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  Afterword from the Author



  COLOPHON



Beyond the evidence of our eyes, who knows where truth or fiction lies?

And bound within our senses five, who knows where else we are alive?










Chapter 1

The Parcel


"That's odd," said John Stone as he looked at the Registered Letter notification in his hand.  He had just got out of bed and his hair was tousled.  His hairy legs twitched as he scratched his left one with his free hand and his badly cut t-shirt hung at an angle over his bunny-rabbit boxers.  A package, it said, to be collected from the local post office.  He pursed his lips trying to remember in his just-out-of-bed state if he was expecting anything, but came up with zero ideas in that direction.  Deciding a coffee was in order; he took the form into the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil.  He would go by the post office in his lunch hour and see what it was about.  It might be a mistake, or maybe some mail-order freebee.  'You never know', he thought.

A grey drizzle hung in the sky as he waited for the morning bus.  Pale faces, expressionless and sleep-plagued gazed into the distance vaguely hoping the bus would materialize.  Two young girls, arm in arm, giggled past him and one of them shot him a cheeky look that almost woke him up.  He blushed, uncomfortable with female attention.  He never looked women in the eye; there was a fathomless quality in most that usually left him feeling inadequate and uneducated in the ways of the gender game. It wasn't that he was unattractive, in fact he was quite good looking in a shy sort of way, and he was tall and well built and would have been quite a catch if he had only been aware of it.   As with most reserved people, he didn't connect well with others and had little skill in relationships.  A few encounters with determined females had left him confused.  It seemed that as soon as he started to feel relaxed with one of them they either walked out or started to create situations leading to exasperating arguments.  Women were a puzzle beyond a doubt.  He was better off without.  Life was boring but peaceful.  

Work in the modern open-plan office with its potted plants and endless paper pushing was something he could understand; predictable, uncomplicated.  Fill in this form, enter that information on the computer; confirm this or that by email, query the other with the accounts department and check the records before passing the whatever it was on to whoever it was that dealt with it at the next stage of its journey through the endless process or record-keeping.  He could do his job with no complications most of the time, and his colleagues were pleasant enough, though he didn't see them outside office hours.  

Lunchtime came. He reached the front of the queue and presented his notification to the sharp-nosed, bespectacled lady behind the glass, who looked at him with prim coolness before going to the back of the office and sorting through a selection of letters and packages.  She settled on a box.  It was the size of a shoe box, and John's spirits rose as he once again thought he might have won something; even though he couldn't remember entering for anything.  He looked at the details of postage and his eyes popped as he saw that the postmark was from, where was it... it was a bit smudged... must be a mistake after all....... Bolivia! He couldn't even recall from schoolboy geography where that was exactly. He opened his mouth to say something, but wasn't quite sure what, so he shut it again and just looked. 

"Next please!" said the pointy nose briskly and he realized he was still standing at the front of the queue obstructing those behind him. 

"Oh, sorry," he mumbled, and moved out of the line.  His watch told him he was short of time and so he tucked the package under his arm and returned to work.  It was weighty.  It was mysterious.  It was his. Maybe he should have been suspicious; after all it could have contained anything – drugs, a bomb, but it seemed to him highly unlikely that he, John Stone, could have been singled out for something illegal. No, it was probably some promotional gimmick, and it was at least intriguing. He would save it for home, when he ate his microwave dinner that evening.  It would go nicely with a foreign dish;  a flavour of the exotic to go with his Bolivian package. 'What did they eat in Bolivia?', he wondered.  Well probably it wasn't curry, but that's what he bought as the smell was atmospheric, and he wanted atmosphere.

As he closed the front door behind him, he felt the silence in the house and the package in his hands wanting to be opened, but John was enjoying the suspense.  He placed the box on the kitchen table, removing his morning coffee cup to make room and put his curry in the microwave.  As he got out his plate, knife and fork, and filled a glass with cold beer, his eyes wandered to the box.  The kitchen began to smell of curry.  Should he eat first, or open the parcel first?  The microwave interrupted his thoughts with its electronic beep and he took the curry out mechanically and put it on the plate.  Now he remembered that he had not had time for lunch and his stomach took the ultimate decision.  He savoured the curry and the anticipation of opening the package, stealing glances at it as he swallowed, cooling his mouth with the beer.  

He cleared the table of everything except the package, and set about opening it carefully. The string came off and the brown paper to reveal a cardboard box, well taped and sealed. Getting there! The scissors slit the tape and the lid of the box lifted a little.  Carefully, he pulled up the flaps and peered inside. He heard his voice saying "What on earth..?"  as he saw a curved, engraved, and probably very old wooden lid.  It emanated age and mystery.  His breath was fast and low, as he carefully removed what turned out to be some kind of chest from the cardboard box, which he discarded, leaving this brooding thing a centrepiece on the table.  There was a lock and in it a key of shiny yellow metal. Could it be gold?  He turned the key in the lock and heard a soft click.   Slowly he raised the lid. 

A musty, spicy smell met his nostrils, not at all like aroma of the curry that was fading away in the kitchen sink.  The first thing his eyes fell upon was a black velvet coverlet under the curved lid of the chest, on which was lying an envelope addressed elegantly to John Stone, Esq. It crossed his mind that he should read the letter first, but his hand had already reached for the cover and he removed it cautiously.  As he lifted the cloth, his mouth dropped open and his breath became very shallow.  A warm glow seemed to be hovering over the contents, which caught the light in the kitchen. He blinked and stared at a set of Crystals! They were of various colours and each one sat in its own indentation; beautiful, wonderful crystals; gems maybe? At the front of the box was a long thin indentation and in it lay a slim pointed clear crystal shaped like a wand. 

 "Hold me, choose me," they emanated.  He was immediately attracted to a rosy tinted clear crystal and took it gently into his hands.  Warmth flooded through him, and he smiled. 

"I am," it emanated, "Know me."  

He felt a connection to this beautiful thing, unlike anything he had felt before; it was a calm presence in his awareness. Mentally he acknowledged it, accepted it and returned the feeling of serenity that was now settled into a corner of his heart like the love for a favoured pet. After some time, he reluctantly replaced the crystal in its niche and paused, not wanting to disturb or lose the contact.  His logic told him that he was simply captivated by the exquisite colour and form of the crystal he had held so briefly in his hand, but a newness, and an unfamiliar nudge had set in somewhere deep in his understanding.  He couldn't explain it but neither could he deny it.  He eyed the other crystals thoughtfully, got up and poured himself another beer. It was time to explore the contents of the letter. 

It read,




Dear John Stone,

This gift I bequeath to you at the hour of my passing.  It is the most precious thing you will ever have and I beseech you to respect it, use it well and keep it only to yourself.  Never try to sell it or gain from it. I have passed it on to you because Stone blood runs in your veins and I am trusting that certain other qualities I possess have also come to you, though you may not yet be aware of them.  

These crystals leave me with my blessing to become yours and they will accept you.  Treasure them.  They harbour strength and power, which are very rare and they must be treated with reverence. Knowledge will come to you now they are in your hands and you must use that knowledge wisely.

No doubt you will be somewhat sceptical.  This is not a practical joke.  I have travelled to many destinations on the planet to amass the crystals in this box; you could call it my life's work.  That alone, should make you appreciate their worth, and I implore you to undertake the completion of my journey, which will not be geographical but something far more demanding and fulfilling.

If this letter leaves you mystified, I apologise.  I should have liked to know you and maybe to prepare you for what lies ahead but fate decreed otherwise so you go unschooled into an area it has taken me a lifetime to understand.   I urge you to stay true to yourself and to me and to let the crystals guide you in your decisions from this day forth. 

Yours,

William Stone.




     John lowered the letter and put it on the table.  His head buzzed with questions.  He felt as though his world had turned a somersault and that reality had been a victim of a bad landing.  Surely this wasn't happening.  He knew of no William Stone.  And the crystals?  The letter?  This kind of thing didn't happen in real life; real life was the rain, the bus being late and the daily grind of work, home, sleep, eat.

John dearly wanted to take the gentle rosy crystal into his hand again but something held him back; a caution, unease; he wanted to think a bit before he went any further.  He put the letter back into the lid of the box, replaced the velvet cloth, closed and locked the chest, and took a deep breath.  These things should be dealt with in the morning with a clear head, not after a tiring day in the office.  He took the chest to his bedroom that night and found a place for it on the bedside cupboard.  It was too precious to leave on the kitchen table, though somehow he wasn't afraid of burglars stealing it.  It was meant for him.  No one would take it from him, of that he felt sure, though he didn't know where the certainty sprang from.  That night he drifted into a calm sleep, aware of a feeling of peace and a promise of a new element which had begun to add spice to his mundane life.

The days and weeks that followed were filled with new interest.  The daily routine was the same as it had always been, but in his spare moments John found his mind wandering ever more often to the chest of crystals.  They were not now so mysterious or unfamiliar, but were fast becoming a focus for his thoughts.  The house in the evening no longer felt empty when he opened the door, and he found the first thing he did when he got home was to say a mental "hi" to their presence.  He kept the chest near him when he prepared a meal, watched tv or slept, and often took out the individual crystals and handled them, learning their contours, colours and their individual characteristics. Each crystal had its own 'feel' he discovered, and one by one he accepted them.  He had become familiar now with the feeling of connection when he handled the crystals and had learned to quieten his mind to allow them to enter his awareness.   He spent more and more time with them, enjoying their company as though they were close friends.  Yes, it was odd, and some would have questioned his sanity, or at least said he was escaping from a dreary life into one of fantasy; but the strength of the connection with the crystals and the companionship he felt were such that he didn't really care if either explanation were true.  He was enjoying his new acquisition and it filled a gap in his life he had not allowed himself to admit was there before.  He started to visit the library and took out books about crystals, marvelling as he read about their formation and speculating about the possible countries of origin of his own.  

William Stone was also an ever-present question mark and John had taken to ringing up neglected relatives and asking questions about the family.  As he had not been a regular caller, his queries were often met with a certain amount of puzzlement and the thought that he might be more than a little eccentric crossed more than one mind.  His parents had died and he could not remember them ever talking about a relative called William during his childhood.  His father had a couple of brothers who had visited the house on occasion, but John remembered stilted conversations over rather formal dinners and an atmosphere of polite distance.  He had not questioned this, never having had siblings, and it only occurred to him now that there should have been more warmth in the relationships.  He tried to bring to mind anything he could that might have hinted at a William somewhere, but there was no memory of any such reference.  

He rooted out of cupboards old photographs trying to find an unfamiliar face and had almost given up when he came across an aging browned photograph which showed his father as a child in a staged group family photograph, typical of its era.  Grandfather and grandmother sat upright and camera-shy surrounded by their children, all starched collars and best clothes.  He picked out his father, his uncles Jerome and Clyde, the three of whom had a close resemblance, and then standing at his grandfather's shoulder a small, thin lad he had never noticed before. He appeared to be some years younger than the other three brothers. He did not have their thick blonde hair, which had come down from their mother, or the rather square jaw.  Here was a face of more delicate structure and dark hair plastered down with some oily application emphasising the slimness of the cheeks and chin.  John stared hard at the image, noting the eyes; dark serious eyes. No one in the photograph was really smiling it was true, but this face seemed calm and grave.  Despite the delicacy of the features there was strength and directness in the gaze, which held the eye. John wondered what it would have been like to see this person up close and not in a photograph, and whether the gaze would have been as penetrating.    He knew he had looked at this photograph before, but it surprised him to realize that he couldn't remember questioning the presence of the fourth child.  Had he just not been really interested in old photographs, or hadn't he listened to his father's explanations?  Could this be William Stone, and if so, why had he disappeared from later family photographs and family discussions?  

John kept out the photograph when he packed away all the others.  Maybe he could still ask Uncle Jerome or Uncle Clyde, both of whom were still alive.  He considered them in turn. Uncle Clyde was a retired civil servant who lived with his mousy wife in a cottage somewhere in Newbury and Uncle Jerome was an eternal bachelor who had a chequered background of unsuccessful relationships and career changes.  He lived alone in sheltered accommodation on the outskirts of London.  Of the two, Jerome was both geographically closer and, as a personality, more approachable, thought John. He looked up his number and dialed. 

The voice that answered struck a chord of recognition in John as it was very similar in tone to his father's and he hesitated for a moment, confusing his words.

"Um, hello, um Uncle Jerome, it's John, you know......... John Stone, your nephew?"

"John, my boy, how are you?  Long time, no hear."

"Er, yes, you're right. Sorry about that. Um... how are you?"

"Well, you know, old age and all that, but can't complain," he answered. "What can I do you for?" he inquired, chuckling slightly at his reversal of the usual phrase.

John laughed a little too, but still felt uncomfortable.

"Well, I'm not sure where to start really, but I wanted to ask you something," said John awkwardly.

"Well, ask away then, though I don't know what I can do to help.  I haven't got any money, you know." His uncle's voice had become a little frosty.

"No, no, good lord, no, it's not money! I've got a job and a flat.  I don't need any money!"  He was horrified that his uncle had thought he was calling to borrow.  "No, it's about a family thing.  Can you tell me anything about someone called William Stone?"

There was a silence for a few moments.  

"No John.  I can't," he said simply.

"Oh. You mean you don't know who he is?"

"I mean I can't tell you anything about him." Again the reply was short and to the point, but the voice had hardened.  

"So you do know who he was?" pressed John.

"I've said all I'm about to say, John, don't press me on this, ok?  Now, tell me a bit about yourself, where are you working, did you say?"

"I.. oh, in an office for a local building firm.  Money's not bad and the people are alright.  Been there three years now."

"Well that's good.  Married are you?"

"No, never met the right girl uncle," said John.

"Me neither, though I met a few wrong ones!"  Again the chuckle, and John began to warm to his uncle Jerome.

John tried his luck again.

"Look, uncle, I know this is a bit weird and all that, but it's important to me to learn about William Stone, and if you know anything at all, I would really appreciate hearing it."

"Sorry John, No can do. There are reasons.   Now, I must be going, that's my doorbell ringing."

"Oh, ok then, well, thanks anyway," said John.  "I'll call you again."

"Yes, do that boy, and look after yourself.  It was good to hear from you."

"Nice talking to you too uncle," John replied. "Bye now."

"Bye John, and............. let things be," said Uncle Jerome and hung up.

Thoughtfully, John also hung up and walked into the living room.  Uncle Jerome obviously knew something, that was clear, and whatever it was he wasn't keen to divulge it.  What harm it could do, John couldn't imagine; after all, his parents were dead, William himself was dead, or at least so his letter implied.  "At the time of my passing" was what the letter actually said.  That meant he was dying, didn't it?  Of course, John might be the only one in the family aware of that fact, which was actually highly probable.  William must have caused some family trouble at some time and no-body wanted him back to cause more.  He thought about calling his Uncle again to explain that William was dead, but knew he would not be able to do that without revealing how he knew, and he wasn't prepared to tell anyone about the crystals at the moment.  He looked again at the photograph and asked out loud, 

"Is that you, William Stone, mystery man and black sheep of the family?"

The eyes stared back at him.  He set the photograph to lean against the chest of crystals and sat for a long time, deep in thought.  There was something so familiar in the stare trapped in the picture, as though it belonged to someone he knew but couldn't remember.  Maybe he had stared at the photograph for too long and considered it so deeply that it had established itself in his mind like a memory from the past.  He was sure he had never met William; and even though it was obvious from the photograph that he didn't look anything like his father or other uncles, perhaps there was a family resemblance that the eye couldn't pin down, but blood could.         





Chapter 2

The Journey Begins

John lost count of the number of times he had read William's  letter.  Its quaint style and air of mystery, which hinted at a journey of discovery for John himself, had caused him discomfort in the beginning, but now when he read the letter, he tried to find more in the words, a clue as to where the journey might lead him; where it might begin.  He noticed that these days he had a heightened awareness of atmosphere, a deeper appreciation of his surroundings, of mood, of the world around him, a world which he had never found remarkable before.  Was this the journey?  Was he waking up to his environment and learning to see himself as a part of it rather than as an island in an indifferent sea?  That was positive, he thought; if it was true. He was more at ease at work, in daily communications with his colleagues, in general more cheerful.  It could be that his interest in the crystals absorbed him to the point that he didn't have time to analyse his failings, as he saw them, and left him free to just be.  Yes, thought John, that was positive, and he smiled as he once again closed the lid of the chest and turned over on his side to sleep.  In his dreams he floated through a landscape of suffused light, like the world in eclipse, and he knew he was supposed to be there but didn't know why.  He looked around him trying to find someone to ask, but the land was empty of people and desolate, so he wandered on and on till he woke to find himself troubled and unrested in his bed and with a feeling of unfulfilled purpose in his heart.

It was Saturday.  The weekly shopping was done and John was free.  Usually, he would have attended to some small job in the house or sat down to watch the sport programmes on tv and relaxed, but today he had been for a walk to the park, fed the ducks, watched the squirrels and admired the lush green slopes as he breathed in outdoor air.  It had a different quality to the air-conditioned stuff he inhaled at the office or the somewhat stale air of his flat, which was closed up all day when he was at work.  He felt good, hungry and refreshed as he unlocked his front door and walked into his hall. He went into the kitchen and prepared a large green salad, cut a piece of cheese and a couple of slices of brown bread and sat down to eat with a large glass of fresh juice to accompany it all.  A breeze blew through the open windows and he ate with appetite.   Yes, his diet was changing too, and as a result his body felt lighter, more nourished and stronger.  His trousers were a little loose these days, but that was good and he was pleased by the changes in his appearance.  It wasn't that he had intentionally gone on a health drive, but his body's needs had changed or maybe he was hearing the voice of his body for the first time and responding to needs which had always been there. Whatever the reason, he felt good, increasingly good.

