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History tells us many things. It is written by winners and for winners. It hides things that for many people would be unspeakable. It educates the young but only in what other people perceive that they need to know. Humankind has a lot to answer for, but is there anyone left to ask the questions? For years, people have assumed that myths and legends had no factual base because this was how people over time covered their tracks. History for years was never written down. It was just word of mouth passed down from one generation to another. With no credible evidence to back certain events, they were consigned to folklore and not historical fact.

But discoveries are being made every day and the evidence is becoming overwhelming. What we now think only as fantasy was reality at one time. So-called monsters such as the yeti and sasquatch used to roam the earth in numbers but now only one or two remain and stay hidden from any human contact with good justification. Vampires and dragons, trolls, pixies and werewolves have actually a basis in fact rather than fiction. Why else have so called mythological creatures been described in the folklore of different cultures around the world that have had no contact with each other? Sensationalised in movies and literature they strike a chord with long forgotten things of the past in the minds of humans.

So, what really happened? These creatures lived side by side with humans, sharing similar emotions and similar lifestyles. They were at times at war with each other and with humans and other times co-existed peacefully. They developed allegiances which were fluid. They sought to retain their individuality and their land just as humans do today. The lure of wealth be it gold or even food was the same across all creatures.

In those times, magic played an important role and its practitioners were all powerful. Beliefs were strong, particularly about the law of the jungle. Might was right and humans wanted to become the mightiest of them all. They had no muscular superiority, only a more developed brain and this they put to good effect. But it came at a cost to the diversity of life on the planet.

Other creatures noticed what was happening as more and more creatures were becoming extinct and the numbers of humans increased. They rose to confront this tide or rather tsunami of humanity and history as presented by humans merely mentions of a period known as The Dark Ages. It was a dark and dreadful time on Earth. Challenged by a united front of beasts, humans opted not seek some sort of peace, but instead had their sorcerers and alchemists work on a master weapon that would provide a perennial dominance by humans over every living creature. Biological warfare was born.

Experiments were carried out and new strains of viruses released. One experiment went horribly wrong and in one fell swoop every giant on the planet succumbed in just twenty-four hours. However, the viruses were then modified and certain creatures were targeted. Once released the consequences were irrevocable. Evil goblins died by the millions and unfortunately the same strain impacted on peaceful elves too. One by one humans led creatures that could challenge them as rulers of the planet, down the path of extinction, until only a few remained scattered in inaccessible parts of the world.

Humans then set about rewriting the pages of history omitting any reference to other creatures that may have been their equal if not better in times gone past. The enormous structures of the Mayan empire and the masterfully built Angkor Watt temples were given back to the jungle in the hope that any links to the creatures that once lived there would be lost forever. Places were renamed. Stories were rephrased and, at glacial speed, history was altered to reflect the belief that only humans had developed intellectually on earth. Special breeding programs were conducted to filter out any genetic links to a time when creatures and human hybrids existed. Humans were made to believe that the centaurs, fauns and mermaids were part of old religious folktales. Yet they used sphinxes, griffins and the Pegasus as symbols to unite groups of people. They even made light of elves and fairies with childhood tales of the tooth fairy and Father Christmas. Yet the tales of these creatures were consistent from country to country and across continents. Cults grew around these. Pagan rituals still occurred so humans developed religions that either took into account such “gods” or offered hellfire and damnation to those who even mentioned them. Just as biological warfare had altered forever the ecology of the planet, history and belief systems were altered by psychological warfare the like the world has never seen.

The following is an account of a much happier pre-Dark Age time.
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Disenchantment. It seemed like a big word to the Master of all Master Engineers (self-awarded title), Jean Pierre Rozier, but it probably summed up the reason for his rag tag army’s existence, although the sorcerers wouldn’t agree. They were in to mysticism in a big way. He was a science man and had no time for the arts, least of all the magic arts. A purely practical mathematician who had graduated from the School of Engineers in Strasbourg; he was forever experimenting to make the finest weapons of mass destruction he could. Most of the time, he was lucky if he didn’t destroy himself in the process.

