is the lake?” Sam asked, peering into the water. “And what is it I am trying to find ‘exactly’?” He was trying to work out how far into the murky waters he could see, but they gave no clues as to the depths beneath the black surface. “I do not know how deep these waters are, Sam,” replied Bar Kholeva. “But I would imagine it is more than forty pran at its deepest!” He paused as he noticed Sam’s blank stare, so he tried another tack. “It is probably as deep as from here to that copse of trees on the opposite side of the lake.” Another gulp from Sam as he heard the alien words for measurement uttered by this strange, gangly old man and was able to at last, visualise how deep forty pran actually was. “It is deep. Very deep!” “As for what it is you are going in to seek, this is closed to me,” Bar Kholeva con­tinued. “Only that you must go, and that you might find.”

         That particular pep talk didn’t help Sam at all. He reas­sured himself, however, by saying that at least he could do a few quick dives and see if he could see anything. Then, if not, give in! “At least,” he thought to himself, “No one could say I didn’t try!”

         Babu interrupted his musings. “You don’t have to do this, Sam.” Sam turned and saw the anxious face of Babu next to him. “Babu, I promise I will not do anything stupid.” Sam thought, allowing Babu to sense his truth. “Bar Kholeva is right. I have done this sort of thing before so I sort of know what I am doing, and if I don’t find anything, then at least I can say I tried. It should be fine.”

         Any further discussion was cut short as Bar Kholeva said, “Come. Get ready, the morning sun is starting to rise above the mountain ridges.” Sam followed the monk’s out­stretched arm to see the first line of a new sun burst out over the precipice above, sending a thin beam of light down towards the water’s edge and slowly starting to move into the water as the sun rose higher into the heavens.

         There was nothing much left to do but get ready. Sam, suddenly realising that he had no swim gear, looked up with shock and realisation towards Bar Kholeva as his com­ments from the night before ‘tapped him’ on the shoulder. Sam reddened. “Right!” he stammered, looking round for a decent shelter. “I just need to get ready,” he stammered, “so, if you don’t mind?” Rua and Matia looked on uncom­prehendingly at Sam who was furiously gesturing for them to turn away. Hemi got it! “Rua! Matia!” he said, “give Sam some dignity.” The penny dropped and with a quick, embarrassed “Oh, erm, Yes, of course! Sorry Sam,” they all turned away from him, looking to see if anything else could occupy their attention for a while.

         Sam quickly found a stout tree and ran behind it, undressed and with a quick glance towards the assem­bled men, who thankfully, had their backs to him, moved towards the blackness of the water with more than a little trepidation.

         His feet squelched through the bubbling mud at the lake’s edge and he waded slowly deeper into the water. He was surprised to sense that the water was not hot, but mildly warm. Almost like bath water after half an hour. Not too cold to want to get out, nor too hot to make one sweat and wish they were somewhere else. He moved further into the water until his modesty was protected, then he told the group on the shore that it was OK to turn around. When they did, he was neck deep, treading water gently to keep afloat.

         “I am just going to go under quickly to see how much can be seen,” he called out, and after three deep, controlled breaths, he disappeared under the water. As soon as he sub­merged, he was again struck by what greeted his eyes. Rather than complete blackness, he could clearly see the slope of the lake floor move on down beneath him. In fact, he could see quite some way off. The waters were amazingly clear and the sunlight filtered its rays into the depths, revealing clear contours and lines of ridges and depressions as far as the eye could see. The volcanic activity appeared to be silent at the moment, which filled Sam with some delight as he began to see his task becoming simpler as a result. Scattered here and there, drifting lazily to the surface, Sam noticed trails of bubbles coming off the lake bed and rising up through the waters to join the surface above. It reminded him of sparkling water and he grinned as he pictured himself in a large bottle of the stuff. But only for a moment, then he kicked strongly and broke the surface of the water searching for his friends.

         “The water is crystal clear!” Sam shouted over the pop­ping of the excitable bubbles. “I can see the floor clearly, Bar Kholeva. What is it I am looking for?”

