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SYNOPSIS




  Taken in as an orphan by farming family, Auteur's childhood was one of virtual slavery.


  When he is about 16 years old, he runs away and is drawn into an odyssey in search of  sacred objects that will secure the future for the world.  


  In his battle against the dark forces of evil, he is helped by many ordinary people.   Who risk their lives to help overthrow the evil that is rising around the world.


  During his journey to recover the sacred artefacts,  Auteur slowly discovers he has strange, exciting and powerful talents, which assist him in his quest and help him protect the lives of his friends.


  His journey leads him into many dangerous situations, that with his talents and considerable luck he surmounts.  Until he finds the ultimate foe, and in a monumental battle, Auteur and his friends prevail and the forces of darkness are defeated once more.


  PROLOGUE


  Dark clouds boiled up into the heavens forming mountains of grey and black, which threatened to topple onto the lands below and crush everything upon it.


  They stretched from horizon to horizon, racing up over each other as if eager to see the carnage spreading out on the blasted landscape below.


  Lightening flickered in the towering black columns and thunder crashed and rolled in the depths of the dark canyons between.


  Fist sized hailstones cascaded down on friend and foe alike.  Knocking men into the knee deep churned up mud.


  Right across the whole war front, the forces of darkness were advancing relentlessly.  The tanks and soldiers rolled forward inexorably despite the terrible cost to them in men and materials.


  The forces of the Lords of the Light gave ground slowly out numbered by their foe, but exacting a terrible price for every foot of muddy waterlogged ground relinquished.


  All along the battle lines, tanks and light armoured vehicles, were busting open and burning.  The flames casting a lurid light over the dead sprawled out in the muddy tracks alongside.  Pillars of foul smelling black smoke curled up into the rain filled sky.


  Columns of infantry disappeared in great fountains of bloodied mud as the mortars and shells reworked the torn up landscape again and again, turning it into new nightmare shapes.


  The city had days before been, a centre of learning, with a university and a wonderful cathedral.  A business centre for the region.  A proud and prosperous place filled with a happy hardworking population.


  Now it was quickly disintegrating, into tiny pieces of rubble.  Smashed over and over by the big guns of the enemy, bringing up the rear of the army of the dark forces.  Squashed into the mud by the squealing tracks of the pursuing dark host.  The City's people now lay dead or dying in their caved in cellars or had fled into the mountains.


  The forces of the Lords of the Light were exhausted, their numbers eroded foot by foot.  Minute by minute.


  Only a miracle would save them from being overwhelmed and save the world from a plunge into total darkness.


  Aurther Fittsgibbons,Field Marshal, Commander in Chief of the Armies of Europe and Holder of the Sacred Sword of the Lords of the Light.  Protector of the Faith.  Holder of the K.C.  Together with numerous medals for gallantry.  Looked down from the cathedral's eastern tower, and knew the battle was lost.  All along the battle line, his men were dying valiantly, but to no purpose.  If only he had some wondrous weapon to save them.  If only.  How many men had died wishing, if only.


  The tower rocked as shells smashed into the cathedral below, scattering the stone block of the walls over the hillside.  Auteur drew the sacred sword from its sheath.  It glowed pinkly in the eerie light.


  More shells pierced the cathedral walls and shrapnel, sighed through the tower, cutting down the Staff Officers grouped around him.  The Field Marshal seemed unscathed, standing with the sacred sword held on high.


  He mouthed a prayer to the Lords of the Light.  'Oh, Lords protect and defend your people, in their moment of peril, give us your strength to finish the fight.'


  He lowered the sword and staggered forward to where his A.D.C. lay in a spreading pool of blood.  'Not you too Malcolm.  Your mother will never forgive me, for getting you killed.'  He fell to his knees and a redness seeped down on to his white trousers from the wound in his back.


  Over his head the skies opened and the tower shook and the air pulsed, as blue white lightening flicked down from the lurid clouds, touched the dark warriors and moved on leaving smouldering ruins behind.


  Great searing balls of blue white fire swept from the heavens, rolled across the batteries of enemy guns, lurched and bounced throwing great gouts of steam into the sky.


  Behind them the guns were silent, twisted metal tubes, pointing drunkenly into the rain swept sky.  The army of the darkness,  were, in retreat from the awesome power of the light.


  They ran from the battle field,  seeking a hiding place, but there were none.  Fire and light licked down from the heavens and sought them out.  The air was filled with a mixture of smells, ozone and burnt flesh.


  Aurther leaned on the sacred sword and watched the rout of his enemies, with tear filled eyes.  He cried for the thousands of dead in both sides.  He cried because he had unleashed this terrible retribution on the forces of darkness, and he cried for all the friends who had given their lives for this victory.


  They tried to dress his wounds, but he knew it was no use.  His life was running out.  He found a quiet corner in the cathedral and sat dozing until the end.


  CHAPTER 1


  He climbed carefully among the broken stonework that lay strewn across the hillside.  Tufts of coarse grass made him stumble, and curse through gritted teeth.  He stopped often, casting anxious glances back down the slopes as if fearing pursuit.  The hillside was empty and the only sound was the rattle of the thick blades of last years dried grass, like miniature swords as they swayed together, as the cold wind sighed across the ruins.