Rozier was an accomplished leader because, as most leaders do, he never listened to advice no matter how good it was nor how frequently and loud it was offered. It had nothing to do with sage advice passed on by mentors or any leadership training. Because of an explosion as an apprentice in the Engineering School, his hearing wasn’t quite what it should be. The damage caused by the explosion many years before, incurred no loss of life and his was the only injury. He had ignored all entreaties to go home and eat and sleep. So, just after 2:00 am when the underground laboratory in the School of Engineers was empty, he believed he had the solution to what he deemed was a mechanical deficiency in his rocket launcher. People in Stuttgart and Nancy, hundreds of kilometres away, believed it to be an earthquake. The Dean of Engineers was sure he knew what it was, as he surveyed the enormous cracks in the west wing of his school; especially when a smiling blackened faced student, covered in dust and bits of rubble, crawled out from under a slab muttering something about too much nitro in the glycerine.

The Dean of Engineers was a man of infinite wisdom and even more patience, but had had enough. Much to the school’s great delight, he decided that Rozier needed more practical experience in the field, and that field was as far away as possible. Rozier was placed under the wing of the leader of a group called Les Crétineux, Leonardo De Vastation. 

Leonardo too had been thrown out of the Engineers’ school. The only difference was his excommunication was due to his dabbling in the mystic. He had also not been accepted by the mystic fraternity due to his mechanical creations. To make ends meet he had setup a workshop in western Alsace. Subsequently he had attracted followers as word spread and then he founded the Crétineux College. All the more eccentric engineers, scientists and sorcerers had passed through the College; well those that survived. The graveyard nearby was as large as the school itself. Leonardo had even trained hobgoblins over the years and his most famous hobgoblin student “Gunny” was reputed to have had more lives than a bag full of cats.

The testing grounds for the inventions made at Crétineux College was the nearby Northern Vosges and this was where the young Rozier was sent to meet Les Crétineux leader Leonardo. Talk about nitro and glycerine. The arguments between the two became notorious. Science versus mysticism. Youth versus experience. Stupidity versus incompetence. Life was not dull, but at least Strasbourg became safe. Eventually Leonardo began to lose even more of his marbles and was ousted by Rozier in coup based on wit alone. It was a close-run thing as neither had much weaponry in that field. Leonardo became more the spiritual leader of the army and spent his time giving ‘sermons’ about Crétineux law.

On one of the rare occasions Jean Pierre Rozier deigned to visit with those he thought of as infinitely lesser beings, his troops; a messenger arrived at the huge marquee that Rozier inhabited on the Northern Vosges, carrying a scroll. The messenger had run all the way from Strasbourg after being told by the cheering crowds that Rozier was ‘out of town’. The cheering was not for the efforts of the messenger, but because Jean Pierre Rozier was many many kilometres away. Rozier had a nose for trouble, but it was also a nose that despised the smell of perspiration, because that indicated that some form of exertion had taken place. Rozier seldom if ever sweated. The messenger was not allowed to enter the marquee without going through the deperspiration machine that Rozier had himself designed. The machine was designed to dry clean the clothes and the skin of those who entered it. However, the design had some flaws that were yet to be sorted out. The messenger entered bravely with a smile on his face carrying the message scroll. The two-step process was underway. The first phase still functioned, even if there was some whirring and clunking and gushing of steam that wasn’t normal, seeing there was no water involved. The messenger exited still with the scroll and a firmly fixed smile. Firmly fixed because his face looked like it had been ironed with creases in it. What was missing was his clothes. Unfortunately, the conveyor belt meant that the second phase could not be avoided. There was a strange phosphorescent glow and then the machine spewed out its contents. Sadly, all that came out was a very clean sweet-smelling piece of parchment.