         Bar Kholeva’s voice returned strongly over the water, “All I see is that you must allow your senses to direct you and you will find it! That is all I have.” He shrugged his shoul­ders and arms half apologetically.

         “Nice one!” Sam retorted under his breath. “Still,” he thought to himself, “it is not too cold and I can see where I am. So, who knows? Maybe I will find whatever the hell it is I am supposed to find even though this lake is absolutely HUGE!” Sam started to relax and prepare himself for the deep dive.

         Sam’s old training kicked in surprisingly quickly, he thought. He closed his eyes and focussed inward into his body, sensing it floating easily in the warm water. He noticed the various sensations through his extremities. How his feet and hands moved slowly to keep him afloat. He sensed his body relax, the tiredness and fatigue being washed off him by the water and the sensation of the fizzy bubbles as they tickled their way past the hairs on his skin. Then he focussed in deeper, hearing his breathing, sensing each intake of breath fill his lungs. “In through the nose, out through the mouth!” he recited. His breathing becom­ing slower and deeper, each breath now starting to oxygen­ate his blood, which in turn started to oxygenate his body. Slowly but surely, he became aware of his extremities begin­ning to tingle as fingers and toes received more oxygen than was normal. He knew not to breathe in too much oxygen in case he became giddy, thus defeating the object.

         He started to sense when he was approaching the point where he should stop filling his lungs with air and started his mental count down to his final deep gulp before he dove for the depths.

         Finally, three short, sharp intakes of air and a final larger deep lung-filling breath and then he dipped down and dis­appeared from view, his passing quickly fading, to be taken over by a rush of bubbles replacing the spot where his body had just been.

         Under the water, his mind automatically started to count off the seconds. He quickly sent a sensory ‘view’ through his body, feeling the familiar tell-tale signs of a body ready for an extended period of time without fresh air. His mind-check verified that he could probably last comfortably for three minutes or more. His movements, as he swam down to the lake bed, were measured and efficient, just once having to block his nose and breathe out to equalise the pressure behind his ears.

         Now that he was under water, he could see the bed clearly. There was little vegetation or signs of life, but, given that this was an active volcano of sorts, this, perhaps was not unusual. Off to one side, a small pocket of bubbles popped out of a small crevice and rushed to the surface one after the other like lemmings rushing to their doom. Otherwise, the floor was quite barren and devoid of colour.

         “Thirty seconds…”

         He reached the bottom at last and gripped onto a rocky outcropping to avoid using excess energy in his arms and legs and to keep him from rising to the surface. He looked around, searching intently for an object or anything else that ‘felt’ right, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary, so he decided to move along the lake bed, sensing that he was going further down the slight incline of the floor. One half of his brain was registering that this was the deepest he had gone before and he gave himself a mental ‘tap’ on the shoulder.

         “… fifty seconds…”

         His mind registered a thirty second float to allow him­self time to reach the surface again and he did a quick cal­culation. “OK,” he thought, “still about two minutes easy before I need to start to head back. Plenty of time for the first dive.” He continued to pull himself along the lake bed from outcrop to outcrop, his legs trailing lazily behind him.

         “… one minute ten seconds …”

         As he crested a small ridge, he noticed what appeared to be a large, dark depression ahead of him. Without doubt, he had stumbled upon a cave within the rocky floor, but more importantly, he became aware of a distinct, unexplainable ‘need’ to go and investigate further. Something, somehow, was urging him to go and inspect the place, and, without a second thought, he moved towards the entrance until the gloom of the cavity loomed directly below him.

         No matter how many times one dives, one quickly learns to follow one’s instincts implicitly before heading off into the unknown. For Sam, whilst his instincts were starting to prickle ‘beware’, his sense of achievement at finding a potential find, and the fact that he convinced himself that he would just have a quick look, rise to the surface, then be able to prepare and dive again with a full lung capacity, won. “Besides,” he thought to himself, “That’s about one minute twenty-five seconds now. I still have thirty to forty seconds before a lazy swim up to the surface.” He carried out a quick mental scan of his body. All seemed fine. “Thirty to forty seconds? OK. The risk is still very low, and anyway if this is the right place, I am going to have to come down here again if I don’t find whatever is missing now…”

         With that, Sam used both hands to grip the rocks around the cave mouth, and pulled himself inside and down yet further, his mental clock counting off. “One second down, one second back, twenty seconds perhaps, then turn around and back up I go. Should be OK”

         The sunlight that had helped Sam along the lake bed before, was now fading fast as he progressed. Somewhere in his mind, he was assessing how deep he had travelled. Thirty metres registered in his mind. “WOW!” He thought.

