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Other books in this series:


Rory MacSween and the Secrets of Urquhart Castle incorporating The Story of the Mythical Highland Haggis.


Rory MacSween and the Rescue.


Circle’s End.




Dedication


This book is dedicated to the memory of my friend and illustrator, William ‘P’ Petherick, who has now joined his true love, Freda, in the afterlife.




Preface


Rory was a very unusual young man of 16 years. He was physically very striking with his highly developed muscular six-foot-four-inch frame and square-jawed handsome face framed by his shoulder-length red hair. He was the epitome of a highland warrior in his full one-piece MacSween tartan kilt with his magic longsword strapped to his back. But his appearance, although intimidating, was not what made him special. He possessed the Hagpipe, made from the right-hand tusk of the first ever haggis, which gave him all its mystical, magical properties, including increased strength, speed and intelligence.


His own abilities, which were numerous, were also multiplied by the power of the Hagpipe in accordance with his age until his 33rd birthday. Among its many magical properties, it imbued him with healing powers, which he had already used to cure his mother from imminent death and, in the process, burn his soul pure. One of the more unusual features of the Hagpipe occurred when it was blown; it gave Rory the ability to command the Mythical Highland Creatures of Scotland and to open the Time Travelling Portals located on the ley lines. Hag the Haggis, Ben the Great Scottish Eagle, and Nessie the Loch Ness Monster were his friends with whom he could mentally communicate. They could travel with him through the natural, ancient portals to any time and place where they connected. He had already called on the assistance of his creature friends to save his father from the Vikings and reunite him with his dying mother.


Now he was being ordained by St Columba to save the world by recovering the Grail Box, a direct link to God, from impending capture by evil forces intent on its destruction. The Grail Box was the resting place of every Holy Relic, including the Grail Cup and death shroud of Jesus, along with the Ten Commandments and all the original, complete religious scriptures which could reunite or destroy mankind.


It could only be touched by the Pure One!


The great evil, embodied in human form, was out to destroy it and remake the world into a hungry place of hate without love or compassion. It had a plan to make Rory despair and to crush all that he loved.


Hag, Ben and Nessie had aided Rory in the past, but could even their awesome power help him this time?


The ultimate confrontation between good and evil was imminent, and Rory might have to fight this battle alone and also save his daughters, who were lost in time. The fate of the whole human race and that of his little girls rested in his hands.


Read on as Rory begins his most important adventure to date. Can he square the circle in time and defeat Evil itself?
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J.A. KAY was born in 1960 and raised on the west coast of Scotland, where he completed secondary education at Greenwood Academy in Dreghorn. He was fortunate to have the author William MacIlvanney, the Scottish novelist, short story writer and poet, as his English teacher in the 1970s. His success inspired him to put his own stories to paper. Other notable pupils educated at the Academy during this time and thereafter include the actress Julie Graham, singer-songwriter Eddi Reader and the First Minister of Scotland Nicola Sturgeon.


The author served as a police constable for 30 years in Scotland and decided to write as a hobby on his retirement. His interests include freemasonry, rugby, martial arts, real ale, and spending time with his two adult children and three grandchildren, not necessarily in that order.


His background of dealing with and experiencing emotional and sometimes traumatic, life-changing experiences was highlighted when he was run down by a car while on duty. He was subsequently diagnosed with PTSD, which sparked his stories into life as a mechanism for dealing with this condition. This was balanced by a good sense of humour that all the emergency services develop to deal with the unpredictable, stressful situations presented to them, which is evident in his writing. With these life experiences providing valuable background information, and the ale acting as a catalyst for his imagination, these stories were developed.


The author has travelled extensively in Scotland and abroad and has been aware of the cultural and mythical stories of the creatures from the Highlands of Scotland since childhood. Loch Ness has been visited by him both as a child and adult, where the stories of the Monster and the Wild Haggis were implanted in his mind.


He became aware of the history of the Druids and the power of the ley lines when serving in Kilwinning, where the police office is adjacent to the ancient abbey and ‘Lodge Number 0’, which is reputed to be the first Masonic Lodge of Freemasons in Scotland if not the world.


He learned at this time that all the ley lines passed through both Stonehenge and the Kilwinning Abbey and has witnessed this power seeping out, affecting the local area. He was stationed in Kilwinning when a piece of masonry fell from the abbey through the roof of a colleague’s car. He had researched the ley lines and raised his fist, and voiced his disbelief in the magic contained within the ruins of the building. He never recovered from this shock and retired from the police service as a result.