After lunch, John sat in his favourite chair, not in front of the tv, but placed near the large window which overlooked the park opposite.  The sun was shining and the curtains moved in a light breeze, which lifted his hair and cooled his face.  As usual, the box of crystals sat at his side on a small round table, and John opened it and considered them one at a time.  Was there any particular order to their positioning?  He had not moved them around, but had he wanted to it would have been difficult, as each indentation seemed to have been individually worked to take the dimensions of its occupant.   There were seven of them plus the long thin wand, which was so delicate he avoided handling it for fear of snapping it in two.  Working from the right, the first crystal was a dark smoky brown colour, clear, transparent and with internal flaws which gave it the appearance of depth.  He picked it up to see it in greater detail.   There were strands moving up through the centre of the crystal, some of which branched and moved outwards towards the faces, of which there were six.  As the light caught the different facets, individual features came into prominence, like flat platelets deep within the crystal's heart set at varying angles and reflecting the light differently.  He was turning it round very slowly, studying it, and as he stared into the centre, he caught just a glimmer of red, flickering like flames, ruby-coloured flames deep within the crystal and he turned it a little to the left or right watching the red colour intensifying and fading like fire.

The crystal had warmed in his hand and the by-now familiar "I am," led John to open his awareness, stretching to reach and connect with the crystal. He felt a pulsation throughout his whole body, flooding through him in a wave.  He tried to draw back, found he had his eyes closed now and was unable to open them, but still he saw the crystal before him, the orange-red flames drawing closer as he felt himself being sucked inwards.  His ears rang to a resonant chord as he drew closer still and his stomach felt nauseous in his struggle to maintain control, but the attraction was stronger than he was and he lost the battle, feeling himself being drawn away from his view of the park and deeper inward.  

The magnetic pull stopped and he found he was standing at one of the faces of the crystal, magnified now to twice his own height and his hands were flat on the dark glassy wall before him.  Inside, he could see the red of the flames, but also other undefined movement.  He pressed his nose up to the face of the crystal and stood still, trying to distinguish what was causing the movement he could see, but at the same time to gather his wits about him and steady himself.  He wanted to pull back and to detach himself from the attraction that was drawing him in further and further.  He saw his reflection behind the transparent wall.  Two hands touching his two hands, two eyes staring into his. He blinked. The other eyes stared calmly back.  In a shock of realization, he knew that the eyes looking back were not his own. Fear took hold of him but there was no help now, the will of the crystal had him completely and he slowly passed through its flat surface and into a shadowy landscape, shimmering darkly and flecked with red, the wall of the crystal now firmly behind him.

Alert and alarmed, he stood perfectly still.  He pressed himself back onto the inner face of the wall now behind him hoping it would give way and yield to his desire to pass back through it, but it felt hard and glassy and did not relent.   Scarcely daring to breathe, he scanned the area around him and felt he had somehow stepped back into the shady dream world he had been walking of late when he slept.  He was alone; perhaps the face he had seen had been a reflection after all and not another person though he was so confused at this point that he didn't know what to think.  He desperately hoped he was dreaming and that he would soon wake as he felt trapped and panic was beginning to take hold. He was in a clearing and in the centre of it was a ring of round boulders of roughly even size and shape, in the middle of which were flames of golden red, flickering upwards but making no smoke or smell of burning, and in the tongues of fire which reached upwards, John could detect a second movement, independent of the moving flames, as though there was a human shape within them, standing and looking out.  The person was tall and thin and was perfectly at ease in the flames, not burning, but contained within their glow.  The features of the man in the fire were not easy to discern but it seemed to John that the eyes were studying him.  He stared back and the man raised one hand in salute and then, as if a candle had been blown out, the flames and the man in them were suddenly erased from his view. 

John was by now so stunned that he didn't know how to react, and finding the unbelievable to be his only reality for the present, tried to think and take stock of his environment.  There was a softly mulled light all around, and air whooshed past him catching leaves in its passage.  His eyes adjusted to his new environment and slowly he began to make out the details of his surroundings.  A shadowy world of tawny colours and subtle greens surrounded him. The rush of panic he had first felt was now subsiding, to be replaced by a colder fear as the situation he was in showed no signs of proving to be a dream, though the quality of the light around him again reminded him ominously of the dream world he had been pacing recently searching for...... he didn't know what.   He was not inclined to leave the wall of the crystal, which felt solid against his back, so he allowed himself to drop to the floor and sit propped up against it.  If he just sat there and wished to go back, maybe he would put the process into reverse and find he was home again in his chair asleep in the sun. If this was a dream though, it was a strange one because he felt that he was wide-awake, and he looked down at himself to confirm that his body was intact and saw with a start that his clothing had changed.  His head jerked backwards in surprise and hit the flat surface behind him with a thunk, causing sharp pain, but it didn't wake him up.  He was wearing a black leather jerkin and light trousers, soft leather shoes on his feet and at his waist was a belt, while across his chest was a kind of halter with different compartments and pockets stitched on to it.  On examination, he found the pockets contained articles a hunter might use, a sling and a few smooth stones, a knife, some twine and fine string, and in a long thin section the crystal wand from his chest back home.  He drew it out carefully, afraid to break its fragility, but saw that it too had changed.  It was darker, stronger, almost metallic in its appearance, and he ran his finger along its smoothness.  The pain as it drew dark red blood was real and he swore, looking around for something to wrap around his finger but finding nothing suitable, he sucked at the cut, which fortunately wasn't too long or deep; he had withdrawn his hand at the first sensation of pain, but nonetheless it was bleeding.

"That was foolish," said a voice and John jumped in alarm to see a man of about his own age and build and similarly attired standing just in front of him with his arms folded and a hint of a grin on his face. John was on his feet in an instant, his finger still in his mouth and his eyes wide, but too astonished to reply.   He looked around him to see if there were any other people about to spring out of nowhere, and also to see where his new companion had emerged from, realizing that he could have been concealed behind any of the nearby trees and bushes, observing John since his arrival.  It occurred to him that he might have been expected, there being no other explanation for the presence of the man in this lonely spot.  That thought chilled him and he recalled the figure in the flames watching him, adding fuel to the suspicion that he was not there accidentally, but that he had been brought.  Somewhat abruptly John spoke.  His voice emerged rather loudly, forced through a throat constricted by fear, and he demanded,

"Who are you?"  but the stranger ignored the question.

"Let me see," said the other man and held out his hand.

"It's all right, it's nothing," said John not allowing the other man to touch him.

"A cut with the wand is never ‘nothing'.  It won't stop bleeding till you make it," he said calmly.

John gingerly held out his hand and the man put his underneath, palm upwards.

"Use the wand to heal it," he said.  "Touch the wound with the tip and tell it to heal."

John was suspicious and disbelieving; he still wasn't sure if what was happening was real but the bleeding was continuing and red drops were falling to the leafy floor. He pointed the wand at the wound and said "Heal," in a shaky voice and saw that the tip of the wand glowed blue for an instant and then shot a sliver of that blue light into the wound.  It stopped bleeding and the skin closed as he watched it.  The other man removed his hand and surveyed John thoughtfully.  There was a silence as the two men studied each other with curiosity.

John eventually spoke again, but his questions tumbled out one on top of the other.

"Where is this place, how did I get here.......... and who are you?"

"Gilladen is my name and I think you know where you are.  You also know how you got here." 

John thought about the answer. Yes, he did know where he was and how he had got there. 

"Inside the crystal!" he said, "One minute I was at home and the next I was here. Am I dreaming?" he asked, looking carefully for the first time at his companion, who had a friendly, rather pale face.

"Have you ever had a dream as real as this?" asked Gilladen.  

"No, not like this.  I can't wake up from this one."

"Hmmm.  Nor will you."

"What!" gasped John, alarmed "Do you mean I'm stuck here?"

"For the present, yes.  But come on, we have to leave this place."

"Leave?" bellowed John, "I'm not going anywhere except home!  I want to get back through this damned wall!" he insisted, and turned about face, hammering with his fists, slapping with his palms and shouting, "There must be a way out!"  Again he pressed his nose up to the crystal face, this time from the inside, seeing nothing but dim shapes. Gilladen turned on his heels and headed off, calling after him, "We can't stay here, it's dangerous.  Come on!"  John, after protesting and trying once more to get back through the wall without success, called out to the back of the man now walking away,  

"Hey, come back! Tell me how to get out of here!"  But there was no reply and the man was increasing the distance between them. Not knowing what else to do, John tore himself reluctantly from the wall and followed. When he drew level, he opened his mouth to speak.

"Not now, there will be plenty of time later for questions," said Gilladen before John could utter a word.  They picked up their pace and the reluctant adventurer looked around him as they trotted along, assessing and fretting about his predicament.  They were in a shadowy forest whose trees were tall with elegant trunks and full leafy tops.  The ruby glow had disappeared along with the flames in the clearing and here the sunlight, which filtered through was subdued, as was John himself.  The sombre mood of the environment suited his own. 

This was no small world.  The land of the crystal was expansive and as they emerged from the trees, rocky hills came into view to the west, while a smooth plain opened out to the east.  Emerging from the forest, John felt he was leaving behind him his last chance of return and he looked longingly back, trying to memorize the trees, but he knew it was useless.  He was not going to be able to get out of this place alone.  He needed the aid of his guide, and he wasn't going to get that, at least for the moment, so he had no choice but to co-operate in the hope that he would be able to undo the process which had pulled him into this strange place.  They headed towards the hills seeing no other sign of life, and the only sound was the plaintive call of an unfamiliar bird from high up in the treetops now fading away behind them.

At the foot of the hills was a path leading upwards.  They turned their footsteps towards it and began to climb, jumping brooks from time to time, which coursed downwards.   The pace Gilladen set was steady and fast and John found himself hard-pressed to keep up, but made a determined effort and managed to stay on the heels of his guide. He thought that if this was a dream, then he shouldn't be feeling tired and his feet should not be hurting.  In fact, he was now hoping they would soon reach their destination, wherever that was, so he could rest; he didn't know how much longer he could keep going without stopping to recover. At a point some half way up the hill, a wall of flat rock barred their way and John halted, looking at Gilladen for guidance.  His companion, who neither halted nor spoke, was making straight for the rock face, so John followed, and when they got up closer, he saw that the rock face was in fact a cleft; one rock face over another further behind it.  From a distance, the light and shade made it appear to be one smooth surface, but now he could see that Gilladen was still following a path of sorts, which continued right to the end of the rock face, and then turned behind it so that momentarily his guide disappeared.  John hurried to catch up and turned behind the first rock face to find the path continuing deeper into the cleft, high cliffs now on either side of them.

They continued in zig-zags through a rock maze until John was hot and tired and absolutely sure he could not find his way back again alone, having to accept that he was trapped at the whim of the crystal that brought him into its world and the guide who led him deeper.  He was musing uncomfortably on this fact when they eventually cleared the last rocks and John found himself staring across a broad plateau, encircled completely by rock walls.   He panned the entire plain from his position up on one of its steep sides, and marveled at how tiny everything below him looked.  It put him in mind of model villages and toy train landscapes which had fascinated him as a small boy. 

At the base of the rock walls were caves, and John could see people, as small as ants, milling around their openings.  In the centre of the plateau was a structure, shaped and coloured like the crystal, which had brought him there with smaller replicas joined to it to form an elegant temple-like building of many towers.  They started their descent and eventually reached the level of the plain, and as they continued towards the caves, people came out and watched, pointing and talking among themselves.  Gilladen marched directly for a large cave opening, outside which stood two tall stone pillars, white and smooth in contrast to the slate grey of the rocks all around.   Two armed men stood at the opening, their spears crossed, barring the way. 

"Guardian Gilladen brings the Wandmaster," reported Gilladen, halting in salute. 

'The who?' thought John 'Is that supposed to be me?' 

From behind the crossed spears appeared two more guards, and from within the dark halls behind them, a figure dressed in ornately decorated black leather.  He was a strongly built man with thick white shoulder-length hair.  He struck his chest with his hand and bowed his head smartly at John.

"Raise your spears," he ordered the guards and then he addressed John, "You are welcome here Wandmaster John Stone, please enter." Gilladen nodded to John to precede him and the guards allowed their passage.  John moved stiffly forward, unsmiling and hesitant, and Gilladen introduced him. 

"Wandmaster John Stone, I present to you the Chief Guardian, Overseer of Order in the Realm, the Lord Menoneth."    Besides still being in a suspended state of comprehension, John was unused to meeting people in authority and was unsure how to respond, so he mumbled a "How do you do," which seemed very inappropriate as soon as he had said it but Lord Menoneth smiled kindly at him and reached to take his hand in greeting.

"Come inside, you must be tired and thirsty after your journey, Gilladen will show you to your quarters where you can wash and rest a while and then we will talk and you must be presented to the Council."  With that, Lord Menoneth turned and walked away, followed by his two guards, and Gilladen tapped John's arm, motioning to a side-corridor and led the way along it.  

Still in a daze, John followed his guide along the corridor, noting that there were openings in the ceiling of the tunnel allowing light to enter and also alcoves, which glowed softly in the walls creating a warmth and feeling of comfort he would not have expected.  After a short walk, they stopped outside a door on the left, which Gilladen opened and then stood back for John to enter.  The soft lights were present here too, and they outlined a room, carpeted and complete with bed and dark wooden furniture.  There was a homely atmosphere, if somewhat different from his own modern flat, and he relaxed a little as though the room itself had welcomed him home.  

"There is a water chamber through that door, and you will find fresh clothing in the closet there," said Gilladen, pointing to a small wooden door in one of the walls of the room and a large carved wardrobe.  "I will be back to collect you in about an hour.  Rest well friend," Gilladen smiled and left, closing the door behind him.

Alone for the first time since entering the crystal, John heaved a huge sigh and let his voice out of its strangled tension.

"What in all hell is going on?............. What am I going to do?.................. this can't be happening!........ I must have lost my mind or something!"  John tried to slap himself awake but he couldn't; he was already awake.  He sank down into the comfortable chair and closed his eyes to try to think straight.  It just couldn't be real.  Is this what madmen felt, he wondered, totally sure that they are sane but trapped in an impossibly insane daydream?  After about ten minutes when no amount of pinching or rationalising had changed anything, John got up and went to the water chamber; which he would have called the bathroom.  As he opened the door, the sound of running water met him and he saw that his idea of a shower fell far short of what greeted him there.  He had his own personal waterfall, spilling out of a source just about head height and filling a rock pool set in the floor.  The water tumbled and splashed joyfully and he put his hand in the spray.  It was icy cold.  He let out a roar when he first got under the stream of water and his breath stuck in his chest, but it refreshed him in no time and he stayed in as long as his flesh would bear before coming out.  His w.c. was fed from the constantly running water pouring from the rock pool so there was no need to flush.  He was impressed he had to admit.  

He dressed in the clean shirt and trousers left for him and put the leather jerkin back on again, surprised at how comfortable it felt.  The two belts he left off for the time being and he lie back on the bed to wait for Gilladen to return, his tiredness  washed away in the cold sparkling water and also some of his tension.  His senses were alert and he tried to accept the here and now and to face the fact that there was nothing he could do to change his current situation, so he would have to come to terms with it.  This outlandish adventure was running its course, whether he liked it or not and he was evidently a major participant in it.  There was still a chance it was a dream and that he would wake up and find himself asleep in the chair at home, but that seemed to him to be getting less and less likely by the minute.  He tried to remember everything that had happened to him in sequence, and closed his eyes to concentrate.   He was musing on his cut finger, which had healed so miraculously and the name "Wandmaster" given to him by Gilladen and Lord Menoneth when he heard the door of his room open.  Expecting to see Gilladen, he lifted his head and focused on the doorway.  There stood a young woman, leather clad in soft brown with a long braid over one shoulder and eyes like pools of dark water, smiling at him studiously.  John stared back, pouting in surprise.

"Who are you?" he asked abruptly.  He was being rude, he thought, and stood up hurriedly, holding out his hand. "I'm John, John Stone," he completed.

"I know who you are, Wandmaster, John," said a musical voice, "and since you ask, I am Guardian Jazlyn." She took his hand in hers and John 'connected'. He couldn't put it any other way, just like he had with the crystals, a contact somewhere inside, a vibe, an awareness.  He looked at her dumbly, still holding her hand and she laughed gently, removing it and smiling warmly.

"Are you rested?" she inquired.

"Yes, thanks," he replied, "And you?"  He knew he was tripping over his tongue but had lost his way a little in the darkness of her eyes.

"I had no need of rest," she replied, "My duties were light today."

"Oh. Good," nodded John, not knowing what else to say. 

"Mmm," she nodded approvingly. "Shall we go?"

John thought 'Anywhere with you!' But said in his most manly voice "Lead the way...... Jazlyn."

They walked side by side in the dim warm light and John was a happier man.  He sneaked as many glances at Jazlyn as was decent and took absolutely no notice of anything else around him.  When at last the footsteps at his side paused, he saw that he was at a very large double door, again with two guards outside, crossed spears barring the way.

"Guardian Jazlyn to present the Wandmaster to the Lord Menoneth and the High Council."  The guards stood aside and pushed the doors open to allow them to enter.  The hall was majestic; tall and sculpted with pillars of stone at the outer walls, while in the centre of the room was an enormous table surrounded by heavy wooden chairs, all of which were occupied, except two, one at the head and one at the foot nearest the door.  Jazlyn led him to the vacant chair nearest the door and instructed him to stand until her Lord entered and then she left.  He felt very inadequate, but he stared ahead of him resolutely, his heart racing, his mind in turmoil and his legs turning to jelly by the moment.  He had never been one for the limelight, in fact, he hated being the centre of attention.  Nonetheless, here he was, with all eyes on him, and having no idea what was expected of him or why he was there.  It didn't seem like he was going to be treated badly; in fact, everyone seemed to be treading on egg-shells in his presence and calling him "Wandmaster."  There had to be a mistake here somewhere and when he got a chance to explain to these people they had got the wrong man, everything would be sorted out and he would be home before he knew it, he comforted himself. A tiny voice at the back of his mind was whispering doubts about the crystals he had received and a certain William Stone, but he was determined not to listen.   When Lord Menoneth entered the hall near the head of the table, everyone else rose and in unison chanted "Honour to Lord Menoneth."  When Lord Menoneth took his place, they all took their seats. John followed suit, grateful for the support of the chair.