  Above on the crest of a ridge stood the tall derelict walls of a large building.  From where he stood half way up the hillside, he was in a wonderland of light and shadow.  The clouds over his head flitted across the sun.  One minute he was plunged into dark shadow, and the ruins took on a sinister mien, the next he stood in a chaos of green and cream.  The stones seemed to grow out of the grasses and not the other way round.  The stones were piled across the hillside, like the discarded toys of some wilful giant child.  Darkness and light within the individual pieces or long piles of stone accentuated the carving on the stones.


  Some great catastrophe had destroyed this once great structure.


  Auteur continued to climb slowly, moving between the rising mounds of stone into the dark canyons.  All the time favouring his damaged leg, stopping often to rest, but pulled relentlessly ever upwards, to the huge ruin above.


  Finally, he stumbled onto a plateau of short grass and the going became easier.


  Ahead of him lay a single piece of stone, about the size of a chair.  He shuffled forward to it and sank thankfully to its surface, sitting with his left leg outstretched.  The pain speared up through his calf and thigh in continued waves.  Drawing shuddering gasps from him, he was no stranger to pain, up to now he had been able to cope by mentally blocking off the painful area.  


  This was totally different it threatened to overwhelm him, but he fought back mentally pushing the waves of pain aside.  Drawing the pain back until it was under control again.  Slowly, his breathing returned to normal.  Pain had been with him all his life, as it was with everyone he had met in his short life.  


  There were few remedies in the villages.  In his, he still thought of the village that had raised him from a baby as his home.  Although he did not remember having a Mother or Father like the other children.  


  He had lived with a large family of farmers. Nearly everyone farmed or grew food.  The old lady, the Mother, had brewed medicine from the flowers and plants which grew in the woodlands and field borders.   He was not given any, only the family was, then he was not part of their family only with them doing jobs they did not want in return for food and shelter.  


  He was an outcast, if food was short, and that was often, he went without.  The family came first.  So he was no stranger to pain, hunger pain, the biting cold, and the pain of not belonging.


  As soon as he was big enough he packed his meagre possessions and left.


  No one tried to stop him; he was taller and bigger than any of them.  Young muscles firm from all the hard work, he had done.


  That had been over four summers ago, years spent working his way across the countryside.  Finding work where he could, farm work here, repairing buildings there, anything for food and shelter.


  So he had moved on to the next valley, to the next hill crest drawn on by some inner desire to see what was over the next horizon.  


  His journey had led him through strange twisted countryside, where the plants and trees grew peculiar fruit and foliage where animals had two heads or stunted legs on abnormal bodies.


  Towns no bigger than villages, populated by vermin, the rotting buildings sinking slowly back into the earth from whence they came.  The rats and mice swarming through the interiors of the buildings like the waters of a river.


  Places where the trees had turned to stone.  Mile after Mile standing grey and forbidding, against the sky.  The underneath was brown and dead covered everywhere with a hard brown shell.


  This place was beautiful in comparison, even as the dark shadows of the lowering sun crept nearer.


  The skyway clouding over as the sun moved ever lower in the Western sky.


  The cold wind had freshened and Auteur could smell the rain on its breath.  He should find a place to rest in for the night and he must deal with his leg wound.


  He carefully eased his body upright, pushing down on the stone and the branch under his left arm until he stood.


  Perhaps, twenty years old, he was over six feet in height, at least six inches taller than the average person.  Well muscled but light of stature from his poor diet and hard work.


  Long unkempt mid brown hair which was drawn back in a clump at the back of his thick neck by a leather thong.


  Dark brown piercing eyes, straight nose, firm lips over a strong and determined chin.


  His cloth tunic was worn and hard used but clean.  His leather trousers and jerkin had seen much wear, as had the heavy thick length boots.


  Around his slim waist was a magnificent leather belt, studded with brass and with a great brass buckle.


  All his possessions and clothes, he had bartered or worked for.  Including the wide bladed heavy knife, in the scabbard on his belt.


  The bow and its quiver of arrows, he had made with advice gleaned from a fellow traveller, whilst working at a town many months and miles back.


  The bow was made from two stripes of hardwood sandwiched around a long piece of bone.


  When unstrung the bow finds its matured curve, but when the string is pulled and fixed the bow is arched backwards by the shape of the wood, and gives enormous power to the archer and his arrow.


  The arrows he made from straight saplings, carefully chosen and prepared with fire hardened points and feather flights.  He was proud of his weapons and his workmanship.


  Travelling through this wild and dangerous land you needed to be able to defend yourself and hunt for food.


  Auteur shivered as a cold gust of wind brought a scattering of raindrops, a prelude to the storm that was massing on the horizon.  He had been daydreaming; something the Farmer of long ago had chastised him for.


  He thrust out the branch and swung forward moving towards the cavernous ruins.


  It was only then that he looked at the structure.  From the grassy plateau, a wide ramp sloped up into the building.


  To his right the stonework had fallen outwards.  Half the front and most of one side where tumbled down the hillside.


  The walls to the right were twenty foot high with jagged tops.  The left-hand face was at least five times as high.


  Auteur leaned on the branch as his eyes were drawn up the beautiful carved columns until he was staring into the darkening sky.


  He shook his head in disbelief.  How could man have built such massive structures, he wondered?  Such workmanship, such splendour set against what he knew of life.


  Another flurry of raindrops spurred him up the ramp and into the cathedral.


  The building towered over him; great shadows hung from the broken walls.  Stray beams of weak sunlight splintering through the ravaged roof to lighten the deepening gloom.


  Broken columns lay scattered amongst the rotting splintered woodwork.  Small trees grew from the up lifted paving, struggling upwards towards the light.  Moss crept over the stones laying a hand of green over the works of man.