Much of what is written is factually correct, but it is up to you, the reader, to decide what to believe or dismiss. But in either case, enjoy the story.


J.A. Kay
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CHAPTER 1


Mason Knight Templar


The local St Columba senior priest (well, the only priest), unusually named Mason Knight Templar, lived at the nearby but remote Kilmory Chapel, situated along the bleak hill road from Castle Sween towards the west coast sea, known as the Sound of Jura. Mason was a very fit, mysterious, medium-built man in his seventieth year. He stood tall, unstooped at six foot (1.82 metres) in height, and moved with a stealthy gait.


He was named after his great grandfather, who had been a Knight Templar on the ill-fated Third Crusade to Jerusalem with Richard the Lionheart. Mason was a young man when he joined the Order of the Knights Templar, following in the family tradition, and he knew all of the order’s secrets. Now an old man, he was the society’s highest-ranking member and the guardian of the graves of the Templar Knights, all of whom were buried at Kilmory Chapel, including his grandfather.


He was exceptionally pleased this Christmas Day to see Rory and his parents, the new Laird and Lady of Knapdale, arrive for this special service following their recent ousting of the treacherous John De Menteith the Younger at Castle Sween. (Refer to Book 2 The Rescue.)


The chapel was rectangular in shape with a thatched roof. It was small but very sturdily built with the local Keil rock. It was the perfect place for worship as a Keil, translated as a church. A wall of the same Keil rock surrounded the full graveyard and the chapel with a central path leading up the slight incline to its single sheltered door, facing east, away from the sea and Loch Sween.


Mason watched carefully as the congregation arrived and saw Rory go white in the face as he stepped into the hallowed ground of the chapel. It was obvious to Mason how disturbed he was looking, as if he was walking on his own grave. He approached Rory, exchanging a warm and very secretive handshake with him and his dad, the new laird, welcoming them to the chapel.


Mason knew how special a person he was greeting, and he was looking forward to having a private word with the ‘Great One’ at the Christmas ball in Castle Sween, to which his father, the laird, had just invited him.


He concluded the Christmas Service in a very timely manner and was the first to publicly give his blessing to the new regime in charge at Castle Sween in front of the whole congregation within the chapel.


More importantly, he privately forwarded Laird Ruaidri a Christmas present of a very substantial credit note that he had received that very morning by the interdoonet (carrier pigeon post) from Abbot MacCallum at Castle Urquhart, vouching for the wealth of the MacSween! The monks of St Columba were the nation’s bankers, and their credit notes could be redeemed wherever they were based. The physical assets of the MacSween’s were under lock and key in their vault at Urquhart Castle.


Christmas was a very joyous affair in Castle Sween, and Laird Ruaidri and his wife, Lady Mary, had been waiting for this day since they first returned to Scotland with Rory as a child. At long last, they were home, with all their assets restored. They were very happy and very generous to all who attended the grand feast that had been hurriedly prepared for the Christmas ball in the communal hall of Castle Sween, which was a lot smaller than the great hall of Urquhart Castle. It was jammed full, with no room to swing even a cat, never mind to carry out a jig (dance), but everyone seemed to manage.


It was fortunate that it was a very well-designed castle, which even had a privy on its top level. This was much appreciated by the guests because of all the free drink that was flowing. The only thing missing, Rory thought, was Heather, his fiancée, and he stood apart from all the guests doing their thing on the dance floor and having a great time. He was concerned about his visit to Kilmory Chapel earlier that day, and he spoke or rather shouted above all the noise to Mason Knight Templar, arranging to meet the St Columba priest there the next day. Rory wanted to find some explanation for the strange feeling and the perception of his own death that he had experienced on stepping on this holy ground.


Everyone wanted to speak to Rory, who kept being called “Great One”, much to his annoyance. It was sometime later that he managed to escape from the party and get to his bed in his new chambers, near to his parents, who had moved into the luxurious rooms occupied by the previous laird, John De Menteith the Younger.


Rory arose early, looking for answers, making do with leftovers on the feasting table for breakfast as he stepped over the drunken guests sleeping where they had fallen in the hall. It would be some time yet before these sleeping beauties would be awake and able to function, going by the loud snoring coming from them. There was enough food and drink lying about unconsumed, and they would just start partying again.


He made his way to the stables where Jet, his horse, greeted him warmly, looking for a special treat. Fortunately, Rory had lifted some preserved apples left on a table at the feast, which Jet enjoyed as a Christmas treat while being saddled over a blanket for warmth. It was a cold morning, the temperature having dropped to minus ten overnight, and the surrounding hills were white with frost and snow, while the edges of the loch were beginning to freeze.