Lord Menoneth, who had  remained on his feet, raised his hands for silence.

"Good evening, Council Members.   You are all aware of the presence among us of our new Wandmaster, John Stone, and I would like you now to greet him and welcome him to our realm."

"Honour to the Wandmaster," came the chant from all in a single voice.

"Um, no, you seem to have made a mistake," John began, but Lord Menoneth had fixed him with his commanding eyes and said, "You have been formally greeted by the Grand Council of the Realm, Wandmaster John Stone, and a fitting reply is expected."  There was a stern note of reprimand, and John felt like a schoolboy caught cheating in a test and felt it wise to be as respectful as he could manage for the time being.  He would have his chance to explain later, he hoped.  John didn't know the formal reply so he borrowed the greeting and returned it, saying  "Honour to my hosts," which seemed appropriate, certainly better than "How do you do" he thought, and sat down again.  Lord Menoneth smiled and John assumed he had momentarily avoided Menoneth's displeasure and any consequences that might have followed.

"The Wandmaster comes at a time of peril for our realm when our enemies are striving to create disorder and destruction.  He has come to add strength to our struggle against Ataxios, his growing armies and the foul beast, The Akryd, and it is only through the Wandmaster that there will be any hope of our survival."

John listened in alarm.  His hair stood on end on his neck and head, and panic was growing with every word Lord Menoneth uttered.

"The Wandmaster must lead us through these evil times with the power of the wand which fate has placed in his possession and we must follow him and support his efforts.  We pray that our realm will be spared and that through us, other realms will be able to resist and win through against the evil that also threatens them." 

Lord Menoneth was studying John's face closely and was clearly aware of the effect his words were having.

"Wandmaster, I know that you have been brought here from your world against your wishes, and I also know that you had, up to this moment, no idea as to why.  One of your blood was aiding our cause, Wandmaster William by name, and he still adds his strength to ours and to yours also.  It was he who passed on the burden of the wand to you, but, unprepared even as you are, we ask that you do all in your power to aid us.  No-one else can.  You are the Wandmaster now and until your passing, the Wandmaster you will remain.  You have no choice in this; it is an inevitability you must learn to accept.  All of us are dedicated to helping you in any way we can and, in fact, you are the reason we are all living here in this settlement.  We have been awaiting your arrival, and we cannot allow you to leave us in these troubled times because you are essential to us and you must understand that if we fail in our task, your world will also feel the consequences."  John was in a cold sweat, his head in turmoil, but Lord Menoneth was looking at him, awaiting an answer, as were all the others in the hall, and John knew he had to reply.

He stood up slowly, and his voice was unsteady as he replied.

"Lord Menoneth, I am John Stone, plain and simple John Stone.  I have no gifts or talents to offer you and I am here by accident.  I can't accept the responsibiility you place on me.  I think William Stone must have made a serious mistake in his judgement in choosing me, you see, he never even met me and I strongly advise you to find another 'Wandmaster'.  It can't be me.  Not only do I not want to be this 'Wandmaster' person, I am not suited or able to be.  I would gladly hand over everything my relative left me to someone else.  Please help me to return to my world.  I can see that you have very difficult times ahead, but don't honestly see how I can be part of them.  I am nobody, nobody at all and if the future of your realm or my own world depends on me, then I'm afraid the battle is already lost."  John saw anger, disappointment and hopelessness on the faces around the table.  Voices muttered, heads shook and John wished with all his heart to wake up in his armchair at that moment, but Lord Menoneth held his eyes.

"You are the Wandmaster, whether you accept it or not.  You were chosen through your bloodline and by the previous Wandmaster, and if you can't help us, we are lost.  There is no other with your qualities.  At the moment, all this is new and unbelievable to you, but in time you will come to see there is no alternative to what fate has decreed.  The wand is very powerful and you will learn to use it wisely with practice, but this responsibility cannot be denied or passed on to another.  Fate is fate and yours is to be the Wandmaster."

John sat down heavily and said no more.  He was unable to take in what was being said and felt hopelessly trapped and unwilling to believe he was anything other than John Stone, a clerk in Prowess and Dibbs in his unexceptional suburban life in the world he had grown up in and knew to be real and substantial.  Nothing made sense and he was shaking as he stared at the table in front of him, his hands resting on it, limp and useless.  The meeting broke up and John found himself looking into the face of Menoneth standing at his side.

"Sleep tonight, Wandmaster John.  Tomorrow we will meet in the temple and you will begin your preparation."

"The sacrificial lamb?" asked John

Menoneth smiled wryly and answered "No, hopefully the ravaging lion." 

He felt rather than saw Jazlyn standing behind his chair waiting to take him back to his room, and he rose and went with her. Her presence was comforting but his spirits were very low and he trudged along at her side without speaking or looking at her.  She touched his arm before leaving him at the door and whispered 

"Bye for now, Wandmaster."

"John," he replied, "just John."

He removed his belts and leather jerkin and lie down between the clean sheets.  He had been on his feet all day and should have fallen immediately into a deep sleep but so much had happened that his head was thumping with trying to take it all in.  His stomach reminded him that he hadn't eaten either and he knew there was no way he was going to sleep on an empty stomach and an overfull head. He sighed, got out of bed and seated himself in the chair beside the dimly lit alcove.  There were no external windows, but from somewhere sweet fresh air was circulating in the room.  He closed his eyes and took deep soothing breaths, trying to calm his jangling nerves, and would have succeeded if his stomach hadn't been rumbling so much.  He heard a soft knock on the door and he sprang to his feet, his heart racing and his breathing becoming silent as he listened for the next sound.  His senses were keen and he was alert.  He heard the knock again, and to his surprise, he could feel who it was.  A slow smile spread across his face."Jazlyn," he breathed.  He moved across the room, opened the door and was not disappointed on two counts.

Food!  John gratefully accepted the tray she offered him and said 

"I was beginning to think no-one eats around here."

"Oh, we eat Wandmaster," she smiled "and we apologise for keeping you hungry till now, but sometimes the head is clearer on an empty stomach, and Lord Menoneth wanted to hear your thoughts before you broke your fast."  Her face was troubled and it was clear she had learned of John's words to the Council.

"I spoke the truth," he said firmly and held her eyes.

"I believe you spoke from the heart, Wandmaster..."

"John," he corrected her.

"John," she said with discomfort. Then in an outburst of feeling, added  "But I believe you were not sent to us by accident but by the workings of fate, and you should at least try to believe that because you are so important to us that if you reject your role, fate will be unable to work for us.  Do you understand? You will block the workings of fate and we will be thrown into confusion and disorder, which is exactly what Ataxios wants, it's what he's trying to bring about!" She was speaking quickly, as though trying to find the courage to get the words out before she lost her nerve.

"Fate and order don't make good bed-partners in my experience," said John. His analogy struck him as bold in the close proximity of those dark eyes, and he was amazed at his own ease in producing it. "Fate is an unknown, chance-luck series of events, whereas order is papers in a file, records well kept, knowing what comes next, things like that.  Chalk and cheese, oil and water, fate and order are completely different."

Jazlyn was staring at him with such intensity that he lost his train of thought; put down the tray he was holding on the table beside the door, reached out and stroked her cheek with his finger. 

Her dark eyes widened in surprise

"I must go," she said and drew back out of the doorway.

"Must you?" John probed "It seems to me we wouldn't be lost for topics of conversation and I would welcome some company while I eat."  He stood aside and waved a hand into his room, his eyes now burning into hers.

She smiled, a womanish smile, a wonderful smile, but shook her head and looked at him with her head tilted and a twinkle in her eyes.

"I have a feeling Wandmaster John Stone that if I come in, I might find it hard to get out again!" 

"Call it fate," teased John, "Didn't you tell me I shouldn't reject what fate puts in my path?"

"Fate," laughed Jazlyn "can wait!  Enjoy your meal and goodnight."  She was gone and John stared stupidly after her for a while.  When he closed the door eventually, he thought about how he had behaved.  He had flirted outrageously with her, something he had never done with any woman before.  He wasn't sure he had been good at it, but he had made her uncomfortable.  He remembered the tilted head and the little smile and he grinned to himself as he took the cover off the tray.  There was a chair at the table and he settled down to eat with appetite, bread, cheese, fruit, milk, some green salad; just right for a late supper.  Things weren't so bad here after all, he thought, but as the glow of Jazlyn wore off, the words of Menoneth came back again, John's heart sank once more and his fears returned.




Chapter 3

The Wandmaster Confirmed

John was woken by the appearance of breakfast, which was light to say the least; cool water and a wafer-thin slice of bread (they obviously needed him to have a clear head again) - and the removal of the supper tray, unfortunately not by Jazlyn, and he wondered if he had frightened her off.  He searched his feelings and was pretty sure that wasn't the case and that the connection he had first felt with her had grown stronger in him and it wasn't one-sided.  He knew she liked him.  The attraction was as plain as the nose on her pretty face.  Again he found himself grinning and thinking about her. 'For heaven's sake, you've got so much more going on here man, pull yourself together!' he scolded himself as he washed and dressed.   Today would bring a new series of puzzles and problems, of that he was sure, and he needed to think.  All the same, Jazlyn crept back into his thoughts repeatedly, accompanied by a warm tingly feeling starting way down low and coursing up through all his moving parts.  Perhaps he should have had a cold shower on getting out of bed, but the thought of that icy water straight out of warm bedclothes had not been an attractive one.  

When the inevitable knock came, John's hopes rose and then faded.  It wasn't Jazlyn he knew, even before he reached the door. 

"Good Morning, Wandmaster John,"  It was Gilladden "I have come to take you to the temple.  Are you ready?"

'For what?' thought John, and he shrugged "I suppose so, Gilladen, good to see you again, how are you?" and he wondered why was he being so polite.

"Well," he answered and led John off up the corridor and out into the light.  John had been inside so long that the dull light of the outside world came as a surprise to him. He realized that the bright colours of his own world were not the norm in the crystal realm where they were muted and less vibrant.  The two men did not exchange any other words and John knew that reports of his appearance at the Council the previous day must have been a disappointment to his guide and probably to the whole of the community. It struck him as ridiculous that the fate of this strange place seemed to have landed in his unwilling and inappropriate hands.

A stone pathway led to the temple and John was surprised to see it lined with people.  He walked between them as they stood watching him, and did, indeed, feel like a lamb going to slaughter.  Around the temple were arranged a ring of leather-clad men and women and he knew one of them would be Jazlyn, though he couldn't pick her out.  As they reached the ring of young men and women, Gilladen halted and turned to John.  

"Wandmaster, I present your Guardians.  Please wait here until you are called."  John did as he was told and stopped while Gilladen took his place in their midst close to the door of the Temple, at the threshold of which stood Menoneth and some priests in simple robes of various hues.   Gilladen took his place in the line of guardians, drew a sword out of its sheath, raised it into the air and shouted, "Guardians, salute your Wandmaster!"

A loud cry of "Honour to the Wandmaster!" came from many throats and swords were raised in the air in unison and then lowered and presented ceremonially, tips facing down and blades straight and true.

They waited expectantly, all eyes on John and he knew he should respond, but he still had no desire to be the 'Wandmaster' and wanted to shout it out loud again to everyone there.  So many people were gathered around and the Guardians were saluting him as their leader with great show of ceremony, putting him in a very embarrassing predicament yet again.  He felt very much as he had at the Council Meeting the night before, but there was no point in making a scene here and now, he reasoned, and decided to go along with things for the time being till he could sort out the mess. He had no sword or shield so on an impulse, he withdrew the wand from its pocket in his leather halter, raised it and returned "Honour to the Guardians of the Wandmaster!" which was the most appropriate return he could muster.  

He felt an exhilarating rush of power down his upraised arm and into his entire body, which rocked him on his feet. The wand glowed, throwing an eerie shade of dark ruby red onto the faces of the Guardians and issued a deep resonant note, which floated in the air strong and clear.  It was taken up by a rejoining echo from the crystal temple walls behind the guardians and soon the air was alive with sparks flying back and forth from the points of the crystal peaks of the temple and the tip of the wand while the clear note chimed in the air.  John was astounded, but felt alive with the power of the wand in his hand at once absorbing and emitting energy.   He had the impression that in the air above the central crystal stood the tall thin man, swathed in flame, that he had seen on his arrival in the Realm, and felt as though all his concentration was bent on John.   As the clear sound faded, the sparks died down and the ruby red colour subsided, the flames and the image within them faded too.  The wand was quiet again.  John's arms dropped to his side, the charge that had filled him slowly diminishing.  He didn't know exactly what had happened, other than that he had in some way been joined with the crystal substance of the temple through the wand in his hand, and that he had felt the power flooding through him.   He wanted to be separated from the connection and replaced the wand in its sheath, standing erect and serious. His claims to be plain John Stone had taken a knock to their credibility, and John himself was uneasily beginning to wonder if there was really something in what Menoneth had said the previous day at the Council.  There was absolute silence.

"Come forth Wandmaster," came Menoneth's voice, and John walked forward, charged by the wand and knowing that there was no going back, at least for the present.  His doubts and fears had been challenged by what the wand had caused to happen.  It was beyond his comprehension and control.  Whatever was to follow, he would be a part of.  The wand and he had communicated and formed some kind of bond between them and they were now closely related; unbreakably so, he felt.  He was more aware of himself than he had ever been in his life, and whether this was eventually to turn out to be a dream or a twist of reality in which he was entwined, he knew he had to live it out.  Acceptance brought strength, and solemnly he walked toward Menoneth who was smiling knowingly.

"There is no mistake. You are the Wandmaster confirmed, John Stone." 

John returned his look impassively, and finding no words with which to reply, followed the priests into the temple. 

Steps were ranged around a central altar amphi-theatrically and more priests were seated around it in a semi-circle.  Behind the altar was a sheet of crystal, within which was the now familiar image of the man John had seen in the flames on his arrival, and shimmering above the temple just a short while ago.  It was statue-like and still.  John was drawn to look at the figure in the crystal wall and was wary of investigating his feelings too closely about its meaning, and how he had linked with it, or its role in the overall scheme of things.  On the altar was a raised slab of white marble on top of which John was surprised to see a set of crystals just like his own at home.  The dark first crystal was set apart and was larger, but the others were roughly the same.  Their colours were familiar to him and he felt them with his mind as though he were handling them individually, greeting them one by one.  There was silence in the temple as the priests and Menoneth allowed him his quiet time.  When he felt he had completed his introductions to the crystals, John looked up and saw that several of the priests had taken up position around the altar and were concentrating, eyes closed and deeply still. In his mind he spoke to them. 

"Honour." He communicated.

"Honour to the Wandmaster," they replied, eyes and lips closed in contemplation. He was able to communicate mentally, which should have surprised him immensely. It didn't.

The most elderly of the priests opened his eyes and looked at John, "I am Tyloren, Wandmaster.  I am the High Priest of the Crystal Trove," said the priest scrutinising him.

John allowed the examination, trying to accept the intrusion into his mind.  He was puzzled, but not unsettled with the idea that his unspoken thought was accessible to others and it began to feel natural as he, in turn, was able to link to other minds.  Apparently satisfied, the priest moved towards him and placed his hands on John's head.  He felt uplifted and cleansed, lighter and brighter than before and he did not resist, but instead allowed the feeling to flood through him.  The priest removed his hands and turned towards the crystals.  He lifted his voice in a deep hymn of reverence and the notes were clear and beautiful. John followed the proceedings patiently and found he was drawing strength from the crystals and the rhythmic chanting of the priests who now added their voices to that of the High Priest, Tyloren.

John was led to the altar.  There was a long indentation in the stone at the side of the crystals which he knew was for the wand.  He once more drew it from its sheath.  The High Priest held out his hands and John placed the wand across them.  To his surprise, its loss was acute and he longed for its return watching anxiously as it was placed on the altar.  As he stood before the array of crystals and the wand, the priest moved back and took up the hymn again, and John was left alone.  One by one, the crystals began to glow and, from their hearts a sinew of light reached out and connected with the wand along its length until it hummed and changed hue, becoming a rainbow of exquisite clarity, which spread outwards taking John into its colours and surrounding him.  The power was immense and he submitted to it, taking in as much as it could generate.  He had no choice.  As though responding to an age-old knowledge, he opened his palms, outstretched his arms and became........the Wandmaster.  Had he looked, he would have seen the figure behind the crystal wall in an identical stance, but John was experiencing an inner world from behind closed eyes, which permitted no outside intervention.  At the end of the ceremony, John was allowed to take the precious wand into his possession again, and he fondly replaced it in its pouch across his chest. It returned like a lost love to his heart and he wondered at how empty he must have been before it came into his life.  

After the ceremony,  Tyloren kept John back and they sat on the stone seats at the front of the amphi-theatre until everyone else had left.  When all was still and quiet, Tyloren turned to John and studied him from under a smooth forehead and silvery eyebrows, and said,

"I could find out what I wish to ask you, Wandmaster, without talking, but I believe it might help you to voice the answers."  John smiled, wanly and returned Tyloren's look.

"You want to know how I feel, about being the Wandmaster, about what has happened today and whether I have accepted my new title and responsibilities," he provided.

Tyloren smiled back, and replied with a simple nod.  John considered his hands for a moment, resting on his knees and then looked at the Crystal Trove, the Altar, the figure encased in crystal on the wall. It was strange, but his own ability to read the thoughts of Tyloren did not take him by surprise at all.  It was just another facet to the 'Wandmaster' role he had been cast in by some twist of reality.

