
    
      
        
          
        
      

    






SWAGMAN

The Guardians of Time - Book One

by Vivienne Lee Fraser

​

www.viviennelfraser.com.au 

––––––––

Copyright © 2019 Vivienne Lee Fraser

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-0-6482181-8-0

––––––––

Formatting and cover design by KILA Designs 

www.kiladesigns.com.au 

Cover image: ©bigstockphoto.com



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SWAGMAN

    

    
      First edition. September 1, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Vivienne Lee Fraser.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0648218180

    

    
    
      Written by Vivienne Lee Fraser.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Vivienne Lee Fraser

	    

      
	    
          
	      Maggie and Marple

          
        
          
	          Love and Mystery

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sweet Christmas Novellas

          
        
          
	          Mistletoe Mix-Up (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Guardians of Time

          
        
          
	          Swagman

          
        
          
	          Alchemist

          
        
          
	          Soldier

          
        
          
	          Suffragette

          
        
          
	          The Guardians of Time Omnibus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Wizard and the Warrior

          
        
          
	          Beginnings

          
        
          
	          Trials

          
        
          
	          Battle

          
        
          
	          Admina's Argument: Stories From the World of The Wizard and The Warriors

          
        
          
	          Amelia's Tale

          
        
          
	          The Wizard and The Warrior Series One

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The World Below

          
        
          
	          The World Below

          
        
          
	          The Minotaur's Maze

          
        
          
	          The Unseelie Court

          
        
          
	          The World Between

          
        
          
	          The World Below: Omnibus Edition (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Into the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Festive Fling

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Vivienne Lee Fraser’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Dedication:

This book will always be for my dad. Although he will never read it, I owe its inspiration to  him, and I hope it would bring a smile to his face.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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EARLY autumn sunlight dappled the forest floor as beating hooves sent the woodland animals scurrying for cover. Sounds of horses crashing through the undergrowth filled the air as the disturbance drew closer. The man glanced around, desperately searching for somewhere safe to hide. These forests were reserved for the royal hunt and, while no edicts had been issued to prevent the collection of wood from crown lands, no one had given him permission to gather there either.

Spying a clump of bushes close to a large tree, the man dragged his load over and hid himself, hoping the shelter would keep him safe from prying eyes and trampling feet. He took his place not a minute too soon. A stag crashed through the foliage, stopping abruptly in the clearing. Ears pricked, the animal stood quivering with exertion, listening for his pursuers.

For a second the woods fell silent. Droplets of blood dripped to the ground from a flesh wound on the deer’s flank. The man knew the king and his cronies would not allow this creature to live. He surveyed the bushes. The slight movement of a branch here, and a crackle of leaves there, telling him men were moving into position to surround the injured beast. 

Eyes swung in fear as the deer realised too late it was trapped. Stamping, nervously seeking a way through the ring of men, its eyes found his. When recounting his tale later, he would swear the poor animal begged him for his life.

From his hiding place, the man observed the hunters reveal themselves. One by one they emerged from the undergrowth, standing silently, until the eerie quiet was disturbed by the twang of a bow string. A lone arrow sped through the air. At the last moment, the frightened beast stepped aside and the bolt whizzed past, finding its home in the stomach of the man standing opposite.

The corpulent target fell to the ground, and time stood still as the watching men collectively gasped. The thud when the body hit the forest floor broke the spell, spurring a frenzy of action. Forgotten, the deer made the most of the distraction and slipped quietly away, while frantic men rushed to their dying comrade. First to reach him, the bowman dropped to his knees beside the body.

‘Sire. Sire, what have I done?’ He wrenched the offending arrow from the prone figure.

As the other hunters drew forward, the injured man clutched at his stomach, as if to halt the flow of blood. Body shuddering, his arms fell to the ground and his eyes stared sightlessly at the canopy of leaves above.

‘Tirel, you fool, you should have left well alone. Gut wounds are always tricky,’ one of the hunters shouted as he reached the group. ‘Here, let me look at him. My god, man, you killed the king.’

‘But ... but ... you all saw I shot at the stag. It was an accident,’ the stricken bowman wailed.

‘We know, but others may not see it that way. Best you get away from here. Head to your lands in Normandie until we sort things out. Go on, quickly, before the rest of them catch us up.’