         He was now using the sides of the cave as hand holds, using the surface of the rocks to move him further rather than exerting energy by swimming. At this depth, he had already lost most of his ability to see, the darkness starting to conquer the light refracted through the depths of the water.

         He reached down again with his right hand and gripped another rock, sensing that he was getting very near to what­ever was hidden here. His excitement at the moment, over­taking his experienced mind which was starting to send out warning signs from green, to amber. He pulled himself downward, his left hand naturally snaking forward as his right hand moved back behind him, still holding onto the rock face as he passed.

         As his left hand moved down, it bumped against a rocky outcropping which he had missed and before he could adjust, his hips passed the spot and he was stopped in his descent by a cold, unmoving constriction of stone that he felt above him at hip level.

         “AMBER! OK, just bring the right hand down, and together with the left, push back up, turn around, and get back to the surface. Don’t panic. Just follow procedure!”

         He tried to bring his right hand down but the restricted opening he now found himself in, prevented him being able to manoeuvre himself sufficiently to be able to get both arms down and outstretched.

         “Amber, Amber, Amber! OK, ten seconds, plus thirty seconds float… Do something!!!”

         Sam tried to push up just with his left hand whilst at the same time, feel around with his right to grip something sufficient to pull at the same time, but his right arm was now firmly wedged between his hips and the side of the small opening he rapidly was starting to realise, had him stuck, head first, upside-down, in a dark, narrow passage, thirty-five metres underwater.

         “RED, RED, effing, sodding R_E_D!!” his mind screamed. Now Sam really did start to panic. His head was sending out simultaneous count downs as if within a mind of itself. “Still about thirty-five seconds of air. MAX!

         “I am not supposed to be stuck!

         “I am stuck!!

         “I am stuck in a bloody cave…

         “Underwater…”

         Sam’s body started to take over where his mind was fail­ing, thrashing his body around, oblivious to his training telling him to remain calm. “Sod that!” screaming from every pore of his body.

         He now saw the cold, sheer terror of his predicament. He was trapped, suspended in a narrow, vertical channel, one arm behind him, one reaching down as if in supplication to the gods. There was no one around him, no one helping him. Over everything else, though, was the realisation that he was some thirty-five metres underwater.

         He did not want to drown! Sam jostled and twisted for all he was worth, his mouth opening to scream but only the dull sound between his ears, and bubbles escaping up past his body greeted him in his isolation.

         “I don’t want to die!” he rampaged. “Not here, not like this… Not all alone.” A horrible sense of extreme claustro­phobia filled him, making every muscle in his body fight to extract himself from the terror of the place he found himself in.

         “Muuuum!” he screamed. “Alice… Babuuuuuuu!”

         His body thrashed, trying to escape. Bile filled his throat at the sheer horror of his situation. Anger, loathing, fear. All cascaded through his mind.

         “Red alert!” in his head, as his lungs started to send their warning signals that all was not well in that department.

         Sam’s subconscious started to send the message that death was coming. He refused to listen.

         “Not here. Not like this,” he wailed. Trapped in dark­ness, never to be found again. Underwater… DEAD.

         Sam started to register the lights behind his eyes, flash­ing, as his brain frantically looked everywhere within his body for the smallest amount of free oxygen to give him another few seconds to extricate himself from the tomb he was wedged in. His body was still jerking and contorting, regardless of the cuts and grazes now appearing around his torso. In his mind, the hammering of a terrible, terrifying feeling of claustrophobia and of being trapped upside down, deep underwater with no chance of extraction, was occupy­ing each vestige of his rational mind…

         His body slowly stopped twitching, as his brain switched off the peripheral parts, each action designed to conserve the last vestiges of oxygen, for his brain to function. His mind had now numbed all senses. At the point of death, his mind began to accept the inevitability of the situation. A sort of calmness overtook his mind. There was no point panicking further. It was, what it was, plain and simple.