  To the left the roof had sagged down onto the broken columns, pressing down on mounds of masonry that formed a bulwark against nature's intrusion.


  As he moved carefully amongst the rubble Auteur perceived a darkness within the darkness under the roof.  Could there be a shelter within the fallen roof space?


  As he got nearer working carefully between the rubble a feeling of disease crept upon him.  The hairs on the back of his neck raised up and he shivered.


  Auteur slipped into the deep shadow of a broken column and looked carefully around.  Trying to find the reason for his sudden fear.  Without continuous thought his knife was in his hand.  All around there was absolute silence; even the wind seemed to hold its breath.


  Auteur stood like that for about five minutes, whilst the feeling drained away and the small creature noises that had stopped when he had entered the cathedral started up again.  He took a deep breath and slid the knife back into its sheath


  He could see into the deeper darkness now that he was at the foot of the rubble slope.  There would be space up under the roof.  


  He started in fear at the crashing and drumming that reverberated through the building, but laughed out loud at himself as he realised it was the rainstorm beating down heavily on the roof above him.


  Then water started running off splashing down behind him urging him forward and upward over the huge stones.


  He climbed carefully upwards feeling his way in the deepening darkness, the mound was only about seven feet high but overhung by the roof so that he could not stand upright.  He struggled on and soon felt the top.  He found he could push off the roof and stand upright in the space.  The air felt musty with long trapped smells.


  Auteur moved cautiously forward to the reverse face of the rubble.  Suddenly there was a squawk from close by, a whirling and a flapping.  A white face rushed at him screeching.  Auteur threw up a protective arm in reflex.  Sending him back a step, the branch found only musty air and he fell backwards to crash down among the stones.


  His attacker swooped away on fast beating wings to disappear into the outside.


  The pain from his leg was unbearable slicing through him so that he was paralysed by it.  Slowly the red mists and the pain lifted from his being.


  Eventually, he was able to sit up and reach round for the heavy canvas sack strung on its thick coarse rope around his shoulders.


  From the sack he removed his most treasured possession.  A wondrous light globe he had found in curious circumstances over a season ago.  


  He had been tramping through heavy woodland in the late evening looking for a safe place to camp.  As it got darker and darker he had been more and more desperate to find somewhere.  Suddenly as he had broken through a screen of undergrowth, he had seen a perfect square of white light in the trees ahead.


  Stumbling forward through the bushes, he had found a derelict hut.  The light came from the globe sitting on a rickety table.  There were no fresh tracks to the hut and nothing else of value was there except the globe.


  Throughout the year he had carried it, there had been light.  He did not know how it worked, and cared even less, sufficient that it did.  He unwrapped the sacking from the globe and the light spilled out all around.


  He was sitting at the summit of the rubble, behind him the slope he had climbed.  Before him a drop to the cathedral floor slabs, above the arching vault of the fallen roof.


  Close by were a number of straight hard wooden staves.  He stretched over and pulled a stave loose from the pile, it was just shorter than his leg and would be ideal.


  Carefully, he ran his hands down the injured leg, wincing when he touched the swollen area between his calf and ankle.  There was little he could do, but strap it up and hope.


  Quickly, he tore strips from the rags covering the globe and bound the stave tightly to his leg making sure the leg was straight and not bent under the pressure.  He had seen too many men crippled from bad treatment.


  His doctoring completed he worked his way down the slope onto the stone floor.  Very little debris had fallen here just a thick covering of dust.


  The light and his erratic movements caused jagged shadows to dance over the walls and floor.  So it was with a sudden shock he saw in the harsh light the grinning skeleton, propped up in the darkest corner.


  Who- ever the person had been had died many years before.  There was no flesh or clothing on the old bones only a thick covering of dust.


  Besides the corpse was a dust covered mound.  Auteur reached down incautiously to pick up a piece.  Pain coursed up his leg and he jerked upright.


  The whole mound disintegrated into a cloud of dust, what must have been cloth and leather accoutrements crumbled to nothing in the cold light.


  Auteur collapsed into a fit of sneezing and groaned aloud as the sneezes hurt his injured leg.  As the dust settled Auteur noticed a gleam leap within the dust mound, with careful movements he uncovered the long shape, and carefully dusted it off.


  He had found a magnificent sword and sheath.  He drew the sword with shaking hand.  Fully a metre and half in height, from its broad tip up the straight blade to the double-handed hilt.


  As he grasped the sword hilt in both hands, his fingers tingled, his hair on his neck rose up and he was afraid.


  He knew not whence his fear came from but he was very afraid.  Then despite his fear and not knowing why he raised the heavy weapon as in salute.


  The globe light splashed off the blade magnified a dozen times and blinded him.  Balls of colour danced before his eyes, swirled around and around with the blackness.


  Suddenly he was lifted up, whirled round in a mad vortex of colours.  The colours mixed into one another as he turned until he was nauseous, he looked down into the deep well of blackness below and cried out in terror.


  Higher and higher he whirled, the terror closing his throat, the colours bled away into light, pure white light.  The movement slowed and stopped and a sense of wellbeing rolled over him.


  He heard his name being called 'Auteur, Auteur', from all sides.


  'Welcome Auteur'.  The voices swelled until they were an undulating chorus.


  The light receded into the distance; he stood in a huge hall.  He could see great columns, rising out of the mists around him disappearing into the darkness high above.