The pale killer tripped and stumbled in a daze as he left his fellow huntsmen. Seconds later, the sound of retreating hoofbeats confirmed he fled from the scene of his crime as instructed. 

Realising he would not now be able to move until the hunters left, the silent witness settled in to observe the historic event unfold in front of him. Not knowing what to do, the men stood staring at each other, as if waiting for someone else to take control. More horses burst into the clearing. A dark haired, wiry man in royal purple dismounted and strode over to the body, whose lifeforce now mingled with the blood of the deer he had chased to his own death.

‘The New Forest has claimed another of my brothers. Well, the monk did warn King William if he hunted today, he would not return home. The fool should have listened. Come, our king is dead. There is much to do. When we reach the others, we will send a servant back to bring the body home.’

Leaving the dead king, the nobles of the land abandoned their monarch as if he were no more to them than the animals they chased and killed for sport. They made haste back to Winchester to begin their plotting and planning. 

Once the woods were again free of the sound of hunters and horses, the elderly man rose, stretched out the creaks in his body, and walked over to the ruler of Briton. Though he tried, he could not summon pity for the dead man’s fate. He had not been a good king. He had not been well liked. Even so, he did not deserve to end his days rotting in the forest, waiting for servants to come find him.

He retraced his steps until he reached his donkey and cart. After a short walk back to the forest glade, he threw the logs from his hiding place into the cart, where they clattered on top of those he had already collected that day. He moved them around to make a bed for King William Rufus’ body. As a charcoal burner, he could not afford to lose any of his haul, even if his cart was to carry a king.

Making sure everything was secure, the man set off to find the servants from Winchester Castle. The woodsmen knew him and they would be pleased he saved them the effort of collecting the body, most likely even pay him a little something for his efforts.

In his bones he understood he was witness to a pivotal point in the history of this land. He decided once the body was delivered and the reward collected, he would find the apothecary Master Gavin. Together they might be able to do something to ensure the light shone more brightly in Briton after these dark days.
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Chapter One - Once a Jolly Swagman
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JOHN stopped dead in the middle of the street as men, boys and a smattering of women continued to swarm around him, faces fierce and determined. As hundreds of feet kicked up dust, and hundreds of voices yelled and screamed and demanded attention, he wondered how the peaceful protest had so quickly turned into a full scale riot.

Turning at the sound of breaking glass, he spotted a group cheering as the window of a farm goods store cracked, then shattered to the ground. Spurred on by the violent act, others picked up stones and began pelting buildings along Main Street, uncaring whether the owners supported the landholders or them.

One storekeeper was foolish enough to come out to protect his property, but swayed and nearly fell as a stray rock opened a bloody gash on his cheek. John went to go forward and help, after all the man was one of the few in town who offered work to striking shearers from the camp, but the store keeper rushed back inside, firmly bolting the door.

Making his way back through the angry crowd, he marvelled how the men moved to let him past, like a river flowing around a rock. As the mob finally began to thin, he came upon a group of boys around his own age, surrounding a young girl and her mother, they were jeering and yelling insults. The woman held her daughter in the protective circle of her arms, staring defiantly at their attackers, her trembling hands the only indication of her fear.

Blue eyes found his, and his anger was ignited by the plea she sent him. These boys must have mothers and sisters of their own. How would they feel if someone treated them this way? Besides, their argument was with the landholders and the wealthy townsmen who supported the cutting of shearer’s wages, not women like this. Women had no more say in pay rates and working conditions than the men themselves did. In fact, many would argue they had even less.

Pushing his way through the group, he found the woman’s hand and prepared to lead her away. Before he could, the circle closed back around them, voicing their protests at his interference.

‘Hey, what are you doing?’

‘You are meant to be on our side.’

‘Class traitor.’

John glared at them, saying nothing but defying them to take him on. Something in his look caused the aggressors to pause, and he took the opportunity to break free, dragging the woman and her daughter behind him.

Slipping between two buildings, he led them through to a back street. It was deserted and seemed eerily quiet after the noise the striking shearers made. As he checked they had not been followed, the woman touched his arm and smiled gratefully at him.

‘Thank you. Goodness knows what those boys would have done.’

