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For my daughter, Liz, who found the


original Castle a long time ago …





A castle he saw amid the land


princely and proud and lofty stand;


the outer wall around it laid


of shining crystal clear was made.


A hundred towers were raised about


with cunning wrought, embattled stout;


and from the moat each buttress bold


in arches sprang of rich red gold.


The vault was carven and adorned


with beasts and birds and figures horned;


within were halls and chambers wide


all made of jewels and gems of pride;


the poorest pillar to behold


was builded all of burnished gold.





Sir Orfeo


- lines 355 - 368 from an anonymous,


possibly early fourteenth century poem,


translated c1945 by JRR Tolkien




Prologue


Like the others, it started as an unusually vivid dream.


The young girl fidgeted in her sleep, letting out a long breath. She felt no fear, yet. Curiosity, certainly, because these dreams were different from normal dreams. Quite different. Somehow much more - well - real!


Tonight it was about the Castle again, that mysterious Castle by the sea, which was there one day and gone the next. And, as before in all these dreams, there was someone with her: a lady of extraordinary beauty who was always dressed in a long scarlet dress and a black cloak, who would lead her through the Castle and into all the different lands beyond it.


Mother Vivian. Quiet, calm, kind. Explaining what they were seeing and where they were. Mostly, the young girl didn’t understand, and when this happened, she captured the dream as soon as she woke up and popped it into one of the memory boxes in her mind, so that she could take the dream out again sometime in the future and examine it again. Properly. When it might actually mean something.


Once, she had asked whom the Castle belonged to, who lived there, who had built it, and why. Mother Vivian had ignored the questions with a slight shake of her head and a mystifying smile. “Remember,” she’d merely said, “the Castle has a mind of its own. But it is not wicked - only good ever comes from what it does.” How could a building have a mind of its own? thought the girl, it was silly.


Last week, she had dreamed she was in a forest clearing. A witch was there with a long pointy hat and what looked like a giant cauldron over a fire. Small black demons were circling in the air, while the witch stirred the cauldron and sang a tuneless song.


Two nights ago, she’d met a green pixie who’d offered her a magic pebble.


But now, Mother Vivian had brought her to a land of low, green hills, fields and small woods.


As usual the Castle had been empty; no people there at all, in spite of lavish furniture, all kinds of tapestries and food piled on a stout table. A door led out to where a summer sun shone high in a very blue sky. There were no clouds. Not even those small, fluffy white ones that drifted slowly across the heavens sometimes when the school holidays decided it could be fine for a day or so. The young girl felt the warm breeze and smelled the scents of the air.


A dim rumble reached her ears. Surely not thunder on a day like this? Suddenly, she began to be afraid.


Then she saw it, over the next low hill: a huge battle with men on horseback. Blood and killing. Lances. Bodies. Noise. Swords. Hacked-off limbs. Flaming arrows. Screams of terror. Smoke and dust filling the air, and the stench of death.


The young girl covered her ears and turned away, but as she did so, she noticed a lake beside the field of war. And as she watched, a giant monster clambered from its murky waters on a million, slimy legs. Its head turned to look straight at her, with eyes that glistened and a hideous mouth that seemed to smile! Terrified, she turned to Mother Vivian for an explanation, but Mother Vivian had already gone. Just the echo of her voice remained: “Bring your brother to the Castle. We have great need of him. Toby is now our only hope …”


At which the young girl shot bolt upright back in her bed at home, suddenly very, very wide awake.


Sweating, shaking and choking on a scream.










Part One





THE WOUNDED KING




I





Rocklesham, Devon. One Saturday


in summer. Present day


“Tobias Tallis! Breakfast!” The voice of Toby’s mum echoed around the house like a bugle. “GET UP! Your little sister Charlene’s been dressed nearly an hour already! Do you know what the time is?”


Toby knew perfectly well what the time was: it was nine o’clock, and he’d actually tumbled out of bed at twenty past seven, which meant he’d had a wash and cleaned his teeth nearly forty minutes before he heard his ten-year-old sister banging out of her bedroom to splash around noisily in the bathroom. By that time Spurs were beating Man United 11-0 on his VirtualUltraFX PodStation (3rd Generation) and they had won 15-3 long before she’d eventually tumbled down to the kitchen. But the PodStation was taking all his attention right now. It was a virtual reality game , with headgear and everything. He’d got it for Christmas, and the novelty was that you could actually be one of the players - or even one of the officials! Once, as a ref, he’d sent off a whole team. (At which point the programme had crashed and it had taken some time for his father to sort it out.)