  They came from out of the mists, twenty or thirty of them, tall and beautiful in flowing garments.


  Strangely, the light seemed to be coming from their bodies, for as they came closer, the light got brighter, so bright he could see the details of their faces.


  The chorus of welcome stilled, and there was silence.  Then a large figure stepped out of the circle.  Auteur thought he could see a face in the shadow against the light, a stern old man’s face.


  The planes and shadows shifting and moving, where an apt background for this face.  Bright eyes sparked, dark beard, out thrust cruel lips, moving. 'Auteur, welcome, my son.' he seemed to say.


  'Who are you?'  Auteur asked, 'how do you know me?'


  'Auteur, fear not.'  The figure said, 'we are your family, we are your friends, you can rely on us.'


  'I have no family, or any friends, I am alone.'


  'You are never alone, Auteur, we have been with you always.'


  'Are you god?'  Auteur asked, 'if you are, why did you not take better care of me, if you are my family?'


  'We all have been through the pain of living and life, it is but a journey of learning and we have set your feet on a hard pathway.  What has gone before will help you with your tasks.  It was necessary to prepare you for what is to come.'


  'If you are not God, then who are you?'


  'We are the Lords of the Light.  We are the force for good in the world.'  


  'Then why do you need me, I am nothing.'


  'We disagree, you are the chosen one.  You must lead the people in the ways of the light towards good, against our ancient enemy, the Power of Darkness.'


  'I know nothing of good and bad, I know nothing of leading.  What good can I do, I am weak and wounded.  You are wrong, I cannot help you.'


  'Auteur, you are the chosen one.  Your part is clear, only the outcome is clouded, and unknown.  Let us show you, what has gone before.  Then you will see, we must fight and defeat our ancient foe.'


  Pictures came flooding into Auteur’s mind.  Men in bright armour, locked in deathly struggles, with weird and awful monsters.  Great armies slaughtering each other in the belief that God was on their side, whilst dark shapes moved amongst them urging them to further killing.


  Dark marauders falling on sleeping villages.  Killing and raping, pillaging and burning.  Women and little children, falling to the bloody swords of the gloating hoards.


  A great armada of flying things.  Raining down death and destruction's on the great cities below.  In turn plucked from the sky to fall in twisting pyres onto the flaming chaos below.


  Bright lights; brighter than the sun, that formed huge mushroomed shaped clouds, over large cities, where millions of souls rose up together to add their being to the great heavens.


  On and on the pictures flowed until his mind reeling, Auteur screamed 'enough'.  Peace closed over him, soothing music washed through his being and the madness receded.


  'What can I do, against forces, as great as that?'  Auteur wanted to know.


  'Let us show you the other side of man.'  


  Pictures of great buildings, intricate stone columns.  High glass windows made of intricate patterns of coloured fragments of lights.  


  Mothers and Fathers proudly carrying their children.


  Fields of waving corn.  Well tended fields.  Herds of well cared for animals.


  Towering Silver and glass towers. Reaching to the clouds.  Slim ribbons of steel and concrete spanning great rivers.


  Silver ship on a column of fire reaching for the stars.


  Cities with teaming millions of happy people.


  Fast flowing rivers, on and on the picture came each more breath taking then the last.


  'All this was ours.'  The figure said with sadness.  'We helped man to emerge from the swamp, to come down from the trees. At each and every turn the darkness, fought against us, twisting the good into badness.  Turning invention for good into weapons for bad.  Twisting events, turning men's minds from good to bad.  From peace to war and now it’s all gone.


  All the wonderful achievements of man smashed and trodden under by the things of darkness.


  The world and its people must face its greatest danger; you must go forth and do battle with the forces of evil.  Save the world from whatever the minions of darkness are planning.'


  'But, I know nothing of their plans.'  Auteur gasped.  'I have no weapons, to use against them.  I can do little to help your cause.'


  'We have led you to the sword and you must seek the Sceptre, which is hidden in vaults of this citadel.'


  Into Auteur's mind came a moving ocean of trees and rivers, hills and valleys and a dark forbidding fortress.


  'There you will find the Sceptre.' The voice continued, 'but, beware the forces of darkness, are aware of your presence, and your task.  Fear not for we will be with you, every step along the path.'


  Auteur came to, back in the cave under the fallen roof.  His arms and shoulders ached from holding the heavy sword erect.


  He swung it at the shadows, fighting imaginary foes, until the kinks came from his muscles.


  Then he sheathed the sword, cleared a space on the floor, for his bedroll.  Took out of the sack the last of the bread and a portion of hard cheese.  He tore the flat loaf into chunks, and cut slices from the cheese and ate.


  He finished with a swig of wine from his last wineskin and put the remains back into the sack.  Placed the sword close to hand, rolled his bedding around his body and lay down to sleep.


  He was tired; it had been a long hard day, from the dawn, when he had dropped down the mountainside to the large village.


  He had suddenly met the brown bear, whilst exploring the ruined settlement.  Coming face to face with it around a corner.  Startled and virtually unarmed, he had turned tail and run, falling in the rocks.  He had felt the bone break and the pain washed over him, but he had held it down with an effort, and had continued with his escape.


  That should teach him to be more cautious, in future.


  He felt his broken leg; it was less painful now, yes, he would be more careful in future, he told himself, as he drifted into deep untroubled sleep.


  CHAPTER 2


  He was awakened in the pre-dawn gloom by a flapping and scurrying, but it was only the white owl he had disturbed the evening before, it was still very dark.