‘It was nothing,’ John mumbled. ‘I hope someone would do the same for my mam and sister. They would not have hurt you—I don’t think they would have any way. They are just angry, and perhaps hungry too. They got carried away.

‘If you head home through the back streets you should be safe enough, but lock your door when you get there, just to be sure.’

Bustling away, the woman glanced back over her shoulder before turning down a side street and disappearing from view. John continued watching long after they disappeared, listening to the sounds of unrest as they came from further and further away, as he tried to calm his nerves, and wondered what he should do now.

This was not what he had signed up for. Sure, he wanted fair pay for a fair day’s work, and to be treated with respect. But he could not see how causing such a disruption and damaging property would achieve those goals.

As the noise of police whistles split the air, he made up his mind. He set his feet back towards the striker’s camp that had been his home for the last two weeks, ever since his shearing gang was thrown off their employer’s property for refusing to work for less pay.

The camp sprawled out by the river, and was guarded by a few men who elected to stay behind to ensure they were not raided during the demonstration. In the midday heat the men gathered under a large tree, making the most of the shade. One detached himself from the group and followed John.

‘You are back early, Jonno. How goes the march?’

Bill was a seasoned shearer from north of Brisbane, and had been the leading hand in John’s gang. He frowned as he saw John rolling up his swag and stuffing his belongings into his pack.

‘March? That is no march. It is a bunch of larrikins causing mayhem. The police came out as I left. They will all be locked up before sundown. There will be no one free to present our demands to the town council. It is a mess that will get us nowhere.’

‘Ah, I did wonder... there were a few hot heads mouthing off before they even left camp. Sometimes they quieten down, other times they are egged on by the excitement of it all.’

‘It was more than a few, Bill. Well, maybe it started off being just a few, but the others soon joined in. I couldn’t stay. What will happen to my family if I get locked up? My mother would not be able to show her face around town, and they really need the extra money I bring in.’

‘You did the right thing keeping out of trouble and coming back here, boy, but you are not planning to leave, are you? We still have a fight to win.’

‘I do not see how we can win now. After today no one around here will take us seriously. And we do not have the numbers to force a change. I can see now we are not only taking on the landholders, but our demands threaten anyone who wants to hold onto their money and position.

‘Besides, I cannot afford to stay. There are only a few coins left in my pocket, and after today, the few people who offered us work will be put off.’

‘John you are a bright lad with a big heart, and we need people like you to balance out those stupid enough to believe a brawl in the streets will bring about change. Stay with us and help us plan our next move.’

‘I cannot, Bill. I need to think of my family and how I can make enough money to support them through the winter. Maybe it is just not our time.’

‘It will never be our time if good people walk away from the fight.’ 

Bill’s words echoed in his head as he swung his pack over his shoulder and began the long journey home.

#

[image: ]


DAPPLED sunlight painted the dusty ground with light and shadow. John dropped his swag and bag, and flopped under the shade of the Coolabah tree by the edge of the billabong. Placing his bag in his lap, he adjusted the bedroll into a comfortable back rest.

‘Matilda, we are a sorry pair.’ He laughed to himself. 

When had he started calling his swag Matilda like the older shearers? Snuggling into their bedrolls of an evening, John often smiled as they traded jests about sleeping in Matilda’s warm embrace.

Rummaging around in his bag, his fingers searched for the little left of his meagre supplies. Only some hard travel biscuits. Well, at least I have enough to drink he thought as he filled his cup from the water hole in front of him. Hopefully I can find berries tomorrow, otherwise I will soon be going hungry.

Chewing on one of the dry wafers and sipping his water, he leaned back against the tree trunk and shut his eyes. After the harsh reds and ochres of the Queensland outback, the blackness soothed him. Even the water had a brown hue, rather than reflecting the brilliant blue sky. Weary through and through, and not just from another day’s walking, he asked himself how fate managed to bring him to this point. 

Dispirited and hungry, he was heading home with only a few copper coins in his pocket. Nowhere close to the amount he expected to give his mother to tide his family over through the coming winter. His forehead creased with worry. He needed to find some work near home or they would all starve.

Before making his choice to go back to the family farm he had considered all his options. With very little to show for his time away, he worried he would become a drain on his family’s meagre resources. Perhaps the quarry would hire him. After his last growth spurt he was just about as tall as a grown man, and almost as strong. That hope alone allowed him to choose returning to his family over his only other option; heading to one of the bigger towns in the hopes of picking up some labouring work.