But why the fuss about breakfast? He was two years older than his sister for goodness’ sake. So why shouldn’t he be late downstairs? Just for once at least? However, his mother’s command had come with a note of anger, and, since trouble always followed disobedience in a case like this, he decided on second thoughts that perhaps after all he’d better be quick. Though it couldn’t be too bad, he realised - she hadn’t used his awful first name, Ambrosius, as she did when she was really cross. How pants was it to be called that? He logged off, threw some clothes on and dashed downstairs. Even his friends didn’t know about Ambrosius.


“At last!” cried the cross parent.


“Hi!” Toby replied, as brightly and as matter-of-factly as possible.


An impatient sigh. “What have you been doing?”


“Podstation soccer, I expect,” muttered Charlene, with a mouthful of toast.


Toby pulled a face at her, but she merely arched her eyebrows and reached for more marmalade.


“And your hair’s all over the place!” Mum went on, glaring at Toby. “You might at least have combed it!”


“People with red hair,” smirked Charlene, leering sideways at Toby, “always have trouble keeping it tidy. Ambrosius.”


Toby ignored her. How he hated that name. Especially when she teased him about it, reminding him that it was one of Merlin’s names. King Arthur and the Round Table and all that. Talk about fairy tales! His poor, head-in-the-clouds sister was certainly into them in a big way! All those books!


But he wasn’t going to bite the bait this time. He put his fingers through his unruly crop of red hair, trying not to mind how crazy it probably looked. Anyway, it was Saturday, not to mention school holidays, so why worry? Even so, he thought, with a momentary feeling of guilt, perhaps he ought to be more like his sister. Scoffing his scrambled egg, he glanced at her sideways. Always so utterly tidy! Straw hair in a single neat plait almost to her waist; denim shorts and a bright blue floppy top that looked new but wasn’t; and dark casual shoes that never seemed to need cleaning. He suddenly felt quite shabby in his old T-shirt, faded jeans and grubby trainers. Not that this feeling was anything new, so as usual he put it from his mind at once. He slurped some pink grapefruit juice and got up, wondering for the umpteenth time why he was so tall, when his sister and mother were so short. Life, Toby thought, was very strange …


… When it wasn’t being completely boring, that is - as it was at the moment. He enjoyed his computer games, but he liked to be out and about even more. Preferably with his mate Kevin, who was now, however, in holiday mode: late to bed; not up in the morning until about eleven; and then too tired to do anything. Boring, boring, boring! “Where’s Dad?” he enquired.


“Business meeting in Paris,” came the reply. “Should be back Monday.” Mum put some plates away in a cupboard with the kind of clatter you make when you’re cross. Toby said nothing. His dad always seemed to be away; he hardly ever saw him. Which was a shame, because he liked his dad, though he often wondered how much he was liked in return. He tried to do things he thought his father would approve of, but never quite got the expected encouraging response. A quick, weak smile was the norm, before father’s attention was off somewhere else. Never mind, Toby would usually think to himself, one day - one day I’ll do something he’ll be really proud of. One day!


“By the way,” said Mum, interrupting Toby’s self-pitying reverie, “Uncle Arthur probably won’t be coming down to stay this summer. He’s quite ill in hospital.”


“That’s a shame,” murmured Toby, truthfully, putting his plate in the dish-washer. He liked Uncle Arthur, who was old and grey and wise and told lots of exciting stories of the battles he’d been in, serving in the army. “But - he will get better?”


“Your Uncle’s tough. We’ll just have to wait and hope. Now, before you go out, no mobiles, either of you - you keep losing them. Toby, I want you to collect some shopping for old Mrs Puggle.”


“Oh, mum! Why can’t Charlie do it? I’m meeting Kev.” (Actually, probably not for a couple of hours, yet, but he didn’t see why he should reveal that fact.)


“Stop calling me Charlie,” hissed Charlene between clenched teeth. “How many more times? You know I hate it! I’m not a boy!! End of!”


“Sorry,” muttered Toby, adding in a mocking tone: “Shaz!”