  He looked into the blackness of the cave trying to remember where he was.  He could smell the cold dark mists that hung thickly amongst the ruins overlaying the musty smells of the cathedral.


   It was still early in the spring and winter was reluctant to release the lands, he was warm in his bedding so he turned over and slept again.


  The sun was well up when he emerged into its lights, he felt curiously well and fit.  His leg had stopped aching, his whole body felt taut and sharp as if he were expecting a pleasant surprise.


  He spent a little time prowling between the fallen masonry, looking for anything useful.  Finding nothing he clipped the sword to his thick belt, swung the bag and bedroll over his shoulder and clambered over the high fallen main doors.


  The storm in the night had swept the sky clear of clouds and left it a pale spring blue.  The warm sunlight sparkled from a myriad raindrops on the blades of grass all over the hill and the air had been washed so clear that he could see over the forest for miles and miles.


  In high spirits he swung down the hill moving ever Eastwards.  He had covered several miles before he realised he had left the crutch behind in the cathedral.  He had been swinging his left leg with each step without a thought, his mind captivated by the signs of the new day all around of emerging spring.


  All around the woodlands, forest and the fields were throwing out the new shoots of life.  The trees carried a light green halo the bushes and hedgerow were covered with new green buds and splashes of white and yellow flowers.


  Bees and insects buzzed from bloom to bloom, not the slow buzz of late summer but the frantic buzzing of a new season.  Birds fluttered chirping in the trees busy with whatever birds do.


  It dawned on Auteur that the stave bound to his leg was unnecessary so he sat on a fallen pine tree and removed it.  His leg was fine and there was no pain at all now.


  Towards evening Auteur crossed a wide fast flowing river by way of rickety wooden bridge.  The bridge had been patched so many times that the repairs had blended into one another until the whole structure seemed to have been made of small pieces.


  Looking down through gaps in the roadway he could see the muddy waters of the swollen river rushing between great stone pillars.  Long ago then this bridge had been constructed wholly of stonework Auteur mused.


  Like with the cathedral, people would not or could not repair the buildings and great structure, it was the same everywhere.


  Still he thought, look on the bright side, if they could do it themselves he would have no way to survive.  Well that was not true, he could have been a robber or a thief, like so many others, but that was not his way.


  He came to a large village just as the light was going there was a chill in the air, and it would be a cold night.  The sky was clear and the first stars could be seen in the darkening eastern sky.


  The streets were crowded with homecoming workers and lights were shinning from many windows.  The cloak of darkness hid the rot and dereliction.  The saggy roofs and the patched buildings, and fallen chimneys.


  A door slammed open ahead of Auteur and light and noise spilled out on to the street.  The village supported an inn or tavern, a point in its favour, for here Auteur would be able to find some work and a roof for the night.


  The Innkeeper was a fat slatternly woman, standing behind the bar made from thick wooden planks, set on two barrels.  Beer lay in pools on the bar and dripped off the edges on to the sawdust-covered floor.


  The innkeeper surveyed her domain from tiny dark piggy like eyes, half-hidden in her plump face.  They darted here and there over her clientele in the smallish room.  Watching a trio of waitresses serve the drinkers.


  The noise was stupendous; it rattled around Auteur's head, where he stood to one side of the door looking at the scene.  Through the haze of oil lamp and pipe smoke.  Heads turned as the door swung closed behind him; few of the drinkers paid any attention.


  The smell was extraordinary. The bitterness of years of split beer overlaid by the smells of hot tightly packed unwashed bodies.


  Auteur did not notice the interest his entrance had caused for a trio of swarthy faced men, sitting at a small table in a corner.


  One of the men lent towards his companion's ear, and said.   'That one is not a local.  I've never seen him before!'


  'He could be the one.' The man replied.  'What do you think Billy?'


  'What's to think?  We don't get paid to think, we get paid to do a job.' Billy snarled.


  'We don't just kill everyone who is a stranger, the boss wouldn't like that.  You don't upset the boss, if you want to stay healthy.'


  'So what do we do?'  The first man asked.


  'We watch and we wait, and we send word to the boss.' the leader of the band replied.


  The door crashed open and two large men dressed in grubby workers clothes entered looked briefly around the room waved to a couple of friends and pushed through the mass towards the bar.


  Auteur followed in their wake, gradually absorbing his surroundings and adjusting to the noise.  He was able to hear some of the conversations going on about him.  Small farmers and growers talking about everyday things, like prices at market, the prospects for the coming season, who has a good horse for ploughing.


  'What can I get you?'  A voice shouted in his ear.


  Auteur turned with a start to see the fat woman staring at him.


  'Beer please.'  Auteur yelled back.


  'Alright.  You don't have to shout.'  The woman replied.  'My hearing is good.'  She turned away before Auteur could think of a reply, and drew beer from a row of barrels behind the bar.


  'Twenty pence.'  She shouted, thumping the mug down.


  Auteur gave her the money and before she could turn away, asked.  'Madame could you tell me, where I might find some work?'


  The woman looked him up and down.  'And what kind of work, are you seeking, then?'


  'I can do most things, Madame, repairs, farm work and I like animals, anything really.'


  'I might be able to find you something to do young man, but you'll have to wait.'  She turned away to serve her clients and continue her study of her workers.  Suddenly she moved out from behind her bar, moving swiftly amongst her customers like a carp through a swarm of minnows.