Rozier was not upset in the least by the outcome as his machine worked. There was no hint of perspiration and he thought also that he didn’t have to pay the messenger at all. Times were tight. He had many complaints from purchasers of other machines and his money back guarantee wasn’t worth the paper it was written on, or the invisible ink that it was written with. These dissatisfied customers had successfully managed to convince the bank where Rozier’s meagre funds were kept, to hand over some cash. The bank manager explained to Jean Pierre Rozier later that banking in these times was indeed a cut-throat business, literally. The bank manager wanted to keep his head whilst others were losing theirs.

On reading the message, initially Rozier thought that he had really hit the jackpot. Not being the brightest human being, he didn’t recognise a scam when it was flashing candle-lights across his face. The scroll was from a Norwegian princess whom Rozier didn’t know. Apparently if he sent back to this lady, fifty gold coins to help her with her illness, then he would be rewarded handsomely as the lady then could travel and collect her father’s inheritance. For his kindness Rozier would receive five hundred gold coins. 

Rozier had no money to give her, but liked the idea of the five hundred gold coins on offer. He thought it was money for confiture. Perhaps if he went there and used his Griffon, he could carry her to collect her father’s inheritance and Rozier would not have to pay anything and yet still collect the reward.

Rozier would often use his Griffon, a hot air blimp that he would gleefully and very unskilfully fly, for reconnaissance. He had lofty pretensions and enjoyed looking down on his minions in his standing army which was there not to protect people from attacking so much as to keep people away. It was all bluff. 

His Master Engineer, Cyrano De Cognac, had designed the Griffon, but was never allowed to ride in it and so would fly his own smaller blimp to gaze lovingly at his beautiful Griffon and stare with unmasked envy and hatred at Rozier, who always ignored him. Although he displayed an outward countenance of bravery, he usually packed a cut lunch for when the battle gets too close, he cuts his tether and floats off wherever the wind takes him. “He who lives and flies away gets to fly another day.”

Rozier had to leave the area in a hurry anyway. There was an inquiry about to start, rumours suggested. The inquiry was to do with the patent he had on left handed wine goblets that allowed him to receive royalties and forced sellers to charge twice as much to left handed drinkers. Jean Pierre Rozier looked at his map and measured. Norway was a mere half a handspan away from Alsace; few days at the very most. There was no decimal point only a rounding off function on his home-made calculator and the 1500 kilometres journey looked remarkably similar to 15 kilometres.

He ordered his army to make haste and pack up ready for a quick decamp. Then he went off to his bed for an early afternoon nap as any thought process he found both physically and mentally taxing.
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What would for any real army have been a half a day’s work, took more than three days. Rozier had in his infinite wisdom decided on a very adventurous layout of the camp and automatic tent packing up machines. As a result, there were a lot of tent poles, remnants of canvas, weapons and even a few men who had slept in, now scattered and wedged in the low branches of trees. However, there was some bonus for the Northern Vosges had much smaller trees than the Black Forest to the west of Strasbourg.

Jean Pierre Rozier was of the mind that the maxim "Three things make Alsace great: Faith, steel and gunpowder" was better summed up as "Three things make Alsace great: Ingenuity, trial and error". That was the real reason why he had decided to set up their base camp on the Northern Vosges west of Strasbourg. Actually, they had been advised that they should seriously consider it by the general populace of Alsace, even though no sane person would live there. The damage that the trial and error approach had made over the years had become a safety concern for all of Alsace. There was a substantial link between the trial and error and an almost infinitesimal difference between the two. In most armies the food tent was the biggest and most frequently visited place in an encampment. However, Les Crétineux had altered that adage too, as the hospital tent had been expanded three times in the last four months. 

This Master of Master Engineers believed in many other aphorisms and forcing them onto his loyal inferiors. He believed failure meant you should “try, try, try again”. He was so glad when he heard the phrase repeated around the camp. Little did he suspect that his troops were actually berating him with “Why? Why? Why again?” Again, it was a hearing disorder to blame or merely choosing to hear what he wanted to hear.