His sister glared, but said nothing. She got up from the table and left the kitchen, stomping out in a feigned but unconvincing flurry. Secretly, she liked her brother even though they argued incessantly. But just then she hoped Toby hadn’t seen the worried frown she knew must be on her face as she disappeared into the living room. Nor the tears in her eyes as she realised that pretty soon she was going to have to tell him about that last dream. And the Castle. And Mother Vivian. And her imploring request to bring Toby through the Castle itself. But not in a dream, in real life!


For the Castle actually existed! And if the Castle existed, so did Mother Vivian. But who she was, Shaz had no idea. She thought back to the day she’d discovered the Castle, to the Easter holidays earlier that year, when she’d wandered over to nearby Pebble Cove to collect some sea shells for a school project. Suddenly, there it was, on the beach, amongst the rocks. Turrets, flags, pinnacles, ramparts, the lot. Not to mention a drawbridge. And a moat, supplied by seawater as the tide swirled around its walls. But this was the odd bit: the Castle was miniature! Even small crabs would have had a job getting into it. She’d taken a few cautious steps nearer. As she’d done so, the Castle had grown bigger. A few more steps and it had grown some more. Soon the Castle had become normal size. She’d looked around, startled to see that the waves, the pebble beach and the surrounding rocks were now enormous. In amazement, it dawned on her that the Castle wasn’t bigger at all - she herself was smaller!


At that point, Shaz had turned and fled as fast as her legs could carry her, scattering the shells she’d so carefully gathered to the four winds, her school project quite forgotten.


She’d told her mother about the Castle that very afternoon, but all she’d done was to smile that weird sort of soothing smile which meant “There, there, what a lovely imagination you have, and I expect you’ll become a great writer of fairy stories when you’re a bit older.” Her mother didn’t even have to say the words any more, she’d said them so often in the past. Because Shaz was for ever making things up. At home. At school. Everywhere, all the time. She was well known for it, and her friends loved her tales …


… like that of the imp who lived in their garden shed and stole strawberries and was always scared away by Shaz ringing a handbell.


… or the dwarf called Mucklesnout who tunnelled under their back lawn for a whole week last summer, leaving little mounds of earth on the grass because he had lost his way back to his cave and the forge where he made things from iron, dwarfs being great tunnellers and blacksmiths. Once or twice that week, in the cool of the evening, Shaz had put her ear to the ground, and heard the clangs of his big hammer. (The whole episode was, of course, caused by a mole - a common problem for people with nice lawns.)


Then there was the magic spider’s web Shaz had found in Smugglers Wood one spring morning when there had been a particularly heavy dew, and the droplets on the web had run together to form a mirror. In it, she’d seen a beautiful young lady with long raven hair, standing in the prow of a wooden boat with a single sail. She had evil eyes and lips that curled in some kind of secret triumph.


The trouble was, no one could tell whether Shaz was making things up or whether she was explaining something that had really happened. As you can probably see, she’d dress the facts up so much they might just as well have been fiction!


So Shaz had bitten her lip when her mother had given her That Smile about the Castle, knowing she really only had herself to blame, and, of course, she didn’t even bother telling any of her schoolmates. Presumably no one else had seen it or they would have surely spoken about it, wouldn’t they.


Later, when the dreams started to come, she most certainly kept these to herself.


Shaz was a very timid person, so she hadn’t gone near the Castle again, though once or twice several days later, she’d had the courage to peer at it from the footpath some way away, and in the weeks following, keeping her distance, she’d gone over to check the Castle was still there, discovering that sometimes it was and sometimes it wasn’t. To begin with she wondered whether the Castle appeared somewhere else when it wasn’t at Pebble Cove, or whether she would see the Castle only if it was sunny. But there it was, on the beach, as usual, even when it rained. Perhaps it was there only on certain days of the week. Or after a dream. But no, the appearances were completely unpredictable, so Shaz had given up trying to guess when she’d be able to see it.


Shaz could have coped with all this quite easily, however, had it not been for the dreams. These began soon after that close encounter on the beach at Pebble Cove, when she’d run for dear life. They didn’t come every night - no more than two or three times a week, usually. Quite vivid dreams, too, though not at all scary. Well, not until last night, that is. That actually was awful.