  She brushed aside the clutching hands ignored the ribald comments and grabbed an errant customer by the collar wrenching him off his feet and carried him to the door.  It flew open as she reached it, but she did not hesitate but flung the offender and the incoming client into the street.


  'You don't mess with my girls.'  She bellowed slamming the door closed and waddled back behind the bar.  The door was not up to her rough treatment and sagged slowly to the floor with a thump.


  'That's your first job for tomorrow!'  The Innkeeper bellowed as she passed Auteur, 'and I can find you plenty more.'


  During the whole display the noise level had not faltered and no one seemed surprised at the fat woman's actions.


  Auteur was amazed and took to studying the fat woman, while sipping his beer.  She got on with her clients, even laughed at some of their jokes, though her eyes darted everywhere she missed nothing.


  When he had finished his beer, Auteur caught her eye on him.  He raised the pot and waved.


  'Want more beer?'  She asked over the noise.


  'No thank you, madam.'  Auteur replied.  'I need a meal and somewhere to stay tonight.'


  'Go round to the back, tell the woman there, I told you too and she will feed you.  You can sleep in the barn out there.'


  Before Auteur could reply she had gone.


  The barn was dry with plenty of hay bales and Auteur made himself comfortable.  A full belly, a warm place to sleep, what more could a man want.


  Auteur heard a light footstep and the barn door opened, just enough to let a slim body slip through.  He rolled from his bed to his feet in one fluent silent movement and crouched in the deeper shadows of the stall.


  'Auteur,' a girl's voice called.  'It's me, Mary.'


  Mary was one of Anna's girls, Auteur had talked to them earlier, when they had closed the inn.  He had been very shy at first.  He had little contact with girls, in his wondering lifestyle.


  Mary had been kind to him, taking his side when the other girls teased him.  Fluttering over him, as he ate his supper.  She was nice.


  'Auteur.' she called again, nearer, 'Are you awake?'


  Auteur could see a darker shadow in the darkness of the barn.  When the girl was very near, he reached out and grabbed her arm.  She jumped with shock and gasped.


  'It's all right, Mary.  It's me, Auteur, don't be frightened.'


  'Oh, Auteur you gave me such a scare.'  Mary said breathlessly, coming to him in the darkness and pressed her body against his.


  'I was worried about you Auteur, you being all alone in this barn out here.'  She whispered.


  'You shouldn't have worried, I'm quite alright, Mary.'


  'But I was, Oh, dear.  I feel so cold, have you got a blanket or something, Auteur?'


  'Yes, over here.'  Auteur led her to his bed and they sank down on to it together.  Auteur drew the blankets over them and Mary snuggled closer.


  'Oh, that's much better,' she murmured, her hands moving over his body, undoing his clothes.  'That's much, much better.'


  Auteur worked for Anna the Innkeeper.  Repaired the Inn's front door, the wall of the barn.  Built a scaffold out of slim pine trunks, and rope and repaired the kitchen chimney, which was in imminent danger of falling down.


  Word soon got round and a steady procession of customers sought him out.


  Auteur dropped into the village life without a ripple, he slept in Anna's barn, ate in her kitchen with the girls after a couple of half pint glass's of beer in the bar.  There were plenty of jobs for him, around the village and he was paid in dried meat, fruit and some coin.


  Anna treated him as part of her enterprise, finding him little repairs to pay his keep, and Mary snuggled into his arms every night.  


  Despite his good luck Auteur felt uneasy, at night with Mary's soft warm body pressed against his.  He would lay awake listening to her even breathing and stare in to the darkness trying to find the source of his growing fear.


  The three dark shadows moved silently between the buildings, flitting from cover to cover until they reached the rear of the inn.


  Word had come from the boss.  Take no chance, the stranger was probably the one.  So kill him.  Billy could hardly wait, he would have tried right there in the inn, in full view of all the customers.


  Boris was in charge, his plan was to do it in the night.  'Stands to reason,' he said 'three to one and no witnesses.'


  So here they were, soaked to the knees from wading through the wet grass, huddled behind Anna's barn at three in the morning.


  'You get round to the door, Billy,' Boris ordered in a whisper.  'Arden, you go through the hatch up there and I'll go through the window.  Billy, give a hoot when you're ready.'  Boris hissed to the disappearing shadow.


  Auteur moved restlessly, despite Mary's warm closeness.  He felt a chill creep insidiously through his body.  Mary murmured as he withdrew his arm from under her, and slipped from the bed.  He was crouched down sorting out his underclothes by feel, when the barn door started to open.  A dark shadow slipped through the opening, metal chinked on metal as the intruder knocked against the door.


  Auteur slid the sword silently from the scabbard and waited.  Billy moved slowly towards the stall.  In the loft overhead, a board creaked, as a second intruder stepped into the building.  Auteur laid the sword on the hay and slid his tunic over his head.  Covering his nakedness made him feel better and his mind started to work again.


  He searched in his belongings for something small and his fingers found a metal mug.


  Billy was very near now and the other one was by the loft ladder.


  Auteur tossed the mug in a gentle arc into the next stall and hefted the sword.  It all happened in a flash, an owl hooted somewhere outside, the window crashed in.  Billy turned as the mug hit the stall wall, the man above crashed to the barn floor as Auteur heaved the ladder down and Auteur killed Billy with a downward blow.  The sword cut through leather muscle and bone, and Billy's life rushed out from the gaping wound.


  Boris crashed through the window taking glass and frame with him, rolled upright, notched an arrow to the bow and searched the blackness.