"I wish I could be what you want me to be, but even after what has happened to me today, and the tremendous respect which is being paid to me, I am still, in my own mind simple John Stone.  All that has happened has made me question what, until today, I believed to be the only reality and I am finding it impossible to accept as fact anything other than my past.   Somewhere in my heart, I feel that this is all a delusion and that I will wake up and be who I really am, John Stone.  I can talk to you, walk, eat, breathe and function in your Realm just as I did at home, but I can't believe in it.  Neither can I believe that I can perform the duties of the Wandmaster you have been waiting for.  I'm not cut out for it, you see.  Tyloren, is it possible that I'm not your man, and that some other, more worthy candidate has been overlooked by an accident of fate and left in my world because William Stone made the wrong choice?"

"I am older than I look, Wandmaster John Stone," said Tyloren evenly, and I led William Stone to the Altar when he arrived with us, and also his predecessor, Nathaniel Stone, your grandfather's brother."  John sat up with a start, his eyes wide with surprise at yet another skeleton in the Stone family cupboard.

"Yes," confirmed Tyloren, "and there were others before who were all of your line. It is recorded that when the Wandmaster is brought before the Temple, a certain series of events will happen.  You are the first of the three Wandmasters I have seen to whom the Temple, and the Crystal Trove responded as they did to you.  I have never experienced such a response before, John Stone, and if there is one in your world more powerful, then I should very much like to meet him."

John sat back, resting on the marble behind him, and gazed at the form of the man in the crystal wall. Tyloren followed his gaze and then looked back at John and smiled.

"Who is he?" He asked, not choosing to take Tyloren's affirmation further.

"He is a man who chose, at his passing to remain with us even after his time in your world should have ended, to grant his strength to us and join his power as the old Wandmaster to that of the new Wandmaster in his task in our Realm. He is, though I believe you have already guessed this,  William Stone. It may be that together, your combined strength caused the events of today.  He has not passed from life, and yet does not live, except in our hearts and minds, and his sacrifice aids us and will continue to aid us until we can overcome our foes.  Even before your arrival, his presence afforded us some protection.  Some residue of his former power is trapped with him in that crystal wall and aided us until you entered the Realm."

John stared at the figure in its casing, recognised it as the man he had seen in the flames on his arrival, and high above the Temple during his presentation to the Guardians.   He had guessed who it was, though he would have wanted the closed eyes to open so that he could be sure. As if in answer, the lids of the eyes slowly flickered and lifted.  The so-familiar dark orbs were revealed and a penetrating stare held John making him jump in alarm and he let out a yell of astonishment. It was like seeing a statue move and come to life, or hearing a dead man speak. But even in his panic, John was able to confirm that they were the same eyes he had gazed at so many times in the old family picture at home.  William Stone was encased in crystal and was staring straight at him.  At his side, Tyloren let out a soft gasp of wonder.

In the days that followed, Tyloren and John spent many hours in the Temple together.  William Stone appeared to be once more in a sleep state, but John could feel his presence and his glance often flitted to the crystal wall in silent greeting, acknowledgment and kinship.  There was a link between the two, which grew little by little and the statue-like form ceased to be a source of fear and became one of comradeship.   They were connected through their bloodline but also through the power of the wand which had flooded into John and had, in the past also surged through William and other ancestors.  It was puzzling and disconcerting.  William's wand was still in his hand in his crystal casing and seemed to respond to John's progress in crystal knowledge with subtle colour changes.  John also felt the relationship between his own wand and that of William's, as  if in some way they were in communication.

One by one, John was introduced to the various crystals, and learned to connect with them and feel the difference in the quality of their contact with him.  He was first introduced to the clear white crystal.  It was six sided like the dark crystal at the opposite end of the series, but was clearer, and colourless.  When John held it in his hands, he felt a completeness and well being which soothed him like soft music, and a deep peace flooded through him, which he was reluctant to relinquish. Tyloren, however, wished him to be able to call up this feeling without having to touch the crystal and he slowly became able to visualise it at will and quieten his mind to the point where he could experience the sensation at a distance and at each attempt, he was able to come more swiftly into contact, and attain, and then retain the quality instilled. 

One by one, the crystals took up residence in John's awareness.  The shades of purple of the Amethyst which had the quality of wisdom and spirituality, a kindly stone which gently impressed itself on him with its quality of quiet unassailable serenity and knowledge.  The deep blue of the sapphire, which sharpened his intellect, his intuition, his confidence in his abilities and his connection to the qualities of the crystals and the people around him.  After his first session with this stone, which Tyloren had removed from the Trove and placed on his forehead between his eyes, he had felt nausea and had suffered from a headache for two days, so that he was uneasy about his second contact with it, but when the symptoms passed, he found himself thinking more clearly and noticed he had acquired a new quickness of mind that surprised and pleased him.  The smooth turquoise increased his ability to voice his thoughts and he found he was able to express his ideas fluently and effortlessly, knowing all the time that he was producing the language of clarity and precision he had always wished for.  Two stones were presented to him simultaneously next.  One a beautiful emerald, uneven but with a depth to its colour which coursed through him, opening him to feelings of love.  An exquisite pink crystal cluster of many tiny points was the second half of the pair, and while in feel, its similarity to the emerald was discernible,  it had an individuality and a tenderness which, at the same time, joined with and complemented the green stone.  A yellow jagged quartz was next in the series and seemed to instill in him a re-charging force. It centred in the upper abdomen and its vitalising strength toned and tuned him. He felt the yellow glow enter and flow through every nerve in his body.  The soft browny orange of the tiger's eye stone followed in turn, and with this John felt a flow, almost liquid as it coursed through his thoughts, giving him determination and stubbornness which had never been natural qualities of his.  It made him feel he was someone to be reckoned with and he found he was more reconciled to his role as Wandmaster after handling this stone than any of the others so far.  The fiery red ruby made his blood course through him as if in a raging flood of energy and vitality. He worked with Tyloren, who patiently instructed him, until he felt he was 'tuned in' to them all except the final one.

After many sessions, Tyloren took John to the Altar and said, "Today you will meet the dark crystal, the one you need to learn about and the one which represents our very existence here, Wandmaster John.  Be wary how you respond to its call;  you may be affected by it extremely powerfully.  You have become a major factor in the balance of things now and you need to retain a grip on your instincts."

"What should I try to do?" John queried

"You should not allow yourself to become one with the dark crystal, but you should call into your awareness the qualities of all the different crystals you have come to know, and you should try to balance them so that none has supremacy over the other or over you."

John had never tried to hold all the qualities of the crystals at once, and he gazed at the Crystal trove as a body, opening to their combined nature.  The feeling he had, he couldn't have described, but while all the individuality of the crystals was discernible, unity and wholeness were taking shape inside him.  When he felt he had tied in all the strands of power, he looked at the dark crystal, and felt drawn to make contact with it.  He placed his hands on the smooth sides of the large smoky-coloured surface.   It was almost animal in its feel.  It contained fear, strength, aggression, arrogance, impatience, self-preservation, greed, lust, want, and determination.  It was all human base reaction.  John felt himself being swayed by its power and wanted to be all the things the crystal held in its substance, and it started to hum and vibrate under his hands. 

Tyloren's voice penetrated his concentration saying, "Fight it John.  You are the Wandmaster.  All stones are you.  You are all qualities.  Bring order to disorder!"

John detached from the attraction of the dark crystal and saught the other colours.  The white light grew in his mind, in which swam the hues of the various crystals swirling in loops and helixes, joining and separating gracefully and fluidly on the screen of his mind.  His heart was uplifted, and he pulled the dark crystal with him to join the dance and add its own qualities to those of the other crystals.

The vigour and baseness of the dark crystal was, at first, a jagged and unco-ordinated intrusion into the pattern of light, but it was embraced, smoothed, entwined and directed by the flow of the moving exquisiteness until, eventually tamed, it swirled, twisted and then complemented it in an elegant dance.  Balance.

Tyloren's voice seemed very distant to John, but from the depths of the light show, which he was wrapped in, he heard the words "Release, John! Detach yourself!" and reluctantly he forced himself to remove his hands from the dark crystal.  The colours faded, the display ended and John felt a loss like grief as he slowly opened his eyes and took in his surroundings.  Deep peace pervaded him, however, and a smile spread across his face, as he recalled the beauty and harmony he had touched. 

There was a dark place, deep in the tunnels of the Mountains of Athrak where no light reached.  The creatures that existed there knew no warmth, only the cold dank rock, dripping with icy water.  They knew no joy, other than that of hunger sated and they heard no voice other than their master's.

The once-man sat in his stony chair and conjured pictures before him in a ball of dark glass, seeing from afar his handiwork.  This world was going to be his.  He was growing stronger and his captive army was already in his service, venturing out with his great beast, moving through the towns and outposts gathering more and more.  She was strong and would live a thousand years, breeding new servants, the like of which had not been seen before, who took the life force of their hosts and used their limbs to move around and spread terror and havoc.  He smiled and the skin on his face glowed luminous blue in the darkness, his eyes gleaming from out their blood-red sockets, his teeth like black pearls framed in the sneer of his warty lips.  At the effortless blink of an eye he flicked from scene to scene, his satisfaction growing in him.

As he conjured, a new image appeared, unbidden before him and a hiss left his mouth at the scene which met his gaze.  Wandguard.  The plain in the hills where his rivals skulked, hiding behind an impenetrable light haze.  This was not good.  There was some mischief going on that escaped his penetrating mind, the Guardians of the Wandmaster and the High Priest Tyloren were preparing, always preparing for the next Wandmaster; always meddling and obstructing his plans.  The dark glass began to glow and shudder,  emitting a high-pitched whine which pulsed as the ball reacted in spasms of light, as if trying to contain an unfamiliar power. He bent his thoughts on the orb and removed the picture from its innards, not allowing the unwelcome intrusion to continue, but just before it fled into the depths of nowhere, he saw an image which disturbed him.  A man, young, tall and strong, holding aloft a wand of power and he searched for a clearer view as the image faded in the darkness, wanting to know more and sniffing to sense this new player in the power game.  For an instant the face stared full at him and a radiance was all around this man, colours playfully intertwining in his aura, and the knowledge that this Wandmaster weilded a terrible power hit Ataxios full force.   His roar of despair and fury shook the dark mountain kingdom to its roots.




Chapter 4

Training


Time passed, and John learned more about his new environment. His dreams were often about his old life, and he seemed to be wandering through it endlessly looking for something, but he wasn't sure exactly what.  He woke every morning with the thought that he was still in his own bed at home, only to find that he was, in fact, in the room at Wandguard.  His appearance was changing too.  He was leaner, his hair was longer and would soon need either cutting or tying, and with the leather and soft fabric he was wearing, he looked dashing, almost like a pirate, he thought as he looked in his mirror.  Optically, the change didn't displease him, and he found it easier to accept that this reflection was the Wandmaster, but was he still John Stone? 

He was given complete freedom to come and go as he pleased, though the large meeting hall and the temple entrance were always guarded.  Had he wished, he could have mingled with Menoneth and the elders, but instead he spent time with the guardians, getting to know them well.  Gilladen had a brother, Westroth, and the three of them became firm friends.  Jazlyn was often around, and John had to admit to himself that he was hopelessly smitten with her.  He felt her presence acutely, and wanted to speak to her and bring her closer to him in the hope that she would return his feelings, but she was rarely alone and he didn't find the opportunity very often.  She was usually with other groups of guardians, two girls, Sharilla and Clareen were frequently to be found at her side, and to his annoyance, male guardians, Ethan, Honeth and sometimes Westroth.  He didn't sense any reciprocation by Jazlyn to the other male guardians but Westroth was very keen to be near her, and she appeared to enjoy his company more than John's.  It puzzled him that though he could feel she was attracted to him, she avoided him, and he was hurt seeing her so relaxed in the company of other guardians when she was always so flustered near him, finding excuses to quit his company at the first opportunity.  

One morning on his way from the temple back to the living quarters, he heard laughter and loud voices and stopped to watch as some of the Guardians sparred in the training field.  To his surprise, in the centre of the ring of onlookers was Jazlyn, and she was facing a much taller and heavier built Guardian called Maylene who he had often noticed as she was an impressively large-framed woman,  of a height with most of the men.  Unable to resist the spectacle, he approached the group and took up a place in the circle of observers.  The two girls were armed with staffs and were circling each other, eyes alert and feet apart for balance and quick response.  Maylene made a jab at Jazlyn, who nimbly side-stepped and manoeuvered out of range, whacking her staff into the back of her opponent's knees, and knocking her off her feet.  There was a roar from the onlookers and cheers for the smaller girl, and it became obvious that Jazlyn wasn't only his darling, but was a great favourite with many others too.  Mostly men.  That thought occupied him for a couple of seconds before he was so wrapped up in the sparring that he forgot it just as quickly.  Maylene was quick to jump to her feet again, being deceptively agile for her bulk and spun quickly round behind Jazlyn to take a swipe in her direction.  Only her speed prevented her from being hit soundly in the shoulder by Maylene, and John found he was yelling his encouragement with the rest of the crowd, willing her to victory, and very involved in the contest.  His presence did not remain undetected, and nods and smiles were dispatched in his direction as one by one, people became aware of him.  The arms master, Jetham, known as 'Jet' to all and sundry, appeared at John's side, a smile on his lips.

"They're good aren't they?" he queried, without taking his eye off the contest.

"Yes....Look out right!..... oh, well done!........ yes, they are very good," he replied.

"How do you think you would do at this kind of sparring, Wandmaster?" asked Jet.

"Not too well I don't think," laughed John.  "I haven't done any competitive training since I was a teenager and then it was just the usual schoolboy stuff like karate and judo, nothing with weapons."

"I don't know these sports.  Are they useful in combat?" queried the arms master.

"Well yes," answered John, "if you are good at them, but I never took them really seriously enough to reach a...............ooh, that must have hurt!"  he interspersed as Jazlyn took and then shook off a blow to the upper arm.

".....reach a?..........." prompted Jet

"Oh yes, sorry, .......reach a high enough level."

"I would like to see you at a training session one day, Wandmaster.  You never know when combat skills will be useful to you, and it would be interesting for me to see your sports."

"I used to keep myself fairly fit, and I must admit that I feel the need for a bit of exercise these days.  I might take you up on that.......Yes!......" he bellowed as Jazlyn managed to floor her opponent and pin her to the ground with her staff wedged under her chin.  Maylene was panting and red in the face and both girls were covered in dust and sweat.  Jet stepped forward and called

"Contest over," at which point Jazlyn released Maylene and stood, staff in hand, breathing heavily.  John expected to see some kind of friendly hand-shake or at least a grudging smile, but Maylene struggled to her feet and glared at Jazlyn, who returned the look as the two of them brushed themselves clean of the dust which was clinging to their practice garb.  

"I thought this was just sparring," said John to his neighbour, who happened to be Sharilla, one of Jazlyn's friends.  "Why are they so angry at each other?"

Sharilla grinned and answered "There was a bet on this match."  John looked at her in surprise.

"Really?"  he aked "What was the bet?"

"You were," she grinned even wider.  He assumed, in a moment of panic that he would have to challenge the winner and wondered if that was why Jet had invited him to train, but before John could clarify the situation any further, Jazlyn and Maylene both presented themselves before him, glaring angrily at him as though he had done something wrong.  He felt extremely uncomfortable and shifted on his feet as he realized that none had left the ring and all were watching with great interest and amusement to see what would happen next. 

Feeling he ought to say something, John began "I don't think I could challenge either the winner or the loser of this con.........…," but didn't get to finish his sentence as Jazlyn planted a soft wet kiss on his lips while Maylene's red face deepened in hue and her eyes flashed in fury as she was forced to witness the kiss.   A loud cheer erupted from the onlookers and laughter at John's obvious combination of astonishment, pleasure and embarrassment.  The two girls turned abruptly and stalked away stiff-backed and in opposite directions.  Sharilla appeared to have tears in her eyes, and was having trouble controlling her giggles.

"You should have seen your face!" she laughed to John, and loped off after Jazlyn leaving him standing alone and flustered.  Jet returned to his side and said, somewhat  apologetically, 

"I like to keep sparring impersonal, but these two girls had a grudge and I couldn't let it go unexplored.  They are trained to accept both defeat and victory with honour, and I hope the problem will pass now and not interfere in their co-operation in the field.  They may depend on each other for their lives one day."

"Yes," said John dreamily, Jazlyn's lips still tingling on his own.  He needed to be alone to think and Jet's words were not really making an impression.   Oh, Jazlyn!..... and what about Maylene, did that mean....?

"For their lives?" he abruptly came down to earth.  

"Yes, and yours.  Remember, they are your guardians, Wandmaster.  All of them would gladly give their lives to save yours.  You should not forget that.  All of them."  he emphasised.  "Why don't you join us in practice tomorrow morning?  We begin at daybreak."

"Daybreak?  Oh..........ok.......erm.......I don't know if I'll wake up in time."

"You will be woken and brought to the practice field."

"Right, then.  Tomorrow." John was still not sounding natural and knew it but was doing his best to act as though everything was totally normal.  Jet was a wise man, and as John turned to leave, he stopped him with an arm on his sleeve.  

"Caution, Wandmaster.  Strength sometimes conceals fragility.  Do not damage my female warriors if you can help it."  With a wink, he turned and left the field and John followed at a distance, alone, thoughtful and still relishing the kiss and all it suggested.