Now, today, alone in the living room, Shaz heard Toby’s voice from the kitchen. “OK, I’ll go to Tesco’s for Mrs Puggle. Have you got a list?” She trembled at the thought of the errand she was now being asked to do for Mother Vivian. She felt scared. But, wait a minute, if she told Toby about all this, he’d never, never, ever believe her. Why should he? With all her tales. She shook her head. No. She couldn’t do this. No way. She’d changed her mind. The whole idea was daft, stupid, a fantasy. She was going bonkers. None of it was real. Mother Vivian was only a dream, anyway. Surely. But all of a sudden, at that very moment, deep down, a strange power had begun to stir within her, insistent, urgent, beyond her control, a power from somewhere outside herself. Shaz then knew immediately and unquestionably that she was going to have to go through with all this - that somehow the dreams weren’t dreams at all, that someone was contacting her, and that there was no way she could avoid revealing all this to her brother.


So to start with, she wouldn’t just tell him about the Castle, she’d have to show him. Then they’d have to go through it. After that? She didn’t know. Perhaps she’d leave the stuff about the dreams until later. But her mind was made up - this all had to be done now, today, this morning. Before there was any more time to hesitate. Her knees began to tremble as she decided she’d follow her brother right now, catch him up, and somehow persuade him to come to the Cove.


Very well, thought Shaz, the adventure has begun!


Meanwhile, Mum, of course, did have a shopping list for Mrs Puggle, but it wasn’t as long as usual, and Toby guessed he could get everything from the local Tesco Express in Rocklesham, probably in one bag. And he didn’t mind all that much: Mrs Puggle was a dear soul, whom Toby liked and respected enormously. And she always had sweets. Mrs Puggle was eighty-something, lived alone and was for ever cheerful. He found these facts both incredible and delightful. So he invariably came away feeling good. Not to mention stuffed full of chocolate!


Three quarters of an hour later, coming out of Tesco’s, lightly laden with a solitary bag, Toby was surprised to meet Shaz. She was looking sheepish. “Sorry I was rude earlier,” she murmured, “I was unkind.”


Toby peered at her suspiciously. An apology? What did his little sister want?


“By the way, pity about Uncle Arthur.”


Curiouser and curiouser, thought Toby, this doesn’t seem like the Shaz I know. Thought she couldn’t stand Uncle Arthur. But he smiled dutifully, anyway, and merely said: “OK. Thanks.”


“When you’ve dropped off your shopping to Mrs Puggle,” she went on, “I’ve got something I’d like you to see.”


Toby frowned, wondering what Shaz was up to. “Well, all right, but I hope it doesn’t take long,” he said with a shrug. “I’m due to meet Kevin.”


Shaz smiled weakly and nodded, biting her lip. Very suspicious, thought Toby, noticing this out of the corner of his eye. He inclined his head slightly in grudging agreement and they set off.


Mrs Puggle, who lived in a cottage in Rocklesham Bay, was out when Toby and Shaz arrived, so they left the shopping bag in the porchway with a note. “Now,” Shaz whispered, looking around as if someone might be listening, “this way!”


Toby said nothing, but followed his sister down the path that led away from Mrs Puggle’s cottage. The sky was bright, seagulls cawed, warm air wafted gently, carrying the salt tang of brine and seaweed.


Soon, they had reached the cliff path, which followed the coast eastward, away from Rocklesham Bay towards Pebble Cove. Toby had walked this route a hundred times before and wondered why Shaz was taking them along it. And with such purpose! But why Pebble Cove? This was obviously where they were headed, because this was the only route to the Cove. I really hope this doesn’t take too long, he thought, as they rounded a headland. He hadn’t bothered with his watch today, but time seemed to be getting on, and he didn’t want Kevin to think he wasn’t coming and to go off somewhere without him.


When at last they reached Pebble Cove, Shaz was relieved to find it deserted: the presence of other people would have presented her with a distinct problem. “There,” she breathed, with a sigh, “my Secret Castle!”


Toby could see nothing. Except, of course, sand, pebbles and rocks.


“So what am I looking at?” he enquired, hesitantly.


“I don’t believe you. Look!!”


Toby looked.


Still he could see nothing out of the ordinary.


Shaz took him by the hand. “Come on,” she said, “we obviously need to get closer.”


A couple of minutes later, they were on the shingle, only yards from the breaking surf. And at last - Toby saw it. For there in front of him, a small cluster of grey pinnacles, which from a distance looked like part of a rocky outcrop growing from the base of the low cliffs, had actually become the spires and turrets of a tiny, magnificent castle. He blinked; because he could also see, quite clearly, the walls, the fortifications, the outer bailey, the keep, and the castle’s curtain wall with its crenellated top. But all in incredible miniature! Even a moat! Toby was both astonished and lost for words.