  Arden cried out as the ladder tipped him on to the barn floor with a crash.  He lay there dazed and winded for a second.


  Mary awoke at the double crash of the falling ladder she sat up and then stood up and looked round the dark barn.


  Boris saw the glimmer of white in the prevailing darkness and loosed the arrow.  Auteur heard the twang and sigh of the weapon and yelled.  'Mary, get down.'  But he was too late, the arrow entered her body between her breast and she pitched back into the darkness, with a gasp.


  Auteur was close to Arden and they crashed into each other.  Arden drove his short sword at Auteur body, but it struck the ornate finger guard on his sword and was deflected.  Auteur backhanded Arden, across his face, and Arden fell back a few paces.


  They came at one another again and again.  The crash of swords rang out loudly in the stillness of the night.


  Arden was a good swordsman and Auteur was hard pushed defending himself.  Then there were lights outside the barn and against their glow, Arden was silhouetted for an instance.  Auteur swept the great sword round and chopped through Arden's defence.  Biting deep into his opponent's side.  Blood and guts spilled out and Arden sank to the straw covered floor with a loud groan.


  Auteur had gone down on one knee from the force of the blow and Boris's arrow flew over his head and stuck quivering in a support post.


  There were loud voices outside the barn calling to each other and a lot of milling about.


  Boris dived out of the window to make his escape and was felled by a mighty blow on the head from Anna.  He pitched forward and lay still.


  Auteur rushed to Mary and uncovered the light globe, there was nothing he could do Mary was dead pierced by the arrow.  When Anna found them, Mary was cradled in Auteur's arms.  Tears coursed down his cheeks and dripping onto the dead girl's pale face.


  Anna took charge.  The girls brought more lights, took Mary from Auteur and carried her into the inn.


  Auteur went to check on the attacker, who had gone out through the window.  He was lying in a pool of blood with his head smashed in.


  The other still clung to life though he was terribly wounded.


  'Give me some water,' he croaked, as Auteur knelt by him, and Auteur wet his lips and let him drink a little.


  'Why did you do this?' Auteur asked.


  'We was ordered to.' Arden replied, 'and I wanted that sword of yours.'


  Suddenly he started to cough and as a thin trickle of blood, dribbled from his lips.  His body heaved then fell back and he was dead.


  Auteur got up, recovered his sword and started to clean the blood off its blade.


  Anna was going through the dead man's pocket, she sat by Auteur as he mechanically, wiped to and fro, up and down the sword blade.


  'You can stop that,' she said harshly, 'and tell me what this is about.'


  'What,' Auteur said dazed.


  'What's going on?  That's what I want to know?  Anna repeated.


  'I have absolutely no idea.'  Auteur replied, 'Did you find anything on them?'


  'Not a lot, some money, personal bits and that's it.'  Anna said, 'what did that one say?'


  'Not much, they had orders and he wanted my sword.'


  'This is all very peculiar.  You can't stay here that's for sure.  I can't have such goings on, in my place.  Get your things together and leave.'


  'Okay, you are right.  I can't stay here and have this happen again.  I'm very sorry about Mary.  I liked her a lot.'


  'Yes, that's another thing.  I don't need your trouble here, with me and mine in the crossfire.  So get up, get dressed and go.  Now!'


  'What about them?'  He asked.


  Don't you worry about them.  I'll deal with all that.  Just go!'  Anna replied.


  She left the barn calling quietly to her girls to drag the dead one into the barn.


  Auteur got dressed packed his things in to the sack.  Hung the sword from his belt.  His sack and bedroll slung, but carrying his bow, he made ready to depart.


  Anna and the inn woman saw him off into the darkness before dawn.  Some seemed sorry to see him leave, Brice the housekeeper presented him with a small parcel of food and Anna pressed some extra coins into his hand.


  He turned to wave at the first corner but there was nobody outside the Inn, he hunched his shoulders turned away leaving the Inn and all it held with a heavy heart.


  CHAPTER 3


  Auteur continued Eastwards and was soon walking between tended fields, in the distance sharply etched against the horizon rose a range of hills.  They grew steadily higher as the day passed and Auteur tramped on.  By the afternoon of the second day, they had turned into mountains, huge and dark against the sky.


  Auteur lost track of the days as he marched deeper into the mountains, threading through the passes and over the crests.


  Thick stands of trees covered the lower slopes, changing from oak and elm on the valley's floor to pine and larch further up.


  The terrain had a harsh beauty, the weather worn rocks when the first rays of the new sun struck down through the valleys.  The cascades of water where rivers crashed down the mountainside.  


  The great swathes of undulating grass lands, cut by the dark slashes of shale and landslide.  There were great splashes of colour, where wild flowers grew in the soil in between the tuffs of grass on the steep slopes.  Each crest brought a new vista.


  Then one day soon after noon on a showery day, Auteur climbed out of a valley up a winding pass.  Where he paused to rest there had once stood a great fortress.  On either side of the roadway, level after level of rooms lay open to the weather.  The sun cut sharp shadows into the chambers exposing the soul of the fortress.  Large sections of the building had fallen away, floor had pressed down on floors until they had given way slithering on to the rubble below, where the outer black walls, lay in such confusion.  Only the massive black stone gatehouse still stood astride the roadway.


  The massive gates stood open, and Auteur walked slowly beneath the towering arch.  Each leaf of the gate was a foot thick and the clanging sound when Auteur struck one reverberated in the deathly stillness.  There were two sets of gates about seventy metres apart, connected by the massive tunnel.  Underfoot the roadway was black, different from that in the pass.