Rory rode to Kilmory Chapel through a winter wonderland, and he could have been the only living person on the planet as he took in the beautiful scenery around him. He saw and smelt the peat fire burning in the small stone thatched cottage next to the chapel and knew that Mason Knight Temple was up and expecting him. He had left the party early the previous night, knowing that Rory would be visiting him.


The ground crunched below Jet’s hoofs as he rode him down the slight slope on his left towards the chapel. Rory wanted another look around the graveyard prior to speaking to Mason, feeling that was something there that he had to see!


As soon as he passed through the metal gate into the graveyard, he again felt as if he was walking over his own grave. The ground was heavy, with white frost covering everything. Several large flat stones, about seven feet long, were placed on the ground, covering the graves below them. Rory could see nothing because of the frosty covering on them and bent towards the nearest one on his left, touching it to brush away the frost. An electric-like shock surged up his left arm, causing him to recoil from the stone, which began to steam, melting all the frost from its top.


Rory looked at it!
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Engraved on its surface was the image of a giant of a knight, holding a full-length sword identical to his own. The grave was weathered, but Rory recognised the unmistakable Nessie-shaped hilt on the sword grip. He nearly jumped out of his skin when a voice behind him said, “Yes, it’s you.”


He turned and saw Mason standing behind him, dressed in his heavy brown habit, tied at the waist with a stout cord.


No one could walk up on him on this crispy ground surface without Rory hearing them, but Mason had done it! His enhanced hearing should have detected him, Rory thought, but he had been distracted by seeing his own grave!


Rory realised he was dead and was shaken to his core, knowing that all his plans would fail!


Mason said, “Come into the cottage to the warmth, and I will tell you what I know.”


Rory turned and walked with him to the cottage, still shaken at the vision of his own mortality!


A metal kettle was steaming above the fire as Mason poured them both a mug of tea. He began his story of his great grandfather, returning from the Third Crusade to recover the Grail Box with the coffin of this knight and several others they had managed to recover, following the events which had unfolded after the Battle of Arsuf on 7 September 1191.


Saladin’s Saracen forces had suffered heavy losses at the hands of the Templar Knights in this battle and were forced to withdraw. After the Battle of Arsuf, Richard moved his forces towards Ascalon. Anticipating Richard’s next move, Saladin emptied the city and camped a few miles away.


When Richard arrived at the city, he was stunned to see it abandoned, its towers demolished. The next day, when Richard was preparing to retreat to Jaffa, Saladin attacked his army. A furious battle took place where his great grandfather and King Richard I, the Lionheart, barely escaped with their lives. This was due to the bravery of the Templar Knights, including the one buried outside, who had fought furiously to defend them.


Richard managed to save some of his troops and retreated to Ascalon but not before many of the knights were wounded or killed. This was the last major battle between the two forces. All military attempts by Richard the Lionheart to retake Jerusalem thereafter were defeated.


Richard only had two thousand fit soldiers and 50 fit knights left to use in battle. With such a small force, he could not expect or hope to take Jerusalem from the bolstered, multiplying numbers joining Saladin’s Saracen army.


Although Richard got near enough to see the Holy City, he had no other option, being vastly outnumbered, but to return home to bury his dead.


Mason Knight finished his story, stating, “This was passed down to me in records written by my great grandfather who brought the body of this knight home to be buried here, where he originated.”


Something just didn’t feel right about this to Rory!


The fact that he was dead and buried outside just didn’t make sense. Rory wanted to see inside the grave. He knew he could not meet himself, living or dead, as he would be interfering with time. As a result, he would cease to exist, but he was sure he was not in the coffin!


He asked Mason for a shovel. Mason was not happy at all about the grave being desecrated. He took a deep breath and thought, What a crazy position to be in. If you are alive and want to check your own grave to see if you are in it, then surely you can, but as soon as you step into the grave, you will be in it? The whole idea seemed preposterous as he handed Rory a shovel, rubbing his throbbing head from thinking about it.


He watched Rory return to his own grave. The ground around it was soft, following the defrosting caused by Rory’s touch. He easily lifted the seven-foot-long, enormously heavy gravestone with his image carved on it, standing it against the stone wall surrounding the graveyard to replace it later.