“I never noticed this before,” he breathed, at last “and I’ve been here a thousand times!”


“It’s cool, isn’t it?” whispered Shaz.


“So where has it come from?” he enquired.


“No idea,” she said, the fear deep inside her growing. “It’s not always here - it comes and goes. I saw it for the first time during the Easter holidays.”


“You never said anything.”


“I told Mum. She didn’t believe me.”


Doesn’t surprise me, thought Toby. He grunted. “I suppose,” he admitted, “if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would have thought it was one of your famous fairy tales.”


“They’re not fairy tales,” complained Shaz, crossly. “They’re myth, legend, fantasy. That sort of thing. Like Lord of the Rings.”


Toby rolled his eyes and groaned. “Beware the might of Mordor,” he intoned in a gruff imitation of what he clearly regarded as a Voice of Doom.


Shaz ignored him. It was usually by far the best way, she’d found.


“You read too much,” Toby remarked. He paused a moment. “You haven’t told anyone else about this?”


“No.”


Toby felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. This wasn’t right. “I don’t like this,” he muttered, “don’t you think we should go?”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” snapped Shaz, pretending to sound brave, “haven’t you got any sense of adventure?”


“I know when to steer clear of things that look dangerous,” he countered. “And anyway you shouldn’t have been down here on your own!” He turned to face her squarely. “Why are you showing me this now?”


Shaz ignored him and said, simply: “A little closer won’t hurt.”


Therefore, curiosity getting the better of him, Toby began treading forward across the shingle beach. Strangely, he noticed, as he and Shaz advanced, so the Castle seemed to grow. Whereas before, the turrets and towers were small enough to look down upon, so now they were bigger, and he found he had to look up at them. The whole Castle had grown enormous. Full size. Real!


Toby stopped in his tracks. “Wait a minute,” he said, “this can’t be happening. It’s some kind of trick.”


Shaz grabbed his arm. “Well I hope that’s a trick,” she said, pointing to a large object rapidly approaching.


“Oh, my God,” exclaimed Toby, in horror, “it’s a giant crab!!”


“Run!” cried Shaz.


Toby needed no further encouragement. Realising the Castle was their best means of escape, they dashed towards it, running as they’d never run before. The crab, however, was faster. Its claws snapped, its legs scurried, its hot breath stank, its mouth drooled, an evil eye stared. In no time the thing was upon them! A sharp corner of claw tore through Toby’s shirt, scraping his skin and drawing blood. Shaz grabbed his hand. “Quickly,” she cried. “Look, the drawbridge is down!”


“I know, but the Castle doors are shut!”


With micro-seconds to spare, Toby and Shaz plunged across the moat and hammered for all they were worth on the great oak doors. The crab followed, swishing its claws at them back and forth. Again it found contact with Toby, who screamed loudly in awful pain. A great spurt of blood gushed from the wound. But, with a mighty rumble, huge doors parted, closing again behind the two youngsters as they fell upon the ground inside the Castle itself.


Toby clutched his arm, face screwed up in agony. Shaz was there at once. “Take your shirt off,” she said, quickly. Toby did so. Then Shaz tied it around his arm tightly enough to stem the bleeding. They sank to the ground.


“Wow!” exclaimed Toby, “so this is what you wanted to show me?”


“I’ve never been this close before,” she said, unable to hide the tremble in her voice. “I’m sorry, Toby, I didn’t know!”


“OK, so now what?”


Tears formed in the corners of Shaz’s eyes. Her mouth puckered, and she shook her head, unable to speak.


“How come the Castle got so big?” asked Toby, not really noticing his sister’s anguish. “And giant crabs?”


Shaz took a deep breath, closed her eyes for a moment and considered. “The Castle isn’t any bigger,” she said at last, “and there are no giant crabs. We’re smaller.”


“WHAT?!”


“Didn’t you notice,” Shaz said, “that as we got closer to the Castle, everything around us seemed to become mega-huge?”


“Well, I don’t know about you,” Toby said, “but I was too busy escaping that bloody crab!”


“Language!”


“I don’t care! That thing nearly had my arm off!”


Shaz looked mystified. “Why didn’t the crab get smaller, like us?”


“No idea,” replied Toby, rubbing his arm. “All I care about at the moment is that the Castle door is shut and that monster is on the other side of it! So - again - now what?”