         Sam’s thoughts flickered like a sparkler at Guy Fawkes night. The brightest thought ‘David’?! David was there, in his mind’s eye, next to him, in front of him, looking straight into his eyes. “Hi David,” Sam thought. “looks like I will see you sooner than expected.” He blinked tears, which quickly lost themselves in the gloom of his prison. Another voice was playing in his mind, as if from far off and from someone long since departed. “Be calm, Sam,” it seemed to say. “This is meant to be.”

         “What a weird statement!” half consciously in his brain.

         The flashing lights in his mind started to fade around the edges and a sense of calmness eased through his body once more.

         In an analytical part of his mind, somehow still oper­ating, Sam was surprised that the fear and panic had gone away now. If anything, he felt peaceful almost, as if he had completed what he had set out to accomplish. A dis­tant thought sprang out and blazed for a second. “If you die here, you will just wake up back at home, so all good really!” That last one, shot out as if to convince himself that all was OK. His thoughts moved out, asking himself why he was no longer afraid. Had he accepted his frailty? Had he, somehow, in the dark tomb, accepted that people do not live forever? The thought that no one would ever find him down here in the dark, dank, lonely, watery grave, seem­ingly unimportant now.

         Sam could almost sense a new awareness. That all the ‘stuff’ one tried to amass around one’s self physically, men­tally and spiritually, counted for nothing at the end of the day, because you couldn’t take anything with you. “All you can do,” thinking then of David, “is to know that life doesn’t end at death. That it is OK to give in and let go. Somewhere out there, beyond the ‘real’ is another home. Somehow. Sam was certain of this point, though he did not know why his mind was tripping on being philosophical right now.

         There in the dark, lonely, claustrophobic place he found himself in, Sam “Gave in”, and he felt no more fear. Something bigger, better somehow, greater, had taken over his mind and he accepted where it was about to take him next.

         It was OK!

         The thoughts cascaded through his mind in millisecond bursts. Light, brighter than the sun filled his brain. No per­spective. No horizon. No boundaries.

         Sam slowly closed his eyes and opened his mouth, allow­ing the cold water to stream into his body and flood down into his lungs…

         Air…

         Air…?

         AIR???????????

         W.T.F!?!?!?!?!?!?

         Air? How?…

         Sam’s mind rushed anew to trigger various synapses, trying to assimilate what should definitely NOT be hap­pening, in a place he should NOT be in. Somehow, unmis­takably, he was breathing pure, refreshing, blessed AIR!!

         If the depths of despair and loneliness were at one end of the scale, this renewed sense of wonder, that he appeared to be breathing underwater, sent his elation souring to the extreme other end of the spectrum in an instant.

         “Am I back at home?” Flashing into his mind.

         He opened his eyes…

         “Nope!” He quickly realised, as he sensed that he was still trapped. He could sense the roughness of the stone tomb still gripping him in its desperate bid to carry him off into a world of eternal silence. The cold, dark water eddying around his outstretched form. He felt, and was now, fully aware of all of this, but somehow, some-bloody-how; he was breathing!

         And then, like a freight train screaming towards him, Sam’s awareness was blown into a whole different realm by something nothing short of a vision. For there, in the death-trapping, cold, inverted, claustrophobic, hell-hole, Sam found ‘that which was lost’!

         The blackness below him burst into a million, billion shards of the brightest, most beautiful, light, and instead of the unfeeling rocky detritus enfolding him, the scene was replaced by another. Almost as if a new scene had blazed across a movie screen to ease the viewer’s frazzled mind after witnessing the hero’s beloved who had just been cru­elly blown away by his rival. Sam saw a vision that had no reason to be there at all!