One unit of his army who managed to avoid the tent packing issue had been up early practising. They were able to look down on the chaos below them as they were certainly not earth bound. At times Rozier thought that they weren’t even earth born. The Mightygolfer brothers had had many ups and downs in their lives. In fact, they only thing that was consistent apart from their inability to make soft landings were their names. Their mother had decided to name each one Louis to make it easier for them all to know when they were in trouble. She would yell from the door, “Louis don’t do that!!!” And all sixteen of them would immediately stop whatever it was that they were doing. Sadly, one day it cost the life of one of them. They were all playing around with a guillotine when she yelled, “Stop” Louis the XVI was miming where you put your head as Louis XII was hauling on the rope. Louis the XII immediately stopped holding the rope and ......... well there was no bread, nor even cake for them that supper.

The brothers were leading their group flying on a wing and plenty of prayers up above the chaos. This hang glider squadron of outriders was so named because many had said “Hang on, you really expect me to jump of the cliff with this”. They had not quite perfected their victory roll yet as they had never experienced a victory. They had managed a death roll and a crocodile roll at the same time by jumping off the wall of a castle and ending up in the moat. But having found the fault being concrete rather than light steel in the rib construction, Rozier had merely counselled the brothers to be a little more careful in product design. This fighting force became known as the Birdmen of Alsacecatraz (which is an insane asylum in Western Alsace).

Eventually the army was ready and set to march. Rozier, whose mother had passed on the Rip Van Winkle gene, rose from his seventy-hour afternoon nap and with great aplomb signalled to his standard bearer to lead on. Rozier was not a general who led from the front. In fact, his argument was that he wasn’t a general, merely a bureaucrat and placed himself in the middle of the army. The fact that this happened to be the safest place to be as well, should they be attacked, he assured everyone was mere coincidence.

Rozier had every faith in his standard bearer, Manquant Morceaux, whom he kept close as a friend because of his size which made Rozier appear slim. Morceaux had many strengths especially on the eating and drinking side of things. As a result, the mechanical flying horse that Manquant Morceaux had originally sat astride had to be strengthened to support the increasing weight. It had also had to be given far more power after a very hearty feast had been consumed. The day after the feast the poor horse had been at full gallop but unable to rise a few centimetres off the ground before crashing to the ground in an impressive forward cartwheel and somersault that the opposing army had given an average score of 8.2 with a degree of difficulty of 3.5. Manquant’s banner had somehow upright through the whole performance. Manquant was lost for words, but Rozier came to his friend’s rescue and had admonished the painters for putting too many extra layers on the banner whereas there were too many extra layers on the spare tyre around the standard bearer’s waist if the truth was known. 

There was an enormous amount of respect held by the whole troop for Manquant. When times were tough, he was always there providing much needed moral support and light comic relief. He was the grease that was needed in to make this mechanical marvel of an army actually work with some sort of cohesion and little or no friction. For someone with all the appearances of a portly dilettante, he would be there standing shoulder to shoulder with troops in battle and could be relied upon to somehow conjure up a victory when all seemed impossible. Whether he had been an outcast from Strasbourg or from any other city in Alsace, no-one really knew. They were happy he was there and happier he was theirs.

Rozier had decided for the march that he would not fly in the Griffon. He wanted to be a very inconspicuous target for any of his unwellwishers as he made his way north out of Alsace. Indeed, he was much safer in enemy territory. His Griffon was being carried on a long wagon at the rear of the snake of his army that was wending its way north through the mountains. Rozier had opted to stay in the company of his Crétineux knights.

This elite force would practice their dressage routine daily. It was all spit and polish. Rozier in far less bankrupt times would parade around Alsace and liked to see everything highly polished and glinting in the sun as this honour guard parade behind him as he waved to the plebs. The spit comes from those same plebs and unfortunately because of their poor dental hygiene it misses Rozier and hits his escort. 