Rory’s image looked down on him as he dug down through the soft earth for about six feet until he hit the top of the still preserved, heavy wooden coffin. He cleared the soil away from its lid, revealing a burnt mark on its surface, showing the eight-pointed Templar Cross of St John the Evangelist.


Mason recognised this cross and identified its significance to Rory, advising him that the occupant within was a Knight Templar. Rory felt the Hagpipe tingling against his skin below his shirt as he carefully prised open the coffin lid with the shovel.


It was empty!


No skeleton or any bones at all! Well, it was not quite empty. In there was a grey wrapped cloth in its middle looking in remarkably good condition.


Rory reached inside and lifted the surprisingly heavy bundle of cloth from the coffin with his left hand as an electric bolt passed between him and it. It was as if a connection had been remade, as if a switch had been thrown, turning on a light.


Rory, with his Hagpipe-enhanced physical abilities, easily jumped up and out of the grave, landing beside Mason Knight. He was more shocked than Rory to see the grave empty and was very curious as to what had been so important to be concealed within.


Rory saw his interest in the bundle he was holding. Mason was the guardian of the graveyard. Rory knew it was his place to unwrap it and handed the bundle to him. Mason was taken aback at its weight, carefully unfolding the grey cloth to reveal a large grey cloak with an attached hood. Inside was a pure white tabard, marked on its front with the Red Cross of St John.


Rory watched Mason’s face go white with shock as he opened the cloth, revealing a shiny brass triangle with the shape of an eye in its middle. Mason felt unable to hold it, sitting it on top of the wall of the graveyard. He joined his index fingers and thumbs together, making them into the shape of a triangle, and raised both hands up to his right eye. Looking through it, he bowed towards the brass triangle on the wall. This is very strange behaviour indeed, thought Rory, as Mason picked up the triangle and walked back to his cottage with it, holding it close to his body like a prized possession.


It was time for whisky, not tea, as Rory quickly reinstated the grave with his super speed and strength and watched in amazement as the ground refroze over the gravestone as he replaced it. One could not tell that it had even been disturbed as Rory joined Mason in his cottage. A large whisky was waiting for him as Mason started on his second, the brass triangle laid out on the wooden table in front of him.


Mason asked Rory to sit next to him as he explained what he had recovered. “It is the symbol of the Order of the Knights Templar containing all their secrets, created by St John when he founded the order to protect the Grail Box in AD 45.”


Rory remembered this from his school lessons on his eighth birthday when he had found the Hagpipe. They were both born in a leap year on the summer equinox on the 24th of June, the only difference being that Saint John had been born in AD 15.


He was a disciple of Jesus and had written the Gospel of St John and the Book of Revelation in the Bible! Mason explained that, without this symbol, the Knights Templar would not exist to protect the Grail Box that St John had hidden in Jerusalem. No one knew how St John had come into possession of it, but Rory was starting to understand why he was here and what he had to do.


But first, he would have to know what all the symbols and letters on it meant?




CHAPTER 2


Knight Rory


Mason told Rory that what he was going to explain to him was a Higher Degree from the one he had received when he became a Warrior of HAGI. (* See Appendix.) He had to know this information as Mason was in no doubt that Rory was the ‘Pure One’. On completion of his instruction, he would knight Rory, making him a Knight Templar.


Rory was intrigued as Mason showed him the front and back of the brass equilateral triangle. The front had what looked like an open eye in its middle, a perfect circle offset to look oval with a dot in its centre, Mason explained that it depicted the All-Seeing Eye of FIRE!


The front triangle’s sides were marked with equally spaced grooves, giving the impression of a stone wall to contain the Eye of Fire. At the pinnacle of the triangle, above the eye, was an M-shaped engraving in the shape of a bird, symbolic of the Great Scottish Eagle, the most powerful creature in the sky! It corresponded to the engraved letter ‘W’ in the same position on its reverse side, which referred to the power of the WIND!


The bottom left corner on its front had an inverted ‘U’ that looked like a mound of soil which Mason explained representing the power of the EARTH! On the same spot, on its reverse, was the letter ‘H’ referring to the haggis, the most powerful creature on Earth!


The bottom right corner, on the front, had three squiggly lines like a ‘W’ representing waves, similar to the three humps of Nessie protruding from the water.


On the reverse, on the same spot, was a very strange back to front letter ‘N’ referring to Nessie, the most powerful creature in the sea and the Power of Water!


When combined, all four symbols on the front represented the powers of creation and the planet: EARTH, WIND, FIRE AND WATER!