Cursing the unions for calling the men out, now he marvelled at how he ever believed they would improve his future. While working away, he witnessed daily how the landowners took advantage of their workers. Men who travelled far from home to shear sheep deserved better conditions and better pay than the bosses offered. 

If they asked questions about falling wages, the shearers were subjected to tirades about unstable world markets, or lectures about money lost in overseas ventures. For all their grand words, employers lived in far better circumstances than those they employed. To John, it appeared in hard times unscrupulous bosses maintained their standard of living at the expense of the people who worked for them.

Sighing, he chewed thoughtfully on his biscuit. What a mess this all is. If only everyone would sit down and listen to each other. Yelling and fighting achieved nothing. A snap of twigs and a rustle of dry leaves interrupted his musings, and a lamb jumped out of the nearby scrub. 

The animal took one look at John. ‘Maaaaaaa.’

‘I’m not your Ma.’ John grinned at his own joke, wondering where his guest had appeared from. When he arrived earlier there had been no animals around.

‘Maaaaaaa,’ the young sheep insisted.

‘I guess your mother must be around somewhere.’ 

Standing, he looked for the rest of the flock. There were no other sheep close by, and he could hear no drovers. This baby must be a stray. What should he do? Sheep stealing was illegal, yet if he left the lamb here it would surely die.

John scooped the animal up, choosing the lesser of two evils. Perhaps he would go home with something to show for his time away after all. Opening his near empty bag, he placed the lamb inside, then shoved the rest of his things around it. 

He readied himself to leave, but paused as the sound of voices cut through the silence. Searching around, he found nowhere to hide. It was too late. Horses burst into the clearing and John turned to run.

‘Hey, you. Halt in the name of the law.’

Hands held high, John swivelled on his heel to face the men, his back to the water. One wore military clothing, the other, from his dress, appeared to be a landholder. Both held guns aimed at him. Not knowing what to do, John began shuffling away. No shearer would be treated well by the likes of these two.

‘Didn’t I tell you someone had been helping themselves to my flock? And look, we caught one red handed.’

‘I said stop,’ the soldier commanded again. ‘He will go before the magistrate, but it seems cut and dried to me. This boy will be a man before he sees freedom again.’ As he smirked, John’s stomach lurched.

Sheep stealing? Well, I guess I was, but I was really trying to save the lamb. They won’t listen to me. Will a shearer receive an objective trial here? What about Ma? She will be mortified. How will she ever face the neighbours at church? 

Broken snippets of thoughts jumbled together in his head, making it difficult to think. Backing away from the danger, soon water lapped his ankles. There was no conscious decision to continue into the water, at least not one he could remember later, but that was exactly what he did.

As if in slow motion, the trooper dismounted, stowed his rifle and grabbed a coil of rope. Tying the reigns around some scrub, he walked towards the edge of the pond. The water lazily nibbled at John’s knees.

‘What are you doing?’ the landholder yelled, turning red, his voice rising in anger. ‘Come back here.’

The water gently caressed the bottom of his bag. 

‘Maaaaaa,’ his new pet protested, but did not struggle for release.

‘Do not go any further or I’ll shoot.’

He pondered how the man with the rope would shoot him without a gun, before he stumbled and his feet struggled to find purchase. Falling backwards, he splashed downwards and disappeared into the cool depths.

Arms and legs flailed as he panicked, unable to swim. As he sank deeper into the inky cold world his head spun. He marvelled, drowning appeared like being dropped from a tremendous height, and was not at all as he imagined it would be. The thought barely entered his mind before he lost it as he blacked out.
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Chapter Two - Heaven or Hell
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‘Maaaa.’

There are sheep in heaven? 

‘Maaaa.’ Something cold and wet touched his face. Water? No, it was a cold nose.

‘La... La...’ He forced the words out of his parched mouth as he tried to sit up. The lamb peered at him with knowing dark eyes.

Hauling himself to his feet he surveyed the clearing he had landed in. The grass gently sloped to a narrow pathway. So this is what heaven is like? It was green and lush compared to the harsh, dry reds and browns of Queensland. He was surrounded by green leafy trees. Although he had never seen one, he realised he was in a forest. 