Jet turned out to be a demanding trainer and John a willing pupil.  His body was stiff and unused to the exercise in the beginning, but the daily repetitions and muscle-building moves soon had him looking like a member of the group.  His demonstrations of what he remembered from karate and judo were greeted with amused interest, but Jet said that if he had to get close enough to an opponent to use them, he would rather have a weapon in his hand.  So John was introduced to the staff, the slingshot, so long unused in his weapons belt, and after a while a short sword.  He still had the balance and timing required in the karate and judo he had learned as a teenager, together with the controlled aggression which both demanded and enjoyed the opportunity to develop new skills.  He thought that learning the sword would be a lot like tennis and at first attempted to wield his blade as though covering shots aimed at him, but soon found that there was more to sword-play than keeping your eye on the ball.

John was tall, naturally strong and agile and with daily training he grew to be fitter and leaner.  His skills progressed quickly under the stern eye of Jet and he soon graduated from group training to sparring with some of the other guardians.  He was effective with the staff and the sling but his ability with the sword was unquestionably his greatest strength, and Jet expended many hours on improving his technique and setting him against more and more advanced opponents.  He found himself going through drills in the privacy of his room in the evening and his thoughts wandered less and less to his old life as the days went past.  

Gilladen, Westroth and Honeth very often made up a foursome with John in the practice ring and swapped partners, testing each other to their limits.  John was a gallant loser in the beginning but soon began to stretch the abilities of his friends as his moves grew more fluid and his thrusts more often found their mark.  It did not escape John's attention that Jazlyn often watched the contests and he was sure she was more than pleased when he achieved a victory or got in a good thrust.  Of course, the practices were performed with wooden swords and no actual damage was done, though a few bad bruises and sprains were healed by the wand at the end of the sparring sessions. 

As John and Wes practiced one day, Jet approached and separated them.  

"You two are not taking it seriously," he reprimanded.  "You cross swords like women!"  At this, there was a loud jeer from the female guardians watching and Jet grinned. "Not guardians! I said women, not warriors!  Let me see you two really mean it!"

John and Wes smiled at each other, and Wes came closer and said under his breath, "Let's make it interesting, Wandmaster. Winner claims a kiss from Jazlyn?"

John met his eyes, reading the challenge there and also the intent.  Wes was as keen on Jazlyn as he was, that was obvious, and he returned the gaze determinedly. 

"You're on!" he said.

The two men turned to face Jazlyn and both dropped their heads in a tiny bow in her direction.  She flushed scarlet and dropped her gaze as she and the other guardians latched on to the terms of the contest and voices were raised in humour and encouragement for the two opponents.  Even Maylene had a smile on her lips at Jazlyn's discomfort.  A circle now formed around John and Wes as all other practice halted, and Jet stepped into the centre.  

"Let the contest begin!" he called, and drew back out of range of the swords.

The two had sparred together several times and had a fair idea of the other's ability.  Wes had much more experience than John and floated easily through his moves, drilled to a smoothness that John hadn't yet acquired.  John on the other hand, had an unpredictability which came from not having the same amount of training, but having innate ability and intelligence which sometimes made him react to situations in a way which took his opponent off guard.

They circled each other and Wes went through his moves gracefully, forcing John to parry and defend, moving backwards to stay out of range of the thrusts which interspersed the set pieces.  John was under pressure and sweating heavily.  He knew he was outclassed, but wanted to win this match more than anything he had ever wanted in his life.  Jazlyn's lips were there waiting and he could not let them be awarded to Westroth on any account.   He started to attack, leaping forward with an unexpected thrust which almost caught Wes off guard, but training came to the fore and he parried the blade, moving once more into a smooth sequence of steps and arm movements which were highly co-ordinated. John knew that his opponent's confidence was growing as time wore on.  It took all his concentration, but John fixed his mind on his training and on the moves Wes was performing, noting his favoured and most natural sequences.  He noticed that he had a preference for a three-step swing, thrust, withdraw series which always forced John off balance and into a defensive stance leaving him unable to capitalize on Westroth's switch to a new move.  The next time the sequence was used, John leaped backward, leaving Wes to thrust into a void and overbalance.  The unexpected variation took him by surprise and his feet lost their sureness on the soil.  John was ready, and as Wes toppled forward, he thrust under his guard and hit his sword hand from underneath smartly on the wrist. 

There was a gasp of pain, and the wooden sword shot up out of his grasp and onto the sand at John's feet.  His eyes flashed wide and he reached to pick up the weapon, but John brought his own sword up to lie in the small of Westroth's throat, making him unable to do so.  Slowly he raised the sword, and with it Westroth's head till they were eye to eye.  

"Contest over!" they both heard, and Jet moved into the centre of the ring.

There was more than a beaten sparring partner staring at John.  Much more.  The eyes which had always been friendly could not hide the hurt pride and John tried not to be too conceited about his win or the prize he was soon to claim.  He didn't want to make Wes an enemy.  

"Well-sparred." said Jet, breaking the awkward stand-off. "That was a fine exhibition by both of you."

John passed his sword to his left hand and offered his right to Westroth in friendship.  He had no option but to take it in front of so many onlookers, but he winced with pain as he did so.  John said,

"Here, let me heal that for you."

"No.  It's nothing," said Wes shortly, and withdrawing his hand, he walked over to Gilladen and Honeth who were watching with interest. 

No-one had left.  There was an air of expectancy and everyone was waiting for the grand finale.  John found himself playing to the crowd in a way very unlike the old John Stone.  He gave the sword to Jet, smoothed himself down, turned toward Jazlyn and stood in the centre of the circle, holding her with his eyes.  His stomach turned somersaults and he could see from Jazlyn's colour that she was also highly charged.   Slowly he walked towards her and she dropped her head.  When he reached where she stood, she looked up from his feet to his face and there was a smile on her lips but one of resignation rather than pleasure.

"A bet's a bet," said John.  "I've come to claim my prize." She did not reply, but he could see she wanted to get it over with as soon as possible and leave.

"But, unlike some people, I don't steal kisses.  I want permission." he said.

"You have it," she answered in a low breathy voice.

John didn't know what it was about Jazlyn which brought out the wolf in him, but he kept her in suspense.  Holding her eyes, he placed his hands around her upturned face and pulled her gently towards him.  The kiss he gave her was gentle, but long, very long, and all around them the sounds of whistles and calls filled the air till he released her.  Her eyes were glazed and her mouth still open as he smiled at her and walked away, a lightness in his footsteps which belied how hard he had fought for that kiss.

His routine was fixed from now on, in that he would train with the other guardians early in the morning and after breakfast he would spend time with the High Priest, Tyloren during which he would learn about the crystals.  Tyloren awaited him in the entrance, one morning with another of the priests he had seen at the first ceremony.  He was robed in blue, some thirty five years old, John would have guessed, and had a kindly face, out of which shone two dark blue eyes.  Both men looked troubled.

"Wandmaster John, I am placing you in the hands of Tevorin this morning.  He is our Chief Healer, and has need of you," Tyloren said.

"Honour to you Wandmaster," said Tevorin

"Good Morning," said John and smiled. He remembered seeing Trevorin at the first Council meeting.

"If you will excuse us Tyloren, I will take the Wandmaster now. There is some urgency, as you know," said Tevorin.

"Yes, yes, of course.  Wandblessings on your task," he said and watched them walk away.

"The healing powers of the wand are required, Wandmaster," said Trevorin,  "I understand you have healed before?"

"A little, yes," said John, "I cut my finger and healed it with the wand and I also heal a bit during arms practice when someone gets a bump or bruise."

"Is that all?" Trevorin frowned. "No training?"

"Well yes, that's the full extent of my healing, and as for training,  well Gilladen was there the first time and he told me what to do, so I suppose you could say that I was shown," smiled John.

"We have had need of your skills before now, but I have been doing my best to cope alone.  Lord Menoneth and Tyloren felt you needed a little time to adjust," said Trevorin

"Hmmm, well, I don't know if I have yet, but I'll help all I can, of course."

Trevorin looked hard at John and said, 

"I don't have your powers, Wandmaster, but if I did, I would not wish them gone. I would try to develop them fully and try to help in whichever way I could."

John's expression of surprise startled Tevorin and he added quickly "Of course, that's just my view of things, I am sure you have good reason to want to return to your Realm."  John once again thought of his appearance at the first Council meeting and the impression he must have made there but was simultaneously reminded, with a jolt, of his little flat, his job, and his old life, and he answered truthfully, "Tevorin, I don't know how to reply to that.  At times I feel like I have always been here, and at others I think it is all a dream and that I will wake up and be able to carry on as I always did, before the crystals and the wand came into my life.  If you were in my position, you would be confused too.  I am here with you now, yes, but am all too aware that I have another existence somewhere and that I am unable to return to it.  It is not a comfortable feeling."

"Yes, yes, I see," he said trying to understand.  "Were you a healer in your Realm?" he asked hopefully.

"Nothing so useful, I'm afraid.  I worked in an office."

"An office? Is that an honourary position?"

"No.  It's....... oh, forget it, there's nothing like it here from what I've seen."

"Oh," said Tevorin, slightly disappointed.  "I would like to understand, Wandmaster John, but I'm afraid your world must be very different from ours."

"You have no idea," grinned John, and the morning rush hour came to mind, traffic fumes and all.

"No," mused Tevorin,  studying John acutely.  "Ah, here we are, the Healery."

The Healery was underground and accessed via yet another cave entrance at the foot of the rocky slopes which surrounded the plain, making it unobtrusive and all but invisible to the unknowing eye.  It was what John would have called a hospital and carers were bustling around beds in which people were lying.  Other healers dressed in blue greeted Trevorin as they entered the building and looked at John before saying formally "Honour to the Wandmaster."  He was becoming tired of all this 'Honour' but had given up trying to stop it.  John noticed that there was a central space from which all the corridors extended, as if the building were star-shaped but with many points.  In the circular heart of the complex was a deep blue stone, surrounded by flashing white crystals in a circular pattern.  Trevorin stood before the stone and made a pass over it with his hands before standing back and allowing John access.  

On John's questioning look, Trevorin said "You should prepare the wand for healing."

John withdrew the wand and saw its metallic colour was blue-tinged now.  At Trevorin's instruction, he passed it over the blue stone and saw its colour deepen and glow before returning to its normal tint.

He not only saw the wand change, but felt the healing flow through him as he had when he had first arrived in the Realm and healed his finger.  Trevorin led him into ward after ward in turn, and John found he felt great sympathy for the people he healed.  It was all too easy to touch a wound, or a broken arm and say the word "Heal."  Some conditions remedied themselves on the spot but others would take several treatments, he was told. Apart from guardians or other workers, people from surrounding villages headed to Wandguard when their local healers were unable to treat or cure ailments. One little girl was brought back from a state of very deep sleep caused by an extremely high fever and spoke to her mother for the first time for several days, creating much joy and leaving John deeply contented. It was a very rewarding job, being a healer, he could see and he spoke to Trevorin at length about some of the cases. During all their time together, Trevorin appeared to be assessing John and had been very excited about some of the healings he had managed.  When they came to the end of their ward round, John made ready to leave.  It was getting near lunch time and he was in need of food and some pleasant conversation.  Healing was all very well, but lunch was lunch.  Trevorin placed a hand on his arm as he was preparing to put the wand back in its pouch and said, 

"Not yet, Wandmaster. Thank you very much for your work here this morning.  You show incredible ability, and for that reason I must ask something of you which is truly difficult. There is a healing to be done which is beyond the help of any but you, and...maybe even you.  Come with me, please, and be prepared for a shock," he said and led John to a wing they hadn't been to on their rounds.  John recalled something urgent had been mentioned, and supposed this was it. One of the rooms was guarded and Trevorin told the guard to stand aside. 

"This, Wandmaster, is something you will not have seen before. Some of our Guardians were off scouting in the Hills of Tremanor and ran into enemy troops. One of them was captured and dragged into the very clutches of The Akryd, the terrible beast, beloved pet of our mortal enemy Ataxios, before being rescued.  Unfortunately, the process of change had begun and he has become a 'lo', a lifeless one." 

"I don't understand, I'm afraid," said John, "I have never heard of such a thing before!"

"The best way to understand the horror of this thing is for you to see it,"he said, resting his hand on the door and grasping the key.  "It has never been attempted to bring back someone from the  'lifeless' state, but the Guardians are highly trained and each one is irreplaceable, so we dearly want to do something for this one, as his comrades bravely fought to claw him back from the creature and bring him back here."  John had little idea what Trevorin was talking about but could tell it was a very grave situation and all but hopeless.

"Is that why I was brought here today?"

"If you cannot bring him back, no-one can, but beware.  He will not be in possession of his wits. Try to retrieve him if you can, but don't risk yourself.  If you feel you are not strong enough and are losing the battle, pull back and let him go, we cannot afford to lose you."

John listened to the ominous words and apprehensively followed Trevorin as he unlocked the door and proceeded into the darkened room.  There was a bed but no patient in it; instead he heard a low throaty growl coming from the corner, and saw a shape.  He couldn't distinguish clearly just what the shape was, but it didn't look like a man.  It was rounded and shiny with a protuberance from one end, like a large turtle with a huge head.  John took a pace backwards and looked to Trevorin for guidance.

"What is that thing?", he whispered urgently.

"That is your patient," said Trevorin.

The rasping breath reached them from across the room, and John hesitated, not knowing how to approach the shape.  He tried once more to see a man's form in the creature in the corner, but failed.

"Should I touch it?"  he asked nervously

"You must heal as your instinct tells you.  I cannot advise on this." Trevorin shrugged and  shook his head anxiously.

John held the wand up and a blue glow emanated from it, lighting the room and causing the shape in the corner to scuttle for cover.  John took a pace forward and the thing set up a high pitched whine which grew steadily louder and more piercing.  It set its rounded back against the wall and looked set to pounce.  It fixed its wild eyes on John and he felt it focus its attention on him with malevolence. Its face was deathly white, flat and round with black spiky hair or something like hair surrounding it.  Its eyes were wide and staring, and its mouth moved and chittered as insectivorous clicks and whines shattered the silence in the room.   John's first reaction was fear and disgust, but he tried to remember that this was a man, a Guardian, maybe someone he had sparred with or played k'tchang with.  He felt at once great sympathy and outrage that his comrade had been turned into this vile thing before him.  He raised the wand high and held it with both hands, pointing it at the beast.  

"Heal," he said firmly.

The wand flashed cold blue and shot a bolt of light from its tip in the direction of the creature.  In the glow, it became more clearly visible.  It reared and screeched,  and John saw its shape for the first time. It was a man, but apart from the legs which were now staggering to stand, the rest of the body and the face appeared to be dead, and the eyes were cold, lifeless and empty.  On the back of the human form was a second.  It had a shell-like carapace, like a man-sized beetle, and sprouting from the top of its rounded form was a second head.  The white face was now staring at him, as if it had been painted with clown make-up,  the features hard and cruel, and the black hair jutting, out all around the hideous mask.  Below this, the human head of its victim lolled, and rolled with no volition of its own; the guardian had become the vehicle for this obscenity.  Horror filled John and he felt the thing resist him, striving for power over him and the wand.  Momentarily, John began to doubt his strength and the blue light of the wand dimmed, at which point the beast made a move towards him.  But self-preservation came to the fore and strength surged through him, repelling the beast,  and the wand's light changed colour to livid red, and then to a dark shadow as if made from a pool of black light.  The thing halted and its rasping breath became hesitant.  John felt rather than knew what he had to do.  He concentrated his efforts, pulled together the feelings of anger, compassion and the desire to heal, and sourced them through the wand crying out loud "Leave!" Light spilled from the tip of the wand in a split ray of brilliant blue, which powered into the body of the guardian hanging from the belly of the beast, and red and black shadow-light which powered into the head and carapace of the creature.   There was an ear-splitting screech, and a sucking sound as they separated, the guardian falling to the floor in a limp heap and the creature, now limbless, floundering on its back with its soft unprotected belly exposed.  Without its host, it could not function, and its screeches gradually became less penetrating until they turned into a rattling wheeze and stopped, at which point, the guardian, sucked in a deep breath and was violently sick, thick black bile spewing out of his mouth.  John had long since reeled and fallen backwards into the door frame, but Trevorin ignored him and ran towards the guardian,  kneeling beside him, placing hands on his back and chanting with his eyes closed.  The guards outside the door came running in as Trevorin called them to help him remove the guardian and they and John dragged themselves out into the corridor, closing the door on the now dead parasite inside the room, lying in a pool of foul-smelling black vomit.  When John recovered enough to look around him, he saw the guardian, weak and struggling to breathe as he was lifted on to a stretcher by carers and healers.  As they lay him flat John caught a close look at his face.  It was Westroth! 

"Wes!" shouted John in anguish.

 Trevorin looked at John from under his eyebrows as he stooped over Westroth, and asked 

"Have you strength enough to give him some healing?"

John touched his wand to the forehead of the still figure striving to live and a calm blue flowing light bathed Westroth from head to toe. He took a deep peaceful sigh and relaxed into sleep.

"Will he be ok?" asked John anxiously.

"This is a first, Wandmaster, so we have no way of knowing. How far he can recover, and whether he will have long-term damage, we don't know. Thank you.  There will be many people very grateful to you today." He rested his hand on John's shoulder and shook his head in wonder. "I have never seen anything like that before."

"No thanks needed," said John "What exactly was that....... thing?"

"The parasitic spawn of the Akryd, John, pushed into the back of their hosts by the motherbeast, to create soldiers for Ataxios,  or 'lo's' as we call them. You saw what it can do. There are many others, victims of these attacks, and all of them are beyond our help.  I have never seen anyone freed before this day and to tell the truth, I didn't think it was possible."

"But you risked it?" asked John

"My Lord Menoneth, and the High Priest Tyloren believed your powers were adequate for the task."

"And if they hadn't been?"

"Then we would have been looking for a new Wandmaster right about now," said Trevorin eyeing John with increased respect, but also the tinge of a smile on his lips.