         He was flying over fields and hills at an incredible pace. Places unfamiliar but definitely in the country somehow. The view quickly sped over the trees and canyons and rushed towards an imposing mountain range, which, strangely to Sam, was vaguely familiar.

         Noises started to merge with the picture now. Water, bubbling along a windy river, as it flowed over pebbles and fallen branches. The cry of a single bird of prey high up in the clouds, seeking its next meal.

         There! Sam spotted a bright blue streak in amongst the tundra in the foothills of the fast approaching mountain range. It ‘felt’ as if it did not ‘belong’ in the picture. A ragged, angry river, waters appearing red as blood, raced along between valleys until, growing in size, it cascaded over one enormous rock face and plunged down and down to crash into a deep, thundering pool at the base. Sam’s per­spective altered and he sensed himself flying down to this new vantage point, eventually hovering over the pool, look­ing towards the waterfall.

         No. Not towards it. Through it! Through the wall of water to a cave hidden behind the veil of water screening this insignificant womb of protected sanctuary. Through the veil, floating now softly over the dark, muddy floor of the cave, littered with stalagmites and festooned with sta­lactites, and moving towards a shape in the farthest recesses of this place. A shape, resting quietly, yet exuding awesome power, seemed to have been discarded and yet it beckoned to Sam to draw nearer, seeming to throb and glow as Sam approached. All sound filtered now to silence. All move­ment, stilled and waiting.

         A stout, gnarled timber Staff, mottled and twisted with age, lay in a small puddle in front of Sam. It was resting up against a column of wet stone, joined together over eons when the stalactites met the stalagmites below. It was unre­markable as lengths of wood went, but somehow, Sam’s sub­conscious recognised it for what it was. Without hesitation or thought, in Sam’s mind’s eye, he reached out to take it, its warmth and texture instantly familiar in his grasp.

         And then he laughed.

         Sam had found ‘that which was lost’ and it had nothing to do with the lake at all. Sam had found the Staff which he instinctively knew was as much a part of his psyche as a hand or foot was part of his body. It was almost as if this death visitation had been, for Sam, an epiphany, unlock­ing not only his memory, but also who he was and where he was, and, more importantly, what it was he was look­ing at and where this aged wooden extension of himself lay hidden. As if the sun had come out behind a very dark, threatening cloud and lit the opening scene to a huge battle force. Sam knew where the cave was. It was hidden behind a waterfall to the north near the Kairaki mountain range and at the end of a river, whose waters were a vivid red, that flowed from Mount Ohanzee, the same mountain that Sam had travelled to all that time ago to do battle with Lord Elim, and the place, he realised, he would need to go back to again, to finish what he had started. Sam saw then that the last battle had not resulted in the loss of his powers, just the loss of his Staff. Now that he had found it in this vision, his journey to it was clear, as was the battle at last, with Lord Elim and all his foul brood, which would surely follow!

         Sam’s ‘vision’ snapped him back to reality and he sensed the image receding back through the waterfall protecting the cave and its contents, back along the river, over the for­ests, and smashing back into Rotowane, to eventually settle back in his mind and his predicament, where he remained trapped, underwater, in a narrow crevice.

         And he was not afraid.

         There was no thought. No internal argument between head and heart about the fact that he was trapped, should not be alive and that none of this was real. He simply and naturally sensed the extremities of his body, the finger tips lodged into rock and mud, the feet far ‘above’ him, floating suspended in a sea of darkness, and his mind snapped a single command out, instantly flashing down his body, out into his arms and down into his outstretched and clamped fingers.

         “Move,” he said simply.

         At once, the areas around the fingers of both hands started to fluctuate and pulse. Warmth sparked like tiny shots of electricity between fingers and raw earth. And then, as if a massive curtain had been easily drawn back by the smallest of levers, the rocks and mud of his confined prison, with loud protestation and deep rumbling of the ground’s structure, changed consistency and became as putty, being re-moulded into a form, widening and smoothing the sur­face, expanding away from his body as if pulled apart by some giant hands. Sam turned himself around easily, smil­ing, and started to ‘walk’ back up the sheer incline that had been his tomb, now transformed into the steps leading him on and out to battle.
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