Through the vegetation, he made out some odd shaped buildings. Are there towns in heaven? How come I still have my Matilda and bag? Will I need possessions in the great beyond? Urgently stuffing his hand into his pocket, he checked his coins were still there, just in case people used money here too. 

Funny, he always thought heaven would be more white and floaty, like clouds. Perhaps this is hell? Did I steal a lamb, and go down below instead? The preacher always told us thieves would burn in hellfire. 

Do not be so ridiculous. 

‘What?’ John twisted around, searching for the owner of the voice. ‘Who are you? Show yourself.’

‘Maaaa.’ 

‘La... La. You?’ John’s eyes widened as he looked more closely at the lamb.

‘You call your lamb LaLa? How funny,’ an amused voice intruded.

We will talk later, boy. 

Again John glanced around, searching for someone to match to the new voice. Again he found no one. No one to match the mocking tones in his head, and no one to take ownership of the deeper voice in his ears. Heaven/hell was proving to be a frustrating place.

‘Do you think he is dangerous?’ A more feminine disembodied voice joined the conversation.

‘He seems pretty harmless, and he has a name for his pet lamb. I am sure I would best him should it come to a fight,’ the male voice boasted.

The undergrowth in front of him rustled, followed by some grunting, as two figures emerged through the greenery. A boy appeared first, as tall as John, but much broader. He stopped himself from laughing out loud as the lad wore a chainmail tunic and a sword belted around his hips. His clothes and swaggering stance might have leapt straight from the pages of his mother’s book; The Legends of King Arthur. 

Beside him stood a girl, hands on hips, staring down at him. He had to gulp back a laugh as she too was dressed as a character from the same stories. Wearing what appeared to be a long woollen apron over a coloured shift underneath, she was tiny, about the size of his twelve-year-old sister. However, the expression on her face and the confidence in her voice led him to believe her to be at least the same age as her companion.

Someone once told John when you drown, all the air is expelled from your body. The loss of breath must have made him light-headed, causing him to imagine things from the tales stuck in his head from days past. His mother had read to them from the well worn book of King Arthur stories every evening, and he often went to sleep dreaming he was a knight. Well, she used to, before his father died and she was too tired to do anything other than sleep after a full day’s work.

‘Do you think he is simple?’ the girl asked her companion, not taking her eyes off him for a moment.

John heard her say the words, but her mouth formed all the wrong shapes for the sounds coming out. He shook his head, hoping the action would bring everything back to normal.

‘I am not sure. Is it possible he fell out of a tree and hit his head? You can easily scramble your thoughts with a good knock. Might take a while for him to come right if that is the case.’

John’s eyes widened with disbelief. The boy’s mouth moved, and words were coming out, but his words also did not fit with the shape his lips were forming.

I am translating for you. Speak normally and I will make sure they understand everything you say, and vice versa. 

Astonished, John watched the lamb, who stopped chewing the grass on the side of the path for a moment to stare back. He then carried on eating as though his being able to ensure people speaking different languages could understand each other was nothing out of the ordinary.

‘Perhaps we should take him with us. It will be night soon, and anything might happen to him in this state.’

The boy shook his head. ‘I am not sure it is a good idea given what is happening at the moment.’

‘But we cannot just leave him, Stanislaus.’ Her face crumpled in to a frown as she turned to John. ‘Where are you from, boy? Perhaps we can take you home. We might pass it on our way back.’ She directed this last comment to the young knight.

‘Queensland.’ Able to ignore for a moment the odd way their mouths moved when they spoke, John actually managed to answer a question.

If they are not speaking English, what are they speaking? he wondered.

French. An old version, but it is French. 

‘Did he say Queen’s Land?’ The girl turned to the boy she called Stanislaus. ‘Do you know of this place?’

The boy shook his head. John noticed his hand had not left his sword since they emerged from the undergrowth.

‘I have no knowledge of a queen who names her land as her own.’

‘Boy, this Queen’s Land, where is it? Is it far from here?’ the girl asked, taking pains to make her words clear as if she spoke to a child.

‘I am unable to say as I would need some idea of where here is to answer that,’ John admitted. ‘But I can tell you Queensland is in Australia.’