"Fortunately, the infection was recent and Westroth is a strong man, and so are you Wandmaster.  Lord Menoneth will be extremely grateful.  Westroth is his son."

John looked at Trevorin in surprise at this piece of information. He hadn't known.

As Wes was carried away, John saw an anxious Menoneth standing at the blue stone in the central hall, silent and pale.  He nodded slowly to John in acknowledgment and thanks, and placed himself at the side of his son's stretcher as he was moved to a room of convalescence in another wing. 

The next morning, after Tyloren had finished with him, Ethan, a good k'tchang player, was waiting outside the temple.  Like training, k'tchang was a new skill John was acquiring; it was something like a board game.

"Lord Menoneth would like to see you, Wandmaster John," he said "Come with me, I will take you to him."

They chatted as they walked, joking about who would win their next meeting over the k'tchang board, and no mention was made of Westroth by Ethan, so John avoided the subject as he didn't know how much had been made public,  and shortly they arrived at a place John had not visited before.  It was a walled garden a way off from the living area, its doorway partly concealed by a huge sprawling ivy and when they entered John admired its calm and beauty.  Menoneth sat on a stone seat at the side of an ever filling pool surrounded by lush green plants.

"Wandmaster John," he said and rose in greeting, "I hear you are learning fast on many fronts," he smiled at Ethan,  "k'tchang was always a favourite pastime of mine too.  Thank you Ethan, you can go.  I will not keep your opponent too long."

"Lord Menoneth," bowed Ethan formally and left, a smile on his lips.

"He's a good man.  All the Guardians are good men and women."

"Yes, they are.  I am fond of them all," answered John.  Menoneth sat down again and patted the stone seat for John to join him.

"I have no words to thank you for what you did yesterday for my son," said Lord Menoneth 

"There is no need for thanks.  The wand did it, not me."

"You used the wand to give me back my son.  Neither you alone nor the wand in itself could have achieved that.  Together you become a force I could not have dreamed of and you give me hope."

John didn't know how to respond so he didn't.  He just sat silently looking into the pool as the spring which fed it splashed and played in the mellow light. 

"You have become very popular John," continued Menoneth, "and Tyloren tells me you have progressed in your work with the crystals faster than he could have hoped.  Your skill at arms on the practice field are not without merit either, I am told.  All in all you have become more of a Wandmaster than I could have expected in such a short time."

John felt proud of this praise from Menoneth.  He knew he had changed beyond all recognition in his time in the Realm, and his old life now seemed to be less real than the present.

"The time has come for us to have a serious talk John," said Menoneth and his tone became more solemn.

John waited, watching Menoneth and feeling the weight of what he was poised to say.  He probed forward trying to read what was in his mind, and Menoneth raised his head and stared into John's eyes. 

"That is not permitted, Wandmaster, though I dare say you are capable of penetrating my guard."

"Sorry," said John. "I did it without thinking."

"Mmmmmm.  Well, you are forgiven, but be more respectful in future."

"Yes, Sorry again," he said uncomfortably and then asked "You felt me.  How did you know?"

"You are not the only one here with gifts John. You are the Wandmaster, but I am Chief Guardian of the Realm and have some powers myself, as do others.  Tyloren, the priests, some of our Guardians.  The young woman Jazlyn is very gifted, for example.  She can sense many things."

John looked at Menoneth, trying to see if he was hinting at something, but without probing he was unable, so he dropped his eyes again and waited for Menoneth to continue.

"Have you thought about your own world, John?"  John spoke quietly as he answered.  He took the opportunity to ask the question he had often worried over in his quiet moments.

"Yes, often.  I wonder what has happened to my body.  Am I still sitting in my chair by the window? How many of my days has passed?  Am.....am I still alive there?"

"Ah, good," said Menoneth, "you have not lost touch with your own reality.  That is very good.  Your adjustment here has been so complete that I was a bit concerned you had forgotten who you are."

"As I told you at the first Council, I am John Stone, a nobody in my world.  I don't understand what I am doing here or why the crystals have decided to play this game with me but here and now is my present reality and I have accepted that.  It's the logical thing to do until I find that I wake up in a hospital for the mentally ill in my own world somewhere, this whole illusion being a temporary madness.  At that point I will work to get better and return to my everyday life and my mundane existence.  If I still have an existence."  The words coming out of his mouth and his new-found position in the Realm were making him feel bold and his experience in the Healery the previous day even more so, but practicality surfaced and he asked,

"Lord Menoneth, am I still alive in my world, you didn't answer me?"

"Very much so, John.  Be assured that time in our realm works at a tangent to your own, so you could be here for a year and not see the passing of a day in your own world, or the two can synchronise.  They are strangely related time-wise.  You are alive and well and will remain so as long as you are also unharmed in our realm.  Is there anything else you need to ask John?" asked Menoneth.

"Yes.  Obviously I am not here for rest and relaxation.  What you said at the Council.... about danger, the Realm being threatened, my role in your struggle, I'm very uneasy about the expectations you have of me.  I thought at the time you might be exaggerating the seriousness of the situation or were just testing my reaction when you said all that, but yesterday, the 'lo',........... it's all so much to take in."

"I wish I had been exaggerating John, but we truly are in great peril.  Your confirmation as Wandmaster created a shield of cover over our little encampment here, which gives us protection from prying eyes.  You remember all the sparks and the resonance of the wand? That acted like a cloaking process.  Outside our valley it is a very different story, and you will soon be called upon to face the danger I spoke about for the sake of all in this Realm, and not just the inhabitants of Wandguard.  You will take your Guardians and leave on a quest which you alone can accomplish.  I wonder if you are ready."

'Here it comes,' thought John.  He had known things could not continue as they were.  He was there for a reason and the time for him to play his part was coming closer.

"I am as ready as I can ever be, I suppose. I don't see that I have any other choice in this whole situation, and I just hope I can do what you expect of me, and that I can offer enough."

John felt Menoneth's hand on his shoulder. 

"It has to be enough, John."

He met John's eyes and communicated the thought to him "Now you can probe, John, see what I see."

John closed his own eyes and felt his way into the thoughts of Menoneth.  He heard screams, inhuman voices screeching, saw huge bug-like eyes on a monstrous beast, the Akryd, lumbering across a blackened landscape, everywhere disorder; fires burning, crops wilting, water courses dammed.  He reeled back with a gasp, his breath coming fast.

"Are you ready for that Wandmaster?"

John was unable to reply.  He just stared back at Menoneth. Deep, deep cold filled him and his fear tasted bitter in his mouth.  Shock and terror made all his courageous words seem like stupid lies; a childish bravado.

"No-one could be ready for that." he replied.

Menoneth hung his head. "No, no-one," he agreed.

As he left the meeting with Menoneth, he considered his feelings.  He felt strong and respected in this place and it had bred pride and confidence in him day by day, even a kind of arrogance. He had changed, he knew, but after what Menoneth had allowed him to see, doubts were crashing in on him with every footstep as he tried to see himself in the role assigned to him. His use of the wandpower had astonished him in the Healery, but did he seriously consider that he could take on a whole damned army of those things, or the Akryd that spawned them?    Was he as skilled a swordsman and warrior as he thought he was and what good would that be anyway against the 'lo's'.  By the time he fell asleep that night he had come to see how ridiculous everything was and sought rationality by trying to recall his own life back home.  Here, he was caught in Menoneth's nightmare of monstrous evil and destruction and the logical side to his brain knew that he, John Stone, had no part in it.  Visions of himself in Westroth's condition, controlled and lifeless, stuck to the belly of a monstrous bug filled his dreams. It was all a huge mistake.




Chapter 5

Cold Feet

John was called to a second council meeting within a few days and was once again led along the corridors to the Great Hall.  Present were Menoneth, other elders who he remembered from his first appearance there, Trevorin, Tyloren and some of the priests.  Gilladen and Jazlyn represented the Guardians and were seated close to him, for which he was grateful.  The meeting was called to order.

"Honour to Lord Menoneth," voices were raised in the by now familiar greeting.

"Honour to you, Council members, High priests, Guardians,  and to the Wandmaster," replied Menoneth.  The proceedings were underway.

The atmosphere was grave, and John's mind returned to Wes, thankfully recovering quickly, and to what he had seen in Menoneth's thoughts.   The Lord of the Council cleared his throat and stood.

"The time has come," he said "The Wandmaster approaches readiness as you must all, I think, acknowledge."  There was a chorus of agreement and heads nodded all round the table.  "He has come amongst us with humility and honesty, and has worked hard to become what we have asked of him, though he was plucked so suddenly from another life and brought here against his will." Again, there were nods and more mutters of agreement.  John felt himself listening to the words and having to accept them as basically correct.  He had allowed himself to become part of the system of the Realm and had given his best. He also felt very uncomfortable in the knowledge that it was not something he intended to pursue.  His attitude had hardened since his meeting with Menoneth in the grove.  He had become stubbornly attached to staying alive, and was certain that would be much easier back in his own reality.   He felt certain that whatever his performance rating up to now, he had been miscast and he had to extricate himself from this situation.

Lord Menoneth continued. "Wandmaster John has seen, through me, what lies ahead, and yet he sits with us, willing to aid us in our struggle.  I say that truly he is worthy of our respect and that we owe him the trust and following that he deserves.  He is an example to us all, and I, for one am convinced that he will not disappoint the hopes we have all placed in him."

To John's abject surprise, everyone seated around the large table stood and bowed in his direction. He acknowledged the attention with a nod of his head, but said nothing other than a muffled "Thank you." This was going to be very difficult indeed.

Menoneth's voice again sounded through the hall as he called the meeting back to order.

"Friends and fellow citizens of the Realm, I will now lay before you and, more importantly, before the Wandmaster, the plan which has been formulated to bring order to disorder in the land outside our dwelling here on the Plain of Wandguard.  Thanks to the coming of Wandmaster John, we are safe here; shielded by the coming together of the Wand and our Crystal Trove in the temple.  Our cover had been growing thin and we feared discovery and worse for a time before his arrival.  Fate delivered him to us in our time of need.  This is not the case for the remainder of our Realm, and we are not able to ignore the plight of our people at large, unprotected and exposed as they are."

"To the east on the Plain of Remembrance have been acts of barbarity it has been my misfortune to hear in reports from our Guardian scouts.  The Akryd has been growing in strength and adding to Ataxios's army of lo's which have been responsible for the brutal destruction of settlements in our immediate area.

The source of their power is the Crystal Trove in the Temple of Arthak.  These precious gems have been tainted and blackened with the hatred and evil of Ataxios.  He has clothed them in darkness and loathing, breathing his malignancy into their aura and blocking out all vestiges of purity. They can only be restored by the combined strength of the Wand and the hand of the Wandmaster.  The Temple of Arthak must be taken, the Akryd destroyed and the Crystal Trove recovered."

John listened, his elbows on the table, tips of his fingers together at his lips.  He was following what was being said very closely;  He knew now what the 'lo's' were, and knew that the large beast he had seen in Menoneth's thoughts was 'The Akryd'.   So, the odds were stacked heavily against him. He had no idea how he was expected to fulfill his task, and was at this moment beginning to feel a victim of a conspiracy.  He had at no point agreed to go to battle against anyone, as far as he could recall.  It had just been assumed that he would.  Now the simple but very grounded John Stone awoke, clerk and pen pusher in Prowess and Dibbs Construction Company.  What had he to do with all this?  The whole situation was absurd.  He had said noble things and felt strong and unassailable; a star in an action movie. And now, during this Council, they had praised his courage, made him feel indispensable and wanted to put him in a position of extreme danger which in all probability he would not survive. He would die here and never be able to return to his body in the armchair by the window in his living room. It was time to get real.  

"Would anybody here care to explain to me exactly how I am supposed to achieve this feat?" he asked levelly, looking directly at Menoneth.  "You mentioned a plan.  Other than sending me off with my wand in my hand, I have heard nothing of a plan."

Feet shifted uncomfortably under the table and eyes were lowered.  Menoneth, however, held his stare and replied,

"You are the Wandmaster.  You will find a way.  So it is written."

"So it is written?" queried John, ironically raising one eyebrow, "Written where? In the stars, in a contract signed in blood I am not aware of?"

"It is written in the great scroll of Maggareth," and he quoted




"When the evil rides abroad, the Wandmaster will come.  He will vanquish the foe and restore order to all the Realms.  And he will be revered above all men through the ages."




"But William was also a Wandmaster, wasn't he?  Why didn't he vanquish the foe and restore order?  And all the other Wandmasters before William, what about them? Was the prophesy only about me?" John asked, pursing his lips, not very respectfully.

There was much fidgeting and clearing of throats, but no reply.  Even Menoneth had nothing to say.

John stood up, placed his palms on the table and spoke in a controlled even voice.

"There were other Wandmasters, ripped from their cosy worlds and brought here to fight your battles for you, and all of them were my ancestors by what you tell me.   Why didn't they solve your problem? Were they killed?  Did they fail, or find a way out of this world and back to their own? His voice was raised slightly and his eyes flashed fire."

"There were others John," replied Menoneth, "But none was acknowledged as you have been by the crystal trove.  None. You, John, are the Wandmaster our Realm has been waiting for, produced through a long line of descent.  If you choose not to wield the power which has been put in your hands, we are lost.  What's more, you are lost!  You will never find peace in any realm if you turn your back on your destiny now. The consequences of your refusal will be dire for all."

John sat still and silent and then said bluntly, "I cannot believe that.  I'm very sorry, but it all sounds very story-bookish to me and there are a lot of holes in your logic. If this is real, I am hopelessly under-prepared," said John sitting down heavily. "And I need more information.  You have been rather lax, gentlemen, and ladies," he shot a look at Jazlyn, "at providing certain rather colourful details about this quest.  At the moment I feel you are sweeping me along on a wave of heroism.  That's not my style.  I need system, order and a good strategy that at least gives me the chance of getting out alive!  I need to sleep on this, and to come up with a few very good reasons as to why I should put my existence at risk, and if I do, how you can at least give me a fighting chance."  He was stubbornly determined not to be manipulated and this time he didn't care what anybody at the table thought about him.  Hey, he only had one life to lose (well, two now actually), and though it wasn't perfect, it wasn't all bad either. He wasn't going to throw it away for anyone's sake.

"Very well, we will reconvene tomorrow at the same time, and in the meantime, John, I will provide you with the 'colourful details' you request.  Come to me in the grove where we met yesterday.  I want you tomorrow morning early before the meeting.  Council members, I bid you goodnight."  So saying Menoneth left the hall abruptly.  John also stood up without speaking and moved towards the door.  Jazlyn rose and placed herself at his side and he looked down at her, an ironic gleam in his eye.

"What, not avoiding me any more?" he said.  She lowered her eyes, but stuck at his side and accompanied him all the way to his room.  They walked in silence and when they reached his door, he bid her a frosty "Good Morning."

"No, Wandmaster John.  I want to come in," she said and calmly held his gaze.  She opened his door and went in ahead of him, holding it open.  "Coming?" she asked.

Jazlyn's closeness in the silence of his room should have had John thinking of seduction, but instead he reeled on her in anger.  

"I don't get you people!" he yelled.  "What the hell do you think you are doing? You don't have the right to bring me here without my say-so and then tell me I've got to save the world! I'm not some comic-book superhero you know.  I am just an ordinary guy sucked into a situation I don't want and I am being used here!  I just wish I could get my hands on the good old, loving old  William Stone!  No wonder no-one wanted to talk to me about him!  I wish I could just throw away all his crystals, and this precious wand; bury them in the ground; drop them into the deep blue sea, anything!  I want out, O.U.T, out!" he bellowed.

Jazlyn weathered the storm of his outrage, considering the floor and then raised her head. 

"Finished?" she inquired

"Yes," replied John sulkily.

"Will you listen to me for a while now?" she asked in a controlled voice.

"Have I got a choice?" 

"Yes, I will leave if you want," she said simply.

"No," he sighed heavily, throwing himself into his armchair. "Find somewhere to sit," he said and waved his arm vaguely around the room.

She pulled the chair over from the table beside the door and sat down opposite him, surveying him calmly.  Now that he was angry with her and not mooning over her, she was able to look at him without embarrassment and he met her eyes.  He was controlled, not allowing himself to be affected and with effort, said nothing, forcing her to open up and speak to him instead.

"It must seem unfair to you, I suppose," she said after a while "And to tell the truth, I had never looked at it from your point of view before.  We are a world under threat, and we have been fighting desperately to hold our people together for so long, hoping that one day the Wandmaster would appear to stand with us in our struggle.  I suppose we all assumed that he would be as keen to help us as we were to have him.  We don't know a lot about your world, but it must be very different from ours; maybe you don't feel threatened every day, maybe your world is not so fraught with danger as ours?"  John considered the crime rate, the news broadcasts, the wars, his own cosy little existence. What was more real?  If he had been faced with a madman wielding an axe, or been a soldier in a foreign country obeying orders to bomb and kill, or coming under enemy fire, what would his perspective be now?

"My world is far from perfect," he answered after a moment.  "There are wars, there is evil and I have read about crimes I find it hard to believe a human being could be capable of, but to be perfectly honest, I have never come into contact with it at first hand.  My life is quiet and orderly, and I like it that way.  I have never been a seeker after adventure, a traveller, explorer or a trouble-maker, and the most unusual thing that has ever happened to me is receiving the crystals.  Being here has thrown my entire belief-system into turmoil.  I don't know if I'm, insane,  the victim of some huge set-up or simply dreaming.  The one explanation which seems to me impossible is that it is real!

But here I am still, and I can't wake up from this dream or escape from this situation;  believe me, I have tried.  I am not here willingly and am certainly not a fit person to save a world." 

"It must be good to live in such security," mused Jazlyn.

"Yes, it is," he answered though it occurred to him that he hadn't ever appreciated it till now.  It also occurred to him as he calmed down that he had never been as attracted to a girl before as he now was to this one.