“How should I know?” sighed Shaz, truthfully. Well, she’d got Toby into the Castle. She took a few deep breaths. Was this the time to tell Toby about Mother Vivian? But where was she? Shaz was half hoping that Mother Vivian would be there somewhere so she could explain everything. In her dreams, she would be outside on the beach, with the Castle shrouded in a thin mist at the far end. Then suddenly they would be inside. Alarmingly, however, Mother Vivian was nowhere to be seen. Worse still, she didn’t recognise where in the Castle they’d ended up. True, as in her dreams, there were no people. But unlike her dreams, neither were there any furnishings or tables of food. And it was dark and gloomy. She heaved a great sigh and stared at the stone floor, trying hard to think of what to say. Truthfully, all she wanted to do now was to leave as soon as possible.


Toby, on the other hand, had become fired with interest. He peered around, surprised to see that they were in a large chamber and no longer in the open air: normally, he recalled from History lessons, the outer wall of a castle surrounded a large, grassy area known as the outer bailey. Here, however, they were inside some kind of large round tower, lit only by four tiny windows high above. At ground level all around were many doors. Then he gave a grunt. “This must be the Gatehouse,” he said, suddenly remembering a bit more History. “It’s vast!”


“I don’t think I like it here,” whispered Shaz nervously, putting off the idea of telling Toby any more about the Castle and her dreams. “A way out would be a good idea.”


“Well, behind the door we came in by,” said Toby, “lies our friend the crab. Perhaps we should try one of these other doors?”


“Could be just as bad,” Shaz muttered quietly.


“So what have we got to lose?”


“I don’t know.” Is all this really happening, she thought, or is it tonight’s dream, and perhaps I’m actually going to wake up soon? A great wave of panic washed over her. She had to get out. Now. “Come on,” she said quickly, moving over towards one of the nearer doorways, “let’s try this.” And without further ado, she’d turned its iron handle and disappeared through the opening. The door swung shut behind her with a great clang.


Toby was aghast. He got up, and as he did so, his head spun; he reeled, and the whole space he was in seemed to turn into a giant roundabout. He staggered to the place where he thought Shaz had vanished. Heaving against the portal’s heavy woodwork, Toby turned its great metal handle and tottered across the threshold.


What he then saw amazed him. It also filled him with horror and dread. Because, not only was there no sign at all of Shaz, but he found himself on a wild and apparently boundless moor. Rain lashed against him, clouds scudded across a leaden sky, giant crows wheeled, and, when he turned around, he saw that Shaz’s Secret Castle was no longer anywhere to be seen!




II





Darkmoor


Toby was now very, very scared. Even more scared than when he’d been chased by the giant crab. Where was he? Where was the Secret Castle? What had happened to Shaz? And quite apart from feeling suddenly cold and wet, he felt utterly alone, utterly deserted, and utterly helpless.


What he saw in front of him seemed awful: rainswept bare ground, covered in short, dark green grass and moss. No hedges. No trees that he could see. Just endless and boundless land, rolling on and on and on. And incessant rain. Far away, over to his right, another flock of crows could be seen wheeling and swooping, their cries carrying faintly on the stiff, cold breeze, to join with the screeching of the birds still circling above him. And in the sky, the clouds continued to race.


Toby shivered. Well, he thought, at least he seemed to be the right size now. He twisted his arm to look at his crab wound. Although it was still sore, the bleeding had stopped, so he untied his shirt and put it back on. Even so, he wished he’d been wearing something warmer. But how was he to know he was going to end up in this wet wilderness? He looked around for Shaz. Still no sign. Where was she? A sound ahead caught his attention. Taking a few steps forward, he cocked his head, straining his ears. Was that running water he could hear? Rainwater, he supposed. But a dozen or so more paces brought him to a narrow brook, chattering miserably through a shallow channel of cracked rock, winding its way around a very small hillock, where it disappeared from view. A couple of weeks earlier, Toby had watched an adventure film on TV, in which the hero, lost in a dense jungle, followed a small river which eventually guided him out of the jungle and back to safety. Now although Toby wasn’t in a jungle, the situation was definitely similar, he realised. So he decided to do the same. Follow the brook. What else was there?


Toby set off, the water chattering beside him.