‘Aus...tray...lee...a.’ The girl rolled the word around in her mouth as if it was a new treat to be tried out. ‘Stanislaus, you are better travelled than me. Have you been to Aus-tray-lee-a?’

The boy’s gaze swung skyward as he reached for his memories. ‘No, it is new to me. This is all most strange. I think Prince Henry should be told of this. It may be a foreign plot. Or at least something to do with what happened today.’

‘Or it may simply be a lost boy who has banged his head and scrambled his wits.’

‘I am lost.’ More troubled now, John asked, ‘Can you tell me where we are?’

‘Of course we can, dunderhead. We are in the New Forest,’ the girl answered.

‘New Forest?’ John repeated. ‘Where is that?’

‘The forest is large, but this section is near Romsey,’ she expanded her answer.

John searched his memory. He was quite sure there was no town called Romsey in Australia. Hadn’t his mother talked about a place called the New Forest? No, this could not be the same one. The woodlands she spoke of were in her home country, England. 

‘Are we in England?’

‘Yes, we are in Briton. Where else did you think we would be, silly?’ Laughing, the girl placed her hand on her companion’s arm. ‘Stanislaus, I think he needs to come with us. His wits are addled. He cannot be left alone. If he died because we did nothing, well I do not want his death on my conscience.’

Still confused, John could not believe people in England dressed this differently to people in Australia. Then a thought occurred to him.

‘What is the date?’ 

Stanislaus stood in silence for a moment before answering, ‘The second day of August in the year of Our Lord, 1100.’  The boy followed this with a decisive nod of his head. ‘I believe you are right. If he does not even know the date, he must be very confused. He needs to see a healer at least. We can take him with us and ask Master Gavin to examine him when we get back?’

Without even asking for his input, the strangely dressed boy picked up John’s swag and his bedroll from where they had fallen on the ground, and took him firmly by the arm, raising him to his feet. ‘Come on, our wagon is this way. We must hurry, we are already late and our news is really important.’

‘Oh, Stanislaus, quit complaining. It is hardly my fault the Mother Superior needed wood chopped. You should be pleased you could help.’

‘You could have spoken out for me though. You could have told her we did not have time because we needed to get back and report to the prince.’ 

The boy’s petulant tones barely penetrated John’s thoughts as he pondered how he ended up in England, in the Middle Ages. For all he knew heaven/hell might replicate something from your imagination so you did not feel scared when you arrived. Well, it wasn’t working.

#

[image: ]


AS they walked along the path, John glanced over his shoulder to find his fluffy companion following along. With the boy and girl in front continuing their banter, he took the opportunity to test something.

Have you any idea where we are going? He formed the words inside his head, imagining speaking them slowly and clearly so he could be easily understood.

Of course I do, the voice in his mind projected disdain. But you have not asked the right question. 

John shook his head, bemused not only by the oddity of talking to a lamb, but that the animal was instructing him. The right question? Was he to believe there was a right question in this situation?

Am I dead? 

What do you think? 

I fell into a billabong and I did not rise to the surface. It is not out of the question to believe I am dead. 

I am disappointed. I searched long and hard for you. Well, a version of you I could use given the circumstances we are in. Unfortunately on first meeting I find you are not as intelligent and open minded as I anticipated. The lamb paused and looked up at him, as though assessing his worth.

He was not going to take being judged by a sheep of unknown origins without a fight. I am disappointed for you, truly I am. Perhaps thinking of this from my point of view might give you some perspective. If I am not dead, then the only other option is I fell through water into Medieval England with a talking lamb, to be aided by a knight and a lady. Death or fantasy, which is more likely? 

I understand that where you come from, with your limited experience of the universe and all its permutations, your answer would be death. However, if you would open your mind a little and consider things from my point of view, the answer would be completely different. With these words the lamb obviously considered the subject closed as he continued on after the others.

Annoyed with what he considered to be an insult, but unable to think of a suitable response, John wandered along behind. When the group emerged from the forest path, he put his resentment aside as he dealt with the new situation.

Stanislaus dropped John’s gear into the back of a rustic farm cart parked beside the dirt track, and walked over to a draft horse picketed nearby, calmly eating grass. As the knight tethered the horse to the cart, the lamb roughly head-butted John’s leg.

I am happy to travel in your bag. 

Without thinking, John picked up the lamb and settled him inside. 