The reverse middle of the triangle was blank, symbolic of endless possibilities. The letters around it were very strange looking and Mason could see the quizzical look on Rory’s face as he said, “Hold it up to the mirror!”
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All of the letter became clear as some moved position and became readable. Between the bottom left letter, ‘H’ for Haggis to the top letter ‘W’ for Wind were the letters ‘E’ and ‘O’ and on the right side, between ‘W’ for Wind and bottom ‘N’ for Nessie, were the letters ‘F’ and ‘W’.


On the base of the triangle on the rear between the ‘H’ for Haggis and ‘N’ for Nessie were the letters ‘W’ and ‘O’.


Rory could see no pattern to these nine letters, which in the mirror read from the top W, F, W, N, O, W, H, E, O. Mason explained and showed Rory how to rearrange the letters, which now read NOW, FOE and WHW!


“NOW and FOE represent the power of acting in the present and to be constantly aware of the evil enemy,” said Mason. The last three letters WHW were random and made no sense to Rory. Mason saw the confused look on Rory’s face and said, “These are the most important letters of them all and means, When Hope Won, in reference to a great battle that is to come!


Mason continued his instruction and explained the sign of identification between fellow knights, which was only to be disclosed in private. “On seeing this symbol, complete the actions you saw me perform at the graveside.” Mason raised both hands, with his index fingers and thumbs joined together in the shape of a triangle up to his right eye, looked through it and gave a slight bow.


Rory was rapt with attention, recording every word and action to his enhanced memory!


Mason continued, “The grip of identification is the same as the Warriors of HAGI, taking hold of the right hand, pressing three fingers into the palm while squeezing the top of the hand with your thumb. You always cover the right hand with your left, so no one sees what you are doing.”


“The password is the letters ‘E’, ‘W’, ‘W’ and ‘F’ for Earth, Wind, Water and Fire. You give a letter each to the person you are interrogating who replies with the next letter until all four are exchanged.”


“This is all you need to know to be identified as a Knight of the Temple,” said Mason Knight Temple as he finished, “but there is a token of identification.”


Mason reached into a concealed pocket in his habit and removed a gold triangular object no larger than a palm-sized penny coin. It was a miniature version of the brass symbol, except the rear of it was not blank but engraved with the cross of St John.


Mason stated, “You must keep this on your person at all times, and it can be used to redeem a favour from any fellow knight.”


He noticed the quizzical look on Rory’s face and continued, “You can take this pure gold with you through the portals, as it comes from the MacLeod’s gold mine where you recovered the elements to repair your magic sword, and the powerful symbols on it will aid its passing.”


Rory was dumbstruck. How did Mason know so much about him? Abbot MacCallum and the monks of St Columba must have been talking to him. They were keeping secrets from him still!


Mason continued, “There is a specific way you must exchange this to ask for a favour until you can repay your debt and have it returned to you.”


He showed Rory how to conceal it under the three fingers of his right hand as if he were giving the grip with the thumb on top and how to pass it into the palm of the knight whose help, he wanted.


“When you have paid your debt and want your token back, the process is reversed,” he instructed Rory. “I will have a new one made for you and trust you with mine until you have completed your task and return it to me.”


Mason then asked Rory to put on the white tabard and cloak. They fitted perfectly as if they had been made for him. Rory knelt in front of Mason as he raised his sword and knighted him, dubbing him Sir Rory, Knight of the Temple of St John.


Mason raised Rory to his feet with that special handshake and explained that he now possessed a great deal of information that he would have to know before embarking on his quest to recover the Grail Box. He asked Rory if he could return to see him over the winter for further instruction which was vital as it explained the origins of the Christian Religion as currently practised. He suspected Rory had played or would play an integral part in past events leading to its development.


Rory suspected the same, with one of the main points being that he would travel far back in time to make the brass triangle for St John and give it to him to start his order to protect the Grail Box. He agreed to return over the winter and planned to start his quest to see St John on his seventeenth birthday on the 24th of June. He wanted as much power as possible to fulfil his task. He knew he would get another boost to it on this date following the summer equinox increasing its supply to the Hagpipe. The right tusk from the first haggis would, he knew, continue to increase his abilities until his thirty-third birthday. This was a new adventure for him, and he did not believe in coincidence anymore. He was sure everything had a plan, albeit one that he could not understand!