His thoughts turned again to his sister. Was she still inside the Castle? If so, what horrors were waiting for her? Being eaten by a dragon, slain by an evil wizard, or thrown into a dungeon? If she’d gone back through the door that led to Pebble Cove, perhaps she was safe; crabs permitting. But if that awful monster was there, would Shaz escape it? The idea brought Toby out in a cold sweat. Of course, on the other hand, if she’d left through one of the other doors and she hadn’t arrived where he was, she must be in some other land. Somewhere. Toby found this notion even worse than all the others.


It wasn’t as if Toby knew Shaz would cope: he was pretty sure she wouldn’t. She was, after all, or at least had been, autistic. When she was three and a half, she’d suddenly gone from a boisterous tom-boy to a silent shadow of a girl who never spoke and ignored everyone for most of the time. She would spend hours, if not all day, in her bedroom, staring out across the fields, eyes wide, head tilted at a peculiar angle. It wasn’t until she was five and a bit that she’d - equally suddenly - emerged from her trance-like state. At school, which she started soon afterwards, she seemed reasonably normal, though always very quiet, reading a great deal, and with few friends. So things went on, and, apart from a brief lapse into autistic mode once when she was nearly nine, an episode which lasted less than a month, she progressed well in lesson time and excelled in the writing and telling of stories, which were often outrageously vivid!


The family GP, however, had warned that her autism was unstable, and although she was all right for the moment, she could become unwell at any time without warning, as unfortunately no one quite knew how her condition might be triggered.


Toby trudged onwards, all these thoughts battling through his mind. If Shaz had a relapse now, in a strange land, without anyone to help her, how on earth was she going to cope? After what seemed like an eternity of walking, he looked about him. The countryside appeared exactly the same. No difference at all: grey, cold, wet, and barren. He felt he hadn’t got anywhere. His legs began to slow down, and an immense tiredness descended upon him. He sat down on a rock to wipe his face, which was soaked with rain, while the sad water of the brook, like a stream of tears running across an old and wrinkled cheek, flowed on. Everything’s crying, Toby thought, the sky is crying and the land is crying! In his own misery, and worried to death about his sister, Toby felt his eyes becoming moist, and bit his tongue deliberately to stop his own tears forming: after all, boys didn’t give way to uncontrollable sobbing, did they? Though he certainly felt like it: oh! how he could have wept just then! Toby took a few deep breaths in an effort to recover himself, and, at last, made his mind up to move on.


Before too long, Toby found himself walking more determinedly. Eventually, the brook was joined by more brooks and became a stream and then a narrow river as other tributaries joined it. He’d been going for some time, and was beginning to get a little disheartened again, when all at once Toby was struck by a familiar smell: cooking! He looked hard in front of him, and, to his surprise and delight, saw a curl of smoke rising up beyond a clump of withered trees. He doubled his pace. In less than two minutes, he’d passed them, and there, nestling in a broad hollow at the foot of a very steep hill, he saw it. A cluster of buildings! Old, grey, stone buildings, grouped together beside what seemed to be a church with a stumpy tower. In a small garden to one side, full of vegetables, several dark-clad figures stooped and prodded the ground with spades and hoes. Picking his way carefully across the ground, Toby walked towards them.


Suddenly, one of the figures, straightening up, noticed him and gave a cry. The others looked, too, and all of them stopped what they were doing, and put their tools down. Toby hesitated. Then the figure who had seen him first raised an arm and called to him. Toby didn’t catch what was said because his words were carried off on a sharp gust of wind. But the tone seemed friendly, so Toby continued his approach. “Hello,” he said, at length, when he judged he was near enough to be heard, but still far enough away to escape if he had to, “my name’s Toby Tallis, and I’m afraid I’m lost.”


“Welcome,” said the man, “you have arrived at Darkmoor Abbey.”


“Darkmoor Abbey?” queried Toby. “I’ve never heard of Darkmoor Abbey.” They’re monks, Toby realised. And this was where they lived: this was their monastery. Not that he knew much about monks.


“Well,” said the man in black robes, who was obviously one of the Abbey monks, “we’re in the middle of Darkmoor, part of the Wasteland. It’s very desolate, I’m afraid.”


Toby was about to reply, but a bell sounded from the tower of the Abbey church, and the monk held up a finger to indicate silence. Then he crossed himself and bowed his head in silent prayer. The other monks in the garden did the same.


I wonder whether they know the way back to the Castle, Toby thought. And where was Shaz right now? Better off than him, he hoped. And what if they didn’t get back home for a long time - like, days? There’d be one mega row!! What on earth would his father say?
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