‘You can ride in the back,’ the girl instructed as she climbed up to sit on the front seat beside Stanislaus. Once John had settled himself safely on board, the lamb snuggled in the pack beside him, the cart lurched forward and they were on their way. 

As they travelled, John’s thoughts once again focused on attempting to figure out what had happened to him. Which, unfortunately, meant once again talking to the lamb.

So, I am not dead? John asked.

No, you are most certainly not. 

I am in Medieval England? 

Yes.

How? 

That is the wrong question. 

John almost groaned out loud in frustration. No, it is not. The answer is important to me. 

It does not help your situation knowing you fell through a time and place portal I created. You need to ask a different question. 

Or you could just tell me what I need to learn. 

Or you might think of this as a test. I want to observe how your mind works to be reassured you are up to doing this. Again the voice in his head sounded more like a teacher than a farm animal.

In his annoyance John briefly considered not asking the obvious question. His silence did not last long as he truly did want to find out what he was doing here. What was the right question to get the answer he needed? He fell through a thing called a portal to Medieval England. Ah...

Why? Why am I here, and what do you want me to do? Is that the right question? John grinned, sure now he was right.

Finally we are getting somewhere. I brought you here for a specific purpose. I cannot tell you exactly what it is because events must unfold of their own accord. For the moment though, while we assess the lay of the land, I need you to stop acting like a simpleton and start acting normal. 

Frowning, John responded, Yes, because it is so normal walking around in clothes from 600 years in the future with a sheep in tow. 

Nearly 800 years, the lamb snorted. And you may laugh about my form, but in this time, it is quite common for people to bring farm animals with them when they travel. They are way more valuable now than in your time. Besides, as a lamb people will take little notice of me, and I can better observe what is going on.

John’s stomach lurched as he remembered how he came to be in possession of the lamb. Will people think I stole you? I mean, I did actually take you when we were in future Australia.

His companion cocked his head to the side as he thought this over. Actually, you did not take me, I took you. However, I guess we cannot totally rule out someone thinking I am stolen. Though you are well enough dressed for this period, so no doubt people will assume you can afford to own a valuable animal. 

Oh... umm. All right. If you are sure then. John was not fully convinced, but the lamb’s voice was authoritative, and his travelling companions already assumed the animal was with him and raised no questions, so he decided he had far more pressing things to worry about.

If we are to be in whatever we are in together, I guess I should ask your name. Do you have a name? 

Lala is as good a name as any. 

Really? You do not think it makes me sound like a simpleton. 

‘Boy. BOY. Are you still all right? Stanislaus, he looks a little strange. Stop the cart, we should check on him.’

‘No, I am fine.’ Jolted from his internal conversation by the increasing volume of her voice, John answered then fell over as Stanislaus turned to check on him and the cart swerved onto rough ground.

‘Stanislaus, watch where you are going. If you put another cart in a ditch you will not be allowed out without a driver again.’ 

From his place in the back, it sounded as though the girl was laughing, rather than being as distressed as her words made her out to be.

‘It was not my fault, it was Alain’s,’ Stanislaus grumbled as he concentrated on his driving. ‘He said turn left here, how was I to guess he meant at the crossroad ahead, not where we were? Surely I cannot be blamed for his poor directions.’

A snort erupted from John’s mouth before he could stop it, and it soon turned into full blown laughter as he imagined the incident his driver described.

‘At least you have a sense of humour, boy.’ His reaction had gained the lady’s approval.

‘John. You can call me John,’ he offered, tired of being called boy like some servant. 

‘And you may call me Barabal. This big oaf is Stanislaus. Are you feeling better?’

Good, this is more normal. Do not muck this up, we need their help. 

Shh, I am talking with actual people here. 

‘I am, thank you. The knock to my head appeared to be worse than I first thought.’ Using the idea they had given him, he explained away his earlier behaviour.

‘Do you remember where you are from yet?’

‘It is funny, but I cannot.’ Fortunately John remembered in medieval times Australia had not yet been discovered, but he did not know enough about the period to think up an alternative. In the meantime, losing his memory appeared to be the best option until he found somewhere far enough away to call home and not be caught out in a lie. As a bonus, if they thought he had amnesia there was a chance they would not ask too many questions.

‘You can only remember your name?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not where you were going?’ 