The first thing Rory wanted to do, he thought on his ride back to Castle Sween on Jet, was to visit the Castle Blacksmiths. He wanted to practise his skills and make a copy of the brass triangle from his memory of it. He knew he would have no trouble finding brass in the time of St John. It had been in existence since prehistory in the Bronze Age, in the third millennium BC. It was easy to make, being a copper-zinc alloy, which was very durable and easy to cast. He could not take any metal object with him except Hans, his magic sword, and his sgian dubh, which both contained parts of the left first haggis tusk. Also, he could now take Masons gold token.


But there were problems!


He did not want to leave his token in the past, using it as money. The monks of St Columba had not been in existence that far in the past, so he was unable to rely on them. He would have to acquire gemstones which were small and valuable for currency. As he rode, deep in thought, he hardly noticed the sky grew grey, and the wind picked up from the north. It was the first major storm of the winter, and being caught in the open was not a good idea!


Warlock Stan, alias John Grant, was embracing his newfound power and experimenting with it. He sat in the middle of the pentagram in the cottage of the Grant Witch, looking into a saucer of black ink. It cleared into an image showing Rory on horseback travelling along the high single-track dirt road at the left side of Loch Sween. Stan saw the storm and decided to give it a nudge taking hold of his black evil-filled crystal around his neck. He projected the evil contained within it into the storm cloud with an instruction to make Rory its target!


The grey cloud turned black and cut the light from the sky instantaneously, as if a solar eclipse had occurred, plunging Rory into darkness. Jet began to rear and prance about, feeling this unnatural storm as it hit Rory with a full blizzard. The snow struck, covering him as if a white sheet had been thrown over him.


Rory dismounted and took hold of Jet’s reigns, talking softly, to calm him. He, too, could feel the unnatural element in the storm, which was the same as when he had rescued St Columba as he travelled to Scotland. (*See Appendix.) Rory was blinded and could not discern in which direction he was facing on the road. He was in grave danger of falling off the track and down the hillside into Loch Sween. He knew he would survive, but Jet would not! He held onto his horse, who was beginning to froth at his bit in fear.


Evil Stan ‘Was the Man’, he laughed at the vision of Rory in distress in front of him and at how easily he could manipulate the storm. He conjured up a lightning strike and thunderbolt to throw Rory’s horse over the edge. The sky lit up, letting Rory see how close to the edge of the road he was. He braced himself, holding onto Jet, waiting for the thunderclap, which he knew would send Jet into a frenzy. The air vibrated with a clash around him, but Rory easily held Jet with his enhanced strength. However, if this did not stop, he would be the one injuring his horse, holding him down as he struggled.


Rory had to do something. He pulled the Hagpipe out from below his shirt by its thong around his neck. He raised it to his lips and visualised a white light as he blew it towards the black sky. The shrill screech of the Hagpipe vibrated through the air, taking on the physical appearance of a pure white light as it expanded out in waves towards the black cloud. When it connected with the blackness, it pulsed and vibrated, turning it back to the natural grey of a normal winter storm. The clouds throbbed, beating the evil black backwards, increasing in speed until the whole sky was clear.


Evil Stan was unprepared as the saucer mirror of ink exploded in front of him as his spell recoiled on him. A blizzard of snow and ice blew out of it like a tornado, covering him and the whole interior of the cottage with snow, burying him as if he were under an avalanche!


That would cool him down for a while!


Jet calmed down at the removal of the malevolence from the storm as Rory walked him back to the castle and a warm stable. The storm did not abate, and the whole area was soon a winter wonderland covered in deep snow.


It was going to be a long, very cold winter!




CHAPTER 3


St Paul and Constantine


Spring eventually came as Rory sent the last pigeon that Mason Knight Temple had to Castle Urquhart and to Abbot MacCallum, the head monk and banker of the monks of St Columba. It contained his fifty-pound credit note, which he had given him all those years before in exchange for the six haggis tusks. One of them had turned out to be very valuable indeed, being the left-hand tusk from the first ever haggis and now comprised the grip of his magical sword ‘Hans’, which he had remade.


The interdoonet system comprised carrier pigeons connecting all the St Columba chapels and monasteries in the country. It worked very well but required a constant update of newly trained pigeons to be taken great distances and then released to return home quickly when required. This meant that when spring arrived with the ability to travel, the roads becoming easy again, there would be a constant traffic of monks, moving pigeons and other larger valuables about. Attacks on them were rare due to their renowned fighting ability but more so due to the secret society protecting them as it was considered taboo to interfere with them. Anyone doing so was quickly hunted down and summarily dealt with. A one hundred per cent success rate was guaranteed, and it took a very stupid bandit to attempt to steal from the monks.