"Tell me, Jazlyn, can I get back home?"

"Yes," she sighed "You should ask Menoneth if that's really what you want, but I hope you will stay."

"Why?" he asked simply.

"Because without you, any hope of order and security will evaporate.  We will be over-run, killed or made to suffer beyond your comprehension.  We are afraid; I am afraid," she whispered.

"Jazlyn, listen to me," he leaned closer to her and rested his elbows on his knees to look into her face.  "You think I'm something I'm not.  You believe in me which is both wonderful and terrifying; wonderful because I would love to be something more to you than a stranger, and terrifying because I know your trust in me would be misplaced."

Their faces were close and he could feel her breath which, like his own, was coming quickly.

"You are the Wandmaster," she said, determinedly, "You will succeed."

"There it is again!" said John in exasperation throwing himself back and slapping the arms of the chair. "That irrational belief that I'm somehow someone special.  I am not.  I'm pretty sure that the wand would respond like that to anyone from my world, and there are a lot more worthy than I am.  I am sure some would really love the opportunity to play the hero for real, but its not for me!"  For the umpteenth time, John silently cursed William Stone.

Jazlyn took a deep breath and sighed it out, sitting back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling.

"Will you stay for me John?" she asked quietly.

'Women!' thought John after she had left him. You never knew where you were with them.  One minute they were avoiding you and the next they were kissing you or asking you to risk your neck for them.  And the thing was that he was not sure he wouldn't do it.  He knew, of course, that they were from different worlds, and that something permanent between them would be impossible, but could he just up and leave when she was asking him to stay and help her?  One half of him said 'Yes' categorically.  This was not his problem and neither was she.  The other half of him saw her dark eyes imploring him to stay for her!  Now they had added emotional blackmail to their list of underhand ways of making him fight their battles.  He was nobody's fool!.........or was he?  Though he hadn't said he would stay, he had promised to think about it again and that's what he was now doing.

He continued to sit in the chair.  No way out.  He was faced with something completely beyond his experience and abilities.   As he deliberated, he felt rather than saw the wand.  It was still in its pouch across his chest and he experienced the familiar connection.  The wand was ever-present in his mind in a special place he could not exactly name or locate, but now it was reaching for him.  In his present state of mind, he was reluctant to join with it, but it's persistent nudging would not be ignored. Slowly he drew it out and noted its clarity.  It was now crystal again, non-metallic, almost liquid in its transparency, and it was humming, gently resonating a soft song and emitting a glowing yellow light.  He relaxed into its peace and closed his eyes to feel himself floating in a weightless, untroubled place.

"John," said a voice in the silence.  "John, hear me."

"Hmmmm?" replied John's mind, and in the glow of the wand a tall slim figure of a man appeared.  There was something familiar about the thin face and the eyes, but John couldn't remember where he had seen them before though he knew he should.  The man was dressed in a long loose robe, tied around the waist with a thin belt from which hung a long thin leather pouch obviously containing a crystal wand like his own.  As he watched, the man produced the wand and stretched forward till the tip of it made contact with the one in John's hand.  John was completely at peace, and the floating feeling continued.  He drifted off, now side by side with the other man, and they travelled.  He was going somewhere and he felt very comfortable about that.  He was with a friend, someone he could trust.  He didn't question, he just drifted through shadowy landscapes, glades, past unpopulated hillsides until he reached a wall of glass.  Together he and his companion slipped easily through it and found themselves in a room.  A man was sitting in a chair by a window, asleep.  John recognised himself in his trainers, track-suit trousers and t-shirt, but was unable to feel himself inside that body.  He was somewhere outside, an observer.  

"Why are we here?" he asked his companion.

"To be. To understand."

"Oh. Is that me?"

No answer came.  John considered his body in the chair. 

"Do you want to get back in?" asked the man at his side

"Yes."

The man said "I will be here beside you John, just call me.  You know how."

John opened his eyes.  The bright colours all around him startled him, and his body told him it wanted to stretch and move.  In his hand was the dark crystal, not the wand which lie in its position in the chest at his side.  Children's voices came from the park and the traffic noises drifted in through the window.  He was back!  Back in his own body and in his own home.  It had been a dream after all.  He stood up, placed the dark crystal in its indentation.  Beside the chest was the old fading photograph of his father and brothers.  William stared out at him.  It all came back to him. 

"It was you!" he burst out, looking into the eyes.  "You brought me back!"  The stare was fixed in the face in the photograph.

"But you're in the Crystal Wall in the Temple!" The photograph didn't respond and why should it?  It was just an old photograph of someone he had never met.  His outburst seemed to him silly and nonsensical; this person couldn't be in the crystal wall of the Temple.  There was no Temple, no Crystal Realm, it was all an illusion after all; the product of an over-active imagination.

John stood in his living room, deliberately not looking at the face of William Stone, and tried as hard as he could to put him, the crystals, Jazlyn, Oh Jazlyn! Menoneth and everything to do with the Realm out of his mind.  He felt tremendous relief, as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders, and found himself taking deep breaths and smiling to himself as he looked around his house and his things; the everyday constituents of his real life.

The problem was that he had nothing else to think about.  He wandered into the kitchen, put the kettle on and sat at the table shuffling through the mail that had arrived that morning which was all bills and advertisements. He made a cup of tea and returned to the living room, switching on the tv in an effort to occupy his mind.  'Blah blah, blah', news, a soap opera, a chat show where someone aired his discontent about a legal decision, a documentary about frogs.  Mundane; he switched it off again.  He thought about work, but there was nothing really of interest to hold his concentration in that direction.  He felt aimless, alone and abandoned.   All the purpose seemed to have disappeared from his life.  The tortuous decision he had battled with such a short time ago wasn't there any more.  The worries and fears were gone.  But other things had gone, less easy to give up; his new-found self respect, his confidence, his social status, the Guardians, his connection with the wand, Menoneth, Tyloren, Trevorin, Gilladen, and again Jazlyn. Oh Jazlyn!

He sipped his hot tea and appreciated that at least, but try as he might, he just couldn't find anything to be interested in or pleased about without allowing his thoughts to revert to the crystal world.  Aimlessly he wandered around the empty house trying to wear it again like a comfortable old shoe, but it didn't fit any more.  He had outgrown it.  It was so unfair.  He had to admit that his dream had been far more substantial than his reality, and the feeling of loss was growing in him; the momentary relief he had felt when he first returned had disappeared and had not been replaced by anything of value.  He decided on taking a shower as he was sticky from his morning walk in the park, and as he entered the bathroom with its chrome fittings and tiles, he found himself missing his 'water chamber'.  The hot water didn't refresh him and he turned the tap to cold, but it didn't have the invigorating effect of the spring water he had got used to.  Everything was wrong.  He dried himself on a soft fluffy towel, dressed in clean comfortable clothes and set about clipping his toenails.  One of his little toes was a bit sore and he remembered Gilladen telling him the leather shoes always rubbed a bit in the beginning.  'Hold on! that was in the Crystal Realm, not here.  His trainers must have caused it, he explained to himself and then noticed the newly healed cut on his finger.......... The wand had cut it and healed it leaving a silvery line that hadn't been there before the Realm. John groaned and fell back on his bed.  He was going crazy, that was for sure and he stared at the guilty finger accusingly.

The telephone rang and John jumped.  He reached out and picked up the receiver at the side of his bed.

"Hello?" he queried

"That you John lad?" asked the voice of Uncle Jerome.

"Yes, Uncle, hello.  This is a surprise."

"Yes, it is to me as well."

"Sorry?" said John, not understanding.

"Well, you know, after our chat the other day, the strangest thing has happened...and.... you know, I wasn't entirely straight with you............for your own good, you know, but well, now I don't know what to do."

"Can you explain a little uncle, I'm a bit confused here. Is this about William Stone?"

"Yes, well that's the thing, you see.  He was your grandfather's nephew, you know,  caused loads of trouble when he was around and used to go into these kind of comas when he wouldn't talk to anyone for days and come back with outlandish stories!  The fact is that his mother was some girl from a strange background in your great grand uncle Nathaniel's past.  He brought back a son, William, from his travels late in life.  Then he disappeared and left our grandfather to raise the boy together with us three, but that's neither here nor there. Your grandfather had him seen by all sorts of doctors you know, and then one day he just picked up and disappeared off the face of the earth, so to speak."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Force of habit I suppose.  We were all forbidden to mention it at the time."

"Well, what changed your mind now?"

"That's the weird thing, you see.  I got a letter from him today, from Bolivia of all places, and there's a message in it for you!"

"What!" exclaimed John.

"Well, I would normally have ignored it, probably even thrown it away, but as you asked the other day, and as the letter says it's very important you get the message, well, I thought......., so here I am ringing you.  What else could I do?"

"What's the message, uncle?"

"Well, it makes no sense to me whatever, and I don't know if it will to you, but anyway, it says 'Honour to the Wandmaster.' That's it.  Nothing else."

John's mouth dropped open but no sound came out.

"Hello?... John?..... You still there lad?"

"Yes, uncle, I'm still here."

"It's the weirdest thing, isn't it?"

"More than you can possibly imagine,"John replied.

"Look, lad, there's obviously something going on here I don't understand, and my warning still stands from last time we talked.  Don't meddle where you don't belong, I'd hate anything to happen to you."

"Do you believe in fate uncle?" asked John.

"Ooh, now there's a subject we could empty a bottle over.  How about you coming to visit an old man and we can talk that through one day."

"That's a date," said John.

"Don't leave it too long!  William Stone has piqued my curiosity too and my old bones can't take too much excitement these days!"

"Soon as I can. Oh, and uncle..............thanks."

"Well, I don't know if I've done the right thing lad, still, bye and watch your step."

"I'll try, uncle.  Bye now."

John was reeling now as the words "Honour to the Wandmaster" went through his head.  They had been uttered in his world; the real world, and that changed matters completely. How could William have sent word to him when he was still encased in the temple wall in Wandguard?  And why would the message be sent to Uncle Jerome for John. It was a puzzle indeed.  Also, what did Uncle Jerome mean by 'coma', and 'outlandish stories', isn't that what they would say about John too, if he told them what had happened to him?  He thought hard; his uncle Jerome's warnings were still in his head and his first response was to lock the crystals away or dispose of them somehow and carry on with his life.  Logically, this was the rational decision and the one he should take in the interests of self-preservation and sanity. The whole situation was so bizarre anyway, that cool consideration should have convinced him, whatever the evidence, that the Crystal Realm and all that went with it was a perilous fiction, maybe created out of his desire to live a more exciting life; a sub-conscious fabrication of escape.  He should see an analyst, he thought, who would probably tell him he needed a vacation and some Valium.  But the latest twist, and the call from Uncle Jerome? Didn't that prove something?

He paced the room and considered it all from another perspective.   He examined the elements of the problem again, accepting the possibility that there really was a Crystal Realm, and then asked, 'Do I want to go back there?'  His present life was safe and secure and he remembered Jazlyn's wistfulness when she had pointed that out to him.  He recalled the bug-eyed beast in Menoneth's thoughts and assumed that if he chose to play out the hand he had been dealt in that game of chance, he would come face to face with it and have to destroy it or be destroyed.   Pictures of Wes's head dangling like a puppet's and the ashen features of the 'lo' attached to his shoulders flashed unpleasantly before his eyes, and he imagined his own face and body flailing around in the same monstrous union.   He shuddered as he recalled the evil he had encountered in freeing Westroth; no-one would be able to free John Stone.  He had never killed anything bigger than a fly in his world or been in a situation of having to defend himself or fight anyone, and in all probability would live out his life never having to if he just put the crystals and everything to do with them out of his mind and out of his life.  He tried to rid his thoughts of the Realm, but his mind reached for Jazlyn and the memory of his last meeting with her flooded back. And then there were the kisses.  Warmth surged through him and he realized that he missed her.   He couldn't handle her feeling he had rejected and deserted her, maybe think of him as a coward!  That thought was intolerable!  Then there were the others, Menoneth, Tyloren, Trevorin, the Guardians.  Could he just turn his back on them?

He stopped pacing and stood, motionless and troubled.    Whatever he was, John was an honourable man and the fact that nobody had ever called on him to prove it before did not alter that.  If, as was now plain to John, there were two realities for him to choose from and that the Crystal Realm was not a dream or a figment of his imagination, then there were two John Stones.  One of them was a clerk in a construction company and would live to a quiet old age and die like most of the human race, unknown, and without having done anything exceptional in his time on earth.  The other was the John Stone of the Crystal Realm, The Wandmaster, who would be the instrument in a struggle against evil which was nothing short of heroic.  He didn't know if he could do what was demanded of him, and was very afraid of the consequences if he couldn't, but didn't he owe it to everyone, himself included, to try?  There was no alternative really, he saw in a flash.  His deliberating had been an attempt to take the easy way out and avoid doing the right thing.  He could not live the rest of his life knowing that he had not had the guts to do so.  Nobody was forcing him to do anything now; he could make up his own mind without coercion, and knew there was only one decision he could take.  It was clear.  Crystal clear.

Unemotionally, John locked up the house.  He had put a spare set of keys in a reinforced envelope and posted it to his uncle Jerome with a request that he should come and check up on things if he didn't hear from John in a week.  Then he turned off all his electrical appliances as though he were going on holiday, brought the crystals up to his bedroom and put them at the side of the bed.  He wrote another hurried note to his Uncle Jerome, which he placed in the lid of the box, hoping he would be able to make sense of it and deal with the crystals if he, John Stone, should fail to wake up from his 'coma'.  After making his preparations, and with many misgivings, he made himself comfortable and closed his eyes.  "I hope I'm not going to regret this," he said out loud, and picked up the dark crystal.  This time he also held the wand in his hand, though he knew it would go with him anyway and thought, "Honour to you Wandmaster William Stone."

The tall man appeared, smiling with what looked to John like pride, and said,"Honour to you Wandmaster John Stone," and he bowed slightly before touching the tip of his wand to the tip of John's.  John looked back at the body in his bed once more and allowed himself to glide towards the crystal wall with his guide.  

At about this time, in faraway Bolivia, a square-shouldered, grey-haired man sat in a rocking chair by the side of a fireplace and stared into the flames.  He was wrapped in a brightly coloured poncho against the chill and was drawing on a pipe.  His eyes were slightly glazed as if he were trying to penetrate the gloom and he was nodding to himself periodically, a slight "Hmm" of assent coming from his throat every so often.  The nose, hooked and eagle-like dominated the red-tinted face and the dark heavily-browed eyes were a little slanted.  As he sat in his reverie, he was reminiscent of a totem pole, solemnly surveying the territory around it. This was Luis Estervan, known to the locals as "The Dreamer."

After some time, Luis stopped the slow rhythmic rocking of his chair and sighed.  He was called on to perform a task for an old friend and knew he could not refuse.   He had been expecting the call, but now that it had come, felt old and tired, not relishing the thought of leaving his house and galavanting across the continents to find and aid the new Wandmaster in his task.  However, he had little choice; his old friend Wandmaster William Stone had called him.  He tapped the long pipe on the inside of the fireplace so that the contents spilled out, and then he set it down and levered himself out of his chair.  He would need to sleep early because at first light he would be setting off into the hills.  There was something he needed to do before he could organize his trip and he did not relish the thought of the long trek up into the highlands, but he could not risk leaving without at least seeing that all was secure.     





Chapter 6

In At The Deep End

William Stone led John back through the crystal wall, and the now familiar landscape, but unlike before, movement was detectable on the hills and on the Plain of Remembrance as they approached the rock face and entered the settlement of the Guardians.  John looked on impersonally as figures acted out scenes before him but was unable to experience any emotion about what he saw; neither sadness nor joy, just peace and detachment.  He settled himself into the chair in his room, and bid his uncle farewell as their wands separated and he heard the words "The hour has come.  Wandblessings on your task.  I will be close John." And then he was alone.  He was awake, and aware back in the Crystal Realm.

His serenity was shattered by shouts and sounds of fighting close by, and as he opened his eyes he saw before him a ring of Guardians protecting him in his chair.  Their backs were to him, their swords in their hands and there was a tension in the atmosphere which triggered him into activity.  He sprang to his feet and yelled, "What is it? What's going on?"

As one, all the Guardians turned and looked at him with expressions which varied from relief to disbelief, and in one case, what looked like anger.  John registered the sentiment but had little time to consider it, other than noting that the Guardian in question was Westroth.  John was relieved to see that he appeared to be fully recovered from his 'lo' infection, but was disturbed by something he could sense in the man's countenance.  There was a new hardness to his face.  From what Jet had said, all the Guardians were charged with John's protection and he sincerely hoped that when things got serious Westroth would be on his side.   There was little doubt that Jazlyn was a factor between the two men, but there was more.  Ethan was the first to interrupt John's thoughts but his words came with difficulty.

"You have been away for too long Wandmaster, and we have been overrun.  Many of us have been injured, and we have lost three guardians."

"But I've only been gone a couple of hours!" said John in defence and surprise.

"A couple of hours?" replied Ethan.

John remembered that Menoneth had said the time-frame in the two worlds was different, but he hadn't made the mental jump.  He was aware that time in his own world was moving much slower, but had not considered the other side of the coin.  Here, things had changed dramatically and days seemed to have gone past while he had been making up his mind if he had the stomach to be a hero. 'Damn,' he thought, 'damn my stupidity!'

He looked around him to see who else he had with him and met Westroth's eyes staring at him with cold severity.  Beside him were Maylene and Joceley, a friend of hers, and a tall lean youth called Mandrik who John had sparred with several times.  

"What about Jazlyn?" he asked, "Is she alright?"