The truth is that these weren’t just show ponies and the knights weren’t merely using their lances as giant kebab sticks. They were a tough well-coordinated unit capable of inflicting heavy damage in combat. It said a lot for the unit that this group of knights could actually work well together, but they had all become sick and tired of just jousting judiciously and often in jest as entertainment for lords and kings. 

These knights and their armoured steeds came from various landholdings across Alsace and brought with them not only military might and tactics, but a certain civility and je ne sais quoi. That is not to say that there were not disagreements within the unit. There were, but in battle they invariably worked as a team and each had a special role. A few examples of this were: Sir Loin of Mouton who ensured that knights and steeds were adequately fed; Sir Vivor of Crash who looked after physical and mental welfare; Sir Osis of Liver who ensured that only the best quality wine was available; Sir Rebral of Mind was the master tactician who more often than not altered Rozier’s orders to gain a winning edge; and Sir Cumsize of Moil looked after the little things.

They made only three kilometres on the first day when Rozier signalled to halt. The journey was such hard work on his delicate body. The sixteen slaves who only just managed to carry his sedan chair were so grateful that their master had called a halt, but when a whole column of cooks brought a feast solely for Jean Pierre Rozier they began to weep uncontrollably. They knew just how far Norway was.
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Now in a strange land, Rozier ordered fires to be lit near his tent. They were to be huge blazes he insisted; ones that highlighted the importance of such an army as his. In truth, he was actually scared of the dark these days and had reverted to the thumb-sucking phase of his early teenage years. They were the years he first learnt about the beauty and passion of women and how those with both beauty and passion (or either) gave him a wide berth and cold shoulder both at the same time, which is difficult to do, but then again, the girls and women of Alsace he lived near, had both narrow girths and broad shoulders. 

Rozier was under the mistaken, totally unbelievable (except by him) impression that women couldn’t help but adore him. His young teenage boy interest saw him lured one night, deep into a dark forest after seeing a sign which read: WOMIN. Not a great speller at best, Rozier was also not observant either. The top nail on the sign had fallen out and the sign had spun around. He was actually seeing an arrow that should have been pointing in the opposite direction to the town of Niwom

Night creatures, eyes huge in the fading moonlight, came close, peering at this skinny rake of a boy who was lost in the forest. Rozier imagined them to be bears and wolves, goblins and vampires and feared the worst. However, the rabbits, owls and deer soon wandered or flew off probably laughing inwardly at the strange sight before them. It was enough for the future leader and he finally ran screaming from the forest.  Rozier from that day onwards vowed that he would not sleep without the light on and also to make himself so potentially off-putting to women by drinking and overeating that he would never suffer that indignity again. He succeeded well in the latter.

To ensure there was enough wood for the fires, he called for his halberdiers. Unemployed woodcutters were the backbone of the halberdiers’ unit. The large forests that had once covered much of Alsace had been thinned and the rulers had become concerned, not that environmental damage was occurring, but about the economic damage due to the drop in the price of wood caused by oversupply. Those at the end of the food chain suffered the most and the woodcutters were forced to join an army to bring in any income. They were an uneducated lot, hence the later coined phrase “thick as two planks”.  They had trouble counting to ten because many had slipped with axes and saws in their former employment and a complete set of fingers and toes was the sign of a malingerer. Two axe handles across the shoulders and bulging biceps, these troops would be fearsome enough, but when given a halberd that they could manipulate as dexterously as a baton twirler could use a baton; they were formidable. One of the best reasons to avoid them was the fact that any deodorant that was available could not mitigate the stench of them. If a tree fell in a forest would you hear it? Probably not; but if it was felled by a halberdier you would definitely smell it. Rozier thus asked them to hew wood again, but to do so downwind. The halberdiers wandered off wondering who this Hugh was and what he would do again.
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