It was a bright, crisp, clear-skied morning as ‘Pooie Doo’, the nickname given to Brother Patrick Doogan, the brown-robed Irish teaching monk who had a shaved bald patch on the middle of his head, arrived at Castle Sween. He was in charge of the doocot at Urquhart Castle, and due to that fact, he was always covered in pigeon droppings. He drove his two-horse-drawn cart, full of pigeons segregated in their location-marked carrier boxes, through the castle gates into the courtyard. His cheery smile ignited one on Rory’s face when he saw him, and to readers who know of the character Friar Tuck from Robin Hood, he could have passed as his twin. He was always ready with a joke or witty comment and was very popular. He was welcomed warmly by all, and he was soon holding a frothy pint of ale in his hand. Rory waited until the excitement of a visitor bearing mail and messages from relatives in Castle Urquhart had subsided before he approached Pooie to receive his messages. Heather had sent a bundle of letters basically reiterating her love and concern for Rory to be careful, though she seemed to be withholding something on which he could not quite put his finger.


Pooie went to the rear of the cart as Rory quickly scanned the letters, reading them in super-fast time. Pooie selected a pigeon box from the middle of the cart and removed it, sitting it away from the rest. As Rory watched, Pooie opened it and inserted his hand into the box. Shooing the pigeon aside, he opened a hidden hatch covered in doo poo below the pigeon, a secret place that no thief would have ever found! He removed a small, leather thong-bound bag from the concealed compartment and handed it to Rory.


He took it, emptying the contents onto his large open left palm, which then sparkled in a multicoloured array as the sun reflected off the gems and diamonds. Rory’s mouth dropped open. This was a very special credit rate which he had received. What he was holding was at least 10 times more valuable than the worth of his credit note. What did Abbot MacCallum know, when he was giving him this amount of money for his journey into the past?


Rory spent his time until the summer equinox and his seventeenth birthday studying his condensed Book of St Columba (*See Appendix), which had been given to him by Abbot MacCallum. There were some very strange pictures contained within this book, which Rory had committed to his enhanced memory. One showed a ship, wrecked on rocks in a large bay off a hilly, tropical-looking island in the middle of a fierce black storm. Rory knew by now who was good at making them!


The picture next to it was a cross of light in the sky above a long stone bridge. What was that about?


Rory intuitively felt that his time to find out was drawing near as he polished and practised with ‘Hans’, his magical sword that leapt into his hands from its leather reinforced sheath that was strapped to his back. The sheath was very distinctive, being embossed with the image of Nessie swimming in Loch Ness. He was sure if he called his sword, it would fly to him, and he decided to test his theory, placing it on the far side of his bedroom.


It was his birthday tomorrow, and his power, supplied by the Hagpipe around his neck, would multiply his natural abilities by another year. He held out his right hand and called out to ‘Hans’ in his head. The sword lifted from the ground and flew 10 feet through the air, hilt first, straight into his hand! He could feel the onset of the additional power flowing through him.


He prepared his clothing for the next morning. This comprised his shirt, with his sword and sheath strapped to his back, full highland kilt and leather sporran containing the gems. On his feet, he would wear his long woollen socks with his sgian dubh concealed in the right one and his sturdy leather boots.


Over this, he would wear the pure white tabard marked on its front with the Red Cross of St John. All of this would be covered by the large grey cloak with its attached hood. He knew from experience that he could not get too hot or cold, as the Hagpipe around his neck automatically adjusted his temperature according to the conditions he was experiencing.


He was ready!


Rory was not the only one making plans for the summer equinox. He was being carefully watched by the old Grant Witch and Evil Stan, who had refined his skills as a Warlock under her tuition.


They sat together inside the pentagram carved in the middle of the stone floor in her cottage. It was in the centre of the stone circle hidden in the forest of the Parish of Glen Moriston in the vast Urquhart Estate, which reached from Loch Ness to the mountains far to its west.


The cottage was situated on a major ley line and was a place of great power, feeding the evil force with which they were consumed. It was channelled into the black crystals on the chains they wore around their necks. Both of them looked into the inky black of the saucer in front of them, watching Rory prepare for his journey as they discussed their devious plans against him.


Stan decided he was going to travel to the Keil Cave at Southend on the Mull of Kintyre to ambush St Columba in AD 563, therefore, preventing Christianity from coming to Scotland and giving their evil full reign and changing the whole of the history of Scotland. (*See Appendix.)