‘No,’ John replied, wondering why Barabal was asking so many questions.

‘Did you see anything odd on your travels?’

‘Barabal, he cannot remember the day or how he fell, how would be remember that. Prince Henry will want to speak with him regardless of what he saw or did not see,’ Stanislaus explained. ‘Even if all this was not a little odd considering what has happened, he is bound to want to talk to any stranger who showed up in the area, today of all days.’

‘We will take him to Master Gavin first though, will we not?’ Although presented as a question, the tone implied it was more of an order. The other boy showed he understood it in the same way.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ The smirk in the knight’s voice caused a smile. ‘Anyway, Alain said he had something to show me, something about making a bang and breaking things. It sounds exciting.’

‘I am not sure you two should be left alone together.’ Barabal shook her head.

John’s ears pricked at the mention of Alain, he was interested in meeting someone who knew how to blow things up.

And Alain makes four. 

What do you mean? 

Soon, my young helper, soon. 

John dozed a little, the rocking of the wagon encouraging sleep. Having walked for most of the day, his body was tired when he stopped to rest under the Coolabah tree. Then being flung around in the water hole and thrown back in time to a country on the other side of the world had exhausted his last store of energy. His body craved a good night’s rest.

The wagon came to an abrupt stop, jolting him awake. He forced his eyes open and found himself on the drawbridge of a real, live castle.
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Chapter Three - Castles and Wizards are Real!
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STANISLAUS steered the cart through the opening and into the castle’s bailey, deftly moving around the people and animals milling in the courtyard. Everywhere John looked men and women rushed around. However, in spite of the frantic activity, the mood was sombre. Maybe in medieval England, people went round with long faces all the time, but this did not feel normal.

‘See, I told you we would not be far behind the party accompanying the coal burner’s cart.’ Barabal turned triumphantly to Stanislaus.

‘They obviously travelled more slowly to allow villagers to pay their respects.’

‘Did someone die?’

As he considered the possibility a death would explain why people were so sad John fell, almost hitting his head on the seat in front as the cart lurched when his companions turned and stared in amazement.

‘How can you not know?’

‘Barabal, how would I have any idea who died? Many people die every day.’

‘The king was shot with an arrow while hunting,’ Stanislaus explained as he was called around the back of the castle towards what turned out to be a stable. In the cobbled space in front of a barn door, a boy took hold of the horse and waited for them to get down from the cart.

Is that why I am here? The king’s death? 

Partially, yes, but more because of the way he died. Pay attention and you will learn more. 

‘Master Black is not happy,’ the boy holding onto the horse informed Stanislaus. ‘He demanded an explanation when you returned. You were gone way longer than you said, and after last time...’

‘He can take it up with Prince Henry,’ Stanislaus retorted sharply, looking down his nose at the lad. ‘After what happened to King William he sent us on an errand, and that took as long as it took.’

Without a backwards glance, the knight stalked away, with no offer of help and without further thought for the boy left behind to tend to his horse. His arrogance reminded John of the landowners in Australia, and he squirmed with discomfort as he followed behind the knight.

It is the way of nobility everywhere. Things can change if nudged in the right direction at the right time. 

Looking down at the lamb he was carrying he thought, Is that what I am doing here?  Nudging things in the right direction? 

Only time will tell. The baby sheep settled more comfortably in the bag, closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, if the sound of gentle snores were anything to go by.

The castle was a maze of wood and stone outbuildings, set around a central grand hall called the castle keep. Following Stanislaus and Barabal through the throng of people towards one of the larger dwellings attached to the keep, he shivered in the chilly evening air. 

It had been warm in Queensland, and the day still had some heat when he arrived in this strange place. Now, with the sun’s disappearance, the temperature had dropped considerably to a bone chilling level he had not experienced before. This weather was colder than a Queensland winter. Which was odd, as the leaves were still green, and the sun’s heat during the day suggested autumn had not yet reached England.

As he walked through the corridor, John’s nose creased in distaste as a horrendous odour hit him; a combination of damp wool, rotten vegetables and cooked meat. He had thought sharing a dormitory with shearers who seldom bathed was bad enough, but the stench assaulting his nose was overwhelming. He was forced to concentrate on keeping the contents of his stomach inside, where they belonged.
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