  Along the side on the tunnel were several doors, of the same green metal as the main doors, but man sized.


  Auteur pushed the first door open and entered the fortress.  The room was large at least twenty metres across, with many desks and cupboards.  Most had collapsed into piles of rotting wood, scattering their contents on to the dust covered wooden floor.


  Everywhere room after room, it was the same, then Auteur pushed open a door and stepped into a room, that was different.  Here the furniture was made of metal and had fared better.  The floor was covered by what must have been a carpet.  It must have been huge, because it stretched wall to wall in the room.  Far bigger than any carpet Auteur had seen before.


  Auteur crossed the room to the desk, it had several drawers down one side, but when Auteur pulled a drawer open, it fell to pieces in his hand.  Dropping a scattering of indistinguishable dross on the floor.


  Behind the desk was another door, which when Auteur pulled it open lead into a dank dark corridor.


  He took his light globe from the sack, and followed the corridor first left then right until he came to a flight of stone steps.   They plunged straight down into the darkness.


  With the light globe in one hand and his sword in the other Auteur descended the stairs.  The only sound that came to his straining ears, was a steady drip of water somewhere below.


  The stairs seemed to go on forever deep into the rock, around him the silence deepened and the dripping sounded with the measured beat of his heart.


  Then the floor was level again, he held the light higher and saw that he was in a large chamber hewn from the living rock.


  The floor was reasonably flat and level, and there was very little dust.  Stacked in shoulder high piles as far as he could see were smooth grey metal boxes.  Here and there the neat piles had been disturbed, the boxes torn opened strewn over the floor.


  Auteur moved between the lines of boxes wondering what they contained, all the open ones he inspected were empty.


  Water dripped on to the floor and disappeared into cracks.


  From the corner of his eye, Auteur caught a sudden flash as the globe light touched something bright.


  Auteur ducked and whirled bringing his sword crashing into a stack of boxes, sending them crashing to the floor.


  Nothing moved as Auteur crouched waiting heart thumping in his chest.  The echoes of the boxes reverberated through the chamber, but nothing moved into the attack.


  Auteur moved cautiously forward between the stacks of boxes, sword outstretched.  He immediately saw there was no danger anymore.


  The light fell on a silent tableau fifteen to twenty bodies lay in a disgusting embrace, amidst the torn shreds of clothing, accoutrements and weapons.  Their grinning skulls shone in the cool light of the globe.


  They had died fighting for possession of a small ornate object which lay half hidden on the floor beneath their remains.


  Auteur prodded the bones away from the object, at once he recognised it.  The sacred Sceptre, the Old Ones had ordered him to find.  He sheathed his sword and picked up the Sceptre, as his fingers touched its smooth surface the remembered warmth stole up his arm into his body, and a new strength swelled within him.


  He held the Sceptre close to the light, there were two dark caverns, in its crown, where two of the larger diamonds had been prised out.


  He knelt down amongst the bones and searched carefully through the remains.  He could not find the missing diamonds.  They were elsewhere.  He did find a number of knives, with serrated wide blades and heavy hilts.  A collection of strange hand tools which fitted into his hand comfortable, with a hand grip, like a crossbow allowing the squat tube to stick out to the front.  The object appeared to be a weapon of some kind.  He would take them with him to try out later.


  Next he turned his attention to the boxes.  They were made of some light cold metal, very thin but extremely strong.


  Each box had a dial set into its otherwise smooth surface.  Auteur twirled the dial back and forth, but nothing happened, the box remained stubbornly shut.


  He looked at the smashed ones and saw where the two halves divided, so he lay an unopened one on its side and smashed at it, with one of its mates.


  The noise rebounded from the walls and Auteur was sweating when finally the box gave up and fell open.  Auteur was disappointed by the cascade of white crisp material, which spilled onto the floor from the smashed box.  He picked up a handful, they were covered by rows of letters, none of which made any sense to Auteur.


  Declining to waste any more effort on the closed boxes.  Auteur packed the spoils, into his sack.  Wrapped the Sceptre in his spare shirt, and left the chamber.  Climbing up to the late afternoon sunshine and starting the next part of his search.


  The sun was high in the sky when Auteur some days later, marched out of the low hills and on to the lowlands.  Before him stretched mile upon mile of woodland and forest interspersed with tracts of grassland.


  CHAPTER 4


  The summer was coming and the sun was hot on his back, and the sack was heavy.  He had been walking in the dappled shade of the Oak Forest, for a mile or so.  When he thought he heard a cry for help.  Yes, there it was again, a woman's high pitched yell, coming from somewhere ahead.


  Moving at a fast lope, Auteur left the twisting roadway and ran between the big trees and clumps of bushes.  He broke through some heavy underbrush and emerged into a clearing.


  The road was on his right and curved before entering the sun splashed clearing, so there would be no clear sighting of it until the traveller had passed the bushes and was committed to crossing the clearing.


  On the road at the centre of the clearing, stood an old covered cart, drawn by an even older mangy horse, which now stood with drooping head.


  Standing on the cart, was an old crone dressed in a wrinkled and baggy black dress.  A red and gold tattered cloak was across her thin shoulders, and a black turban perched lopsided on her head.  She held on to the swaying cart with one hand, whilst striking at her tormentors with her whip in the other.  She was also yelling at the top of her voice.
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