The Grant Witch planned to attack St Paul even further back in time in AD 60. She would attack St Paul as he travelled by ship to Rome when her power would also be boosted by the summer equinox. She would ambush St Paul at Malta, stopping him from establishing the Christian religion. His death here would change history and affect the development and fortification of Malta with the aid of the Order of the Knights of St John, the guardians of the Grail Box. She knew if she was successful, Christianity would be stopped in its tracks before word of it travelled to the west and would make the job of destroying the Grail Box and the Christian Religion a certainty!


***


Rory awoke before dawn, having made his goodbyes to his parents the previous night. He dressed and had a good breakfast before climbing up the stone staircase to the top turret of Castle Sween. He had landed here after jumping from the back of his Great Scottish Eagle friend, Ben, just before Christmas in the retaking of Castle Sween from the Menteith’s. (*See Appendix.)


The sky was clear and brightening from the east as the sun’s light illuminated the horizon in a display of pinks, purples and reds prior to its appearance. Rory sent out a mental message to Ben the eagle and Nessie, calling them to him.


As if anticipating his call, Nessie emerged from below the waters of Loch Sween, looking up to him as Ben descended, changing from being a black dot in the sky to a huge eagle, the size of a jet plane, silently hovering above the castle.


Rory communicated his plan to them to travel back in time to see St John as a young man of 20 years in AD 35; he had to try to convince him to create the Order of the Knights of St John. This had to be achieved to protect the Grail Box, which he would afterwards conceal with the help of Joseph of Arimathea following the crucifixion of Jesus.


Nessie telepathically replied in her motherly voice that she would travel with him into the past in case he needed her help as the booming male voice of Ben volunteered to carry him. Rory was very grateful for their help and still amazed at the intuitive connection he had with them, as if they were a part of him and not just his friends.


The power of the Hagpipe was flowing through Rory now as the sun eclipsed the horizon, bathing him in its early morning red light as the multiplication of his 17 years boosted its power. He felt the additional strength flowing through his body as he jumped into the air, soaring 30 feet into the sky as easily as if he were stepping off a kerb and landing on the back of Ben’s neck, who swooped below him as he began to descend.


Rory removed the Hagpipe from below his clothing and blew it as he faced the dawn of a new chapter in his life. The red glow of the sun enveloped and expanded around Ben, Nessie and himself, surrounding them. It was as if they were in a large ball, which went from the sky and down below the water to Nessie.


The extra year of additional power now meant that Rory did not need to pass through a portal or a stone circle to connect to the ley line network to travel along it to his destination.


The red ball of light encompassed all three of them as Ben flew along Loch Sween towards the sea, and Nessie simultaneously swam at the same speed below them. The power of the Hagpipe was flowing through all of them; as Ben picked up speed, it was equally and effortlessly matched by Nessie.


They travelled down the west coast of Britain towards the Atlantic Ocean and France, continuing to pick up speed and distance as they began to travel into the past.


As Rory looked down, he could see major cities on the mainland disappearing brick by brick, taken away by ant-like people moving backwards until only open ground remained.


Once over open sea, nothing seemed to change as waves were waves, but the clouds were all moving backwards at incredible speed. Nessie remained in the bubble and seemed very happy as she was carried along inside it.


The French coastline was on the left now as it joined the now Spanish Kingdoms and Muslim States of the past. They completed a left turn into the hot waters of the Mediterranean Sea dotted with small islands, now popular holiday destinations, towards the jutting foot of the Roman Empire.


Ahead was the Holy Land. A black cloud obscured Rory’s view as it sat stationary over the small hilly Island of Malta. Rory could feel the evil extending from it towards him but could do nothing about it due to the speed at which they were travelling. The bubble struck then burst, exploding in white light.


Rory and Ben were expelled from the bubble, thrown away from it, tumbling forward in time and backwards in direction. The last glimpse he saw below was Nessie, struggling against giant waves near a ship being hurled towards rocks jutting from the main Island of Malta at the land mass of Minstra at Selmun towards two smaller islands, protecting a large bay.


The mental connection between Nessie, Rory and Ben was broken as she saw them disappear. Time was running at a normal pace now and Nessie was stuck in a strange sea in unusually very warm water. A major storm was in full force, but it was a normal storm now as the evil directing it had ceased at the same time as Ben and Rory had disappeared and the opposite forces had collided. Nessie was used to storms and more than capable of dealing with them but the ship on the crest of the giant wave next to her did not have four powerful flippers to control it. In a few seconds it would crash onto the jutting rocks in front of it and be totally destroyed!
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