"She is with the Temple division guarding the Crystal Trove and the Elders," said the strong female voice of Maylene.  Menoneth, Tyloren and the priests are working with the crystals trying to keep what little power they still have.   It faded when you disappeared Wandmaster, and left us unprotected. The Guardians have been fighting the 'lo's' and spindlies with swords, and it was there we lost three good friends.  Gilladen is with a third group trying to prevent entry to the healery which is full to overflowing,"  reported Maylene, who seemed to be clear-headed and cool.

'spindlies?' thought John 'What new thing is that?'

He leaped into activity and crossed the room to the door, the wand still in his hand.  He noticed that its metallic hue had become clearer and more silvery.  Mandrik blocked him at the door and warned,

"Wandmaster, take care, there is fighting beyond this door,  and great danger.  Allow us to do our job and lead you out of here."

"Get me to the Temple then, and quickly!" he yelled.

Westroth joined Mandrik at the door, Maylene and Joceley flanked him and Ethan placed himself at John's back.

Westroth opened the door and looked up and down the corridor.  Sounds of fighting were in the air but nothing was visible.  They moved out into the dim passage keeping their backs to the wall.  John was in a hurry, but his Guardians were well-trained and proceeded with caution, looking around them and keeping him encircled.  Ahead of them, John saw a Guardian called Yseth, a quiet and unassuming young man, in battle with a very tall, long-legged attacker, too thin to be a man, but a man nonetheless. He was pressing Yseth hard, who was fighting back methodically and smoothly but looking tired. Wes and Mandrik made a move to rush to his assistance, but John heard his own voice command

"Stand aside!"  The two Guardians stopped in their tracks and surveyed John who had the light of battle in his eyes and the wand raised high and pointed at the attacker.  They obeyed, allowing their Wandmaster through, and John fixed his eyes on his victim and focused his thoughts. 

"Down beast!" came the words from John's mouth.  The wand sent out a punitive streak of red light into the body of the assailant, and the long thin limbs stopped attacking and wrapped around its torso in pain, crumbling to the floor.  There was a whimpering sound coming from the mouth, and the arms and legs flailed on the stone slabs as if they were trying to dig a hole in them.  

"Take him and lock him up somewhere," bellowed John to Yseth, and he sped up the remainder of the corridor, Westroth and Mandrik being hard pressed to overtake him and set themselves before him again.  "And somebody get me a sword!"  

The Guardians looked around as if a sword might magically appear from somewhere but Westroth shouted back. "Your sword is in your hand.  Use it!"

John didn't reply, but realized that what Westroth was saying was the truth.  His wand was much more powerful than any sword and his Guardians had five lengths of steel surrounding him and knew how to use them.  He would have to trust to their blades and do the work only he could do.  Before reaching the mouth of the tunnel which was the entrance to the living quarters, John had dispatched another six of these spindlies, with increasing ease at each use of the wand, leaving orders to take them prisoner.  He had not killed, and knew he was holding back on the power in his wand, and intentionally so; he had no hatred for these skeletal creatures.

On emerging from the cave-mouth, a scene of total chaos met their eyes. All around the Wandguard plain were tall gangly beings, fighting tirelessly with long thin blades, and being fended off by groups of Guardians.  The way across the plain to the Temple of the Wand was blocked by three lo's in a line, one beside the other.  John shuddered to think of the people providing the limbs for these hideous bulbous creatures, but the white clown-faces were turned towards him and he had to face them regardless of whom their carriers might once have been.  The lo's set up a high pitched clicking sound as they spotted John and his wand, and the nearest to him seemed to spur his stolen legs into action, coming at John in an ungainly but determined attack, firing black, foul stinking poison in jets from its mouth.  Wes and Mandrik were ahead of John, but would be useless against it John knew, and without a word, he allowed the wand to guide him in its use.  His hands came together over his head with the wand pointing upwards and he flowed with its energy.  Together he and the wand created a ring, like a large rainbow-coloured wheel, which passed over the heads and under the feet of John and his protectors.  John took a step forward and the wheel rolled with him.

"Get inside the colours!" yelled John to his Guardians, and they obeyed, Wes and Mandrik drawing themselves in close behind John on either side to give him room to work.  The wheel was wide enough for three abreast and they now formed two rows.  The first lo halted as John's wheel rolled towards it and its insect-like chattering became agitated, and was taken up by the other two lo's immediately behind.  John rolled on, straight for them and a jet of putrid black poison hit the wheel of colour, dissolving instantly at the first contact. The lo hesitated and then tried to move out of the range of the rolling wheel of light which steadily came at it.  John knew that his wheel was secure; it had established its own connection in his mind and was now independent of the wand, obeying the will of the Wandmaster.  He held it and maintained it, leaving the wand free for other work, and started to wield it like a sword.  It shot a lightning bolt into the first lo and blankness overcame the paste-white face on its back.  John felt the jolt and heard the sucking sound as the bug came off and hit the ground upside down and screeching, leaving a spewing grovelling half woman rolling around on the ground.  The horror of her condition moved John, and he wanted to rush to her side and heal her, but the furious clicking and whirring of the other two lo's before him forced him to refocus and move on.  He dispatched them in the same way and again struggled with his desire to heal and restore the once-humans who he released from their parasitic hosts, but in the brief glimpse he had of them, he could see they were much more damaged than Wes had been and even as he watched, their writhing ceased and they stilled in death.  They would probably never have been whole again. They must have been contaminated for a long period of time.

The appearance and progress of the wheel of colours across the plain to the Temple had given the Guardians new courage and the fighting was more determined all round. They were beginning to gain control over the large numbers of spindle-legged attackers who, though ferocious, didn't seem to be fighting with any system or leadership.  Jet's training was showing and the Guardians had grouped into threes and fours and were working in co-operation to seal off attack groups and contain them.  

John looked to his next task, which was the Temple.  He was still contained in his wheel of radiant colours and rolling on the same path he had paced when he had first become confirmed as the Wandmaster. When he reached the spot where he had stood to salute Gilladen and his Guardians, the scene before him was very different.  The Temple was dull and flashed an occasional dark red or emitted a discordant note as its walls were assailed by the enemy, but its doors had so far resisted their attempts to gain admittance.  The Temple was dying, like a wounded animal, unable to protect itself and slowly allowing the inevitable to creep over it. A weak shimmering in the air above the temple was slowly growing stronger and William Stone, whose absence at John's side had weakened the protective shield over the temple still further, was struggling to reappear. John's rainbow wheel had an immediate effect on all the spindlies gathered around the temple wall and they lost their will to fight, dropping their weapons and looking fearfully around them and at their captains, the 'lo's'. A group of Guardians, freed from the fighting as their comrades gained control, appeared at John's flanks, and Jet was with them.  He soon took advantage of the confusion of the remaining attackers and they were forced back and away from the temple doors and the temple itself leaving John a clear path.  He allowed his wheel to fade, mentally thanking it for its protecting light and stood facing the temple as he had that day, not so long ago when he had first connected with it.  

"Stand back!" ordered John yet again, and his small group of protectors withdrew from him and took up positions around him facing outwards to be able to keep a lookout in all directions.

John stood alone now and calmed his mind.  He felt the wand pulsing and impatient to work in his hand, but he had something to do first, and when he did connect with the wand and hold it aloft it was with humility and a plea for forgiveness at allowing the assault to happen in his absence. Then he focused on the temple and sourced all the power he had in him through the wand.  A joyous ray of white light burst from the tip of the wand and divided into beams which fed their clarity to all the individual peaks of the crystal towers of the Temple of the Wand, and the crystal walls resonated now louder, clearer and musical while the walls and peaks of the crystals appeared cleansed and sparkling like clear water.

John sent his strength to the Temple, feeling it coming back to life, and found and communicated with the crystal trove inside the temple, re-establishing the joining he had worked on for so long with Tyloren during his training.  He felt strong, and was determined to make up for his absence and his part in the near disaster in the Plain of the Wandguard, and simply executed his role, enclosed in calm and serenity which was pure and untainted, clear and loving, and eventually, he felt his need to source to the temple subsiding.  His job was done and danger had been averted.  

The doors of the temple flew open as John ceased work and Menoneth appeared at the door with Tyloren, and crowded behind them, other priests and elders.  John sought for Jazlyn among the faces, and eventually his heart lifted as a small figure dressed in brown leather and with dark eyes straining to see across the plain darted forward and ran in his direction.  He was so relieved to see her in one piece that he didn't immediately notice she was not looking at him, and his smile froze on his lips as she threw herself into the waiting embrace of Westroth standing at his side.  He couldn't comprehend why she hadn't missed him the way he had missed her or why she didn't run into his own arms instead of Wes's.  She was one of the main reasons he had returned and he was hurt and confused as he tried to assimilate what he was seeing.  He had been away longer than he should have, obviously, and he had disappointed Jazlyn and pushed her into the more reliable arms of his biggest rival.  Over the top of her head, Westroth stared at John, holding her protectively.  There was a triumphant gleam in his eyes and a new challenge, which John felt keenly and stored deep within.  He wished intensely that he had not gone back to his own life and left Jazlyn and the Realm, but what was done was done so he turned now to Menoneth who was grasping his hand and looking relieved and grateful as he poured out greetings, welcome backs and thanks.  John's face was grave as he in turn greeted Menoneth, and was soon surrounded by Tyloren and the other elders and priests. He raised his hands for silence.

"I ask forgiveness," John's voice was quiet, his eyes downcast as he remembered that three and possibly more guardians had fallen, and wondering which of his comrades had been lost. "I should not have left and I vow now never to leave you again while you have need of me."  Menoneth placed a hand on his shoulder and answered,

"You had to choose, Wandmaster.  It is we who should ask forgiveness from you. We demanded more than you were ready or able to grant.   You have our gratitude not our anger."

"Thank you Lord Menoneth but I left you all exposed by putting myself first and have come to see that I am a tool and must do what I can to carry out the task I seem to have been created for."

"Tyloren had forewarned me of your possible departure, and also that of our protector, Wandmaster William with whom he still speaks through the crystals.  But we hadn't bargained for the attack," he said with a troubled frown. "It was almost as if they knew we would be exposed and were poised to take advantage of our weakness, but don't you see, Wandmaster, that you could not have made your decision to aid us without going back?  It had to be that way.  You are certain now."

John was surprised that Tyloren and Menoneth had guessed he would leave probably before he himself had decided, and that William had been instrumental in both warning them and in leaving them unprotected. He supposed that Menoneth was right and that things had happened as they should but still heavy-hearted, he turned slowly, wishing to return to his room to rest and recover and found Westroth and Jazlyn still standing behind him, though now unattached.  Jazlyn had been listening closely to what John and Menoneth said and was very thoughtfully considering John's obvious regret.  His eyes spoke volumes to her as he looked deeply into hers, and unsmilingly walked away, head bowed and steps heavy.  He didn't get far before Trevorin caught him and beseeched him to go to the Healery instead of his living quarters.  There was much healing to be done and rest and relaxation would have to wait.  In the hours that followed, John expended much energy and healed a great many people, thinking all the time about what the situation would have been like there if he hadn't returned to the Crystal Realm, and also what could have been if he hadn't left at all, and his thoughts turned to Jazlyn.  He fell onto his bed exhausted that night, as John Stone, Wandmaster, his new identity accepted as a reality.  The responsibilities were many and the rewards few.  

"Overworked and underpaid," he muttered into his pillow before falling into a heavy sleep.  He dreamed he was waiting for a bus that just wouldn't come and when it eventually appeared, it went sailing past and didn't stop.  He saw himself running after the bus shouting "Hey you went without me!"  The bus conductress looked exactly like Jazlyn. 

John found himself very busy on his return to Wandguard Plain.  He intensified his efforts in the Temple with Tyloren and on the training field with Jet and the guardians.  His work in the healery demanded long hours at first, but gradually lessened as he aided Trevorin and the other healers to tend wounds and injuries.  John found he got to know many people up close during his time at the healery and the work fulfilled him greatly.  Trevorin worked tirelessly also, and though he had no wand, his hands were gifted with healing and between them they soon had things under control.  A young woman healer called Althea was often to be found at John's side and she always seemed to know just what he needed.  No sooner did he reach for something than it was in his hand, and as they worked together, a relationship grew between them.  She was pale, her skin having a lustre of translucency and a clarity which John often admired, and she was fair haired and blue-eyed which gave her an angelic quality.  She was shy and avoided his eye whenever possible but had a commitment and an inner strength, which kept her alert through long hours of work.  She was always at the healery before John and when he left she was still busily tending to patients. Their conversations had never been about anything other than patients and healing, but slowly Althea began to relax in his company and at the end of a very long day when John was tired and hungry, he paused at the central blue stone on his way out and watched her flitting back and forth between the wards.

"Althea," he called.  She came immediately, light of foot and quick.

"Yes Wandmaster?" she inquired, "Have I forgotten something?"

"Yes," said John,  "Something very serious and unforgivable."

Althea's pale face coloured a little and she dropped her eye. 

"I am sorry Wandmaster.  Tell me what it is and I will rectify it at once."

"You have forgotten to take a break, forgotten to eat on many occasions, forgotten to leave on time at the end of the day."  John reprimanded her as though she were a small child and with such a serious face that Althea did not know how to respond.

"I...I'm sorry Wandmaster.  I suppose I don't work my best when I'm tired.  I'll make sure I'm more careful in future."

John laughed now and put a hand on her shoulder.  

"You are incredible!" he said.  "I am only joking!"  She looked relieved and smiled up at him. "But, I really want you to slow down a little.  You will make yourself ill and then where will the healery be if our best pair of hands is in bed needing healing herself?"

Althea flushed deeply and smiled wider, accepting the praise modestly and dropping her gaze in obvious delight and surprise.

"In fact," said John, "How about joining me for a meal now.  The dining hall will be pretty empty at this time, and we can talk shop."

"Talk shop?" she queried.  John laughed again.

"It's an expression we use where I come from.  It means to talk about work."

"Oh! But I haven't finished here yet."

"Whatever it is you haven't done can wait till tomorrow morning," John insisted. "Now, get your coat, it's cool outside and let's go eat!"  She hesitated, obviously uncomfortable, so John added "That's an order!"  Very flustered now, Althea sped away, shouting a few orders to other healers as she went, not wanting to leave things unfinished, and soon arrived back with a wrap around her shoulders.    As she approached him, John smiled at the picture she made hurrying towards him; quickness of foot and mind, efficiency, modesty.  She was also, he suddenly noticed with surprise quite beautiful in an alabaster kind of way but vulnerable; not like Jazlyn who was self-possessed and determined.  This lady was exactly that, a lady; an angel of mercy in the healery.  But not like Jazlyn, no, not like Jazlyn.  John was slow to react when Althea arrived at his side, being lost in his inner world and Althea hesitated, not knowing what to do or say.

John came to himself and smiled at her.  "Don't look so worried. I don't bite," he said, and once again placed a hand on her shoulder and directed her towards the door.  Without protest, Althea fell in beside him and they made their way to the food hall.  They found a table in the corner, and John made Althea sit and wait while he went to the servery and returned with two plates piled high with food.  As he put Althea's plate in front of her, she let out a torrent of protest interspersed with giggles.  

"I can't eat all that!" she laughed.

"Doctor's orders!" replied John, and at her blank expression corrected himself. "Healer's orders!"

"Oh.  But I can't!"

"Do your best then!  Eat what you can and then get a good night's sleep!"

They started eating and talking about the various cases in the healery and were soon in deep discussion.  The tension dropped away from Althea as time went by and John was delighted to find that under the flustered exterior lurked a keen sense of humour and a lively personality.  Not like Jazlyn, but nice.

They eventually rose from the table to leave, and both felt relaxed and refreshed.  It had been a good idea, John decided.  They walked across the plain towards the living quarters, still deep in conversation and passed two sentries on duty near the entrance.  One was Honeth and the other was Jazlyn.  John felt rather than saw her and would have turned to speak to her, but on second thoughts, decided against it. It wasn't such a bad thing that he should be seen in the company of another woman, and as he and Althea passed by chatting he ignored her completely.  She had tried to push John out of her heart when he had, in her mind, abandoned the Realm and her, but she had been unable to reconnect with Wes, though she had tried. She saw and felt John's pain and regret, and at the same time had become a little afraid of Wes, who seemed to have become bitter and argumentative since his transformation in and out of lo-dom, and had to finally admit that despite herself, John was the focus of her affections. In fact, Jazlyn had a lot of thinking to do and spent a miserable watch fighting the demon who spiked her jealous heart that evening after seeing John with Althea.

John had pushed all thoughts of his past life out of his mind every time they intruded and set his mind to work on the task ahead of him.  He no longer felt he was being held against his will, in fact, he found himself trying to plan ahead for what he had to do. However, he was deeply troubled, and one day he had not gone to the practice field, which Jet did not allow to pass without comment, and rebuked him jokingly at breakfast, saying

"The novices will be beating you soon, Wandmaster John, if you miss practice sessions," but John had frowned and excused his absence, pleading tiredness and without responding with his usual cheerfulness.  

"Something troubles you, Wandmaster," said Jet.  John looked at him seriously, and answered,

"Yes, you're right."  The breakfast room was full and some of the guardians were taking an interest in the exchange, John's seriousness being evident.  Jet steered him away from the tables and into a quiet corner just outside the door of the mess room.

"Can I help?" he asked warmly.  John looked at the man who stood before him and realized he had come to like him and admire him a lot.  He got the best out of the guardians, himself included, through firmness, and good humoured jibes, but he was highly respected by all and no-one ever underestimated his abilities with weapons or his determination.  He had not lost his cool under attack and his guardians had performed admirably due to his training, but also to his presence among them, which inspired loyalty and commitment.  John felt he could trust this man, and answered candidly,

"I am ignorant, Jet, pig ignorant."  Jet's eyes widened in surprise.

"About what?" he queried.

"About everything!" said John, having difficulty controlling the volume of his voice.  "You have always taught us to 'know the enemy' in order to beat him.  I don't really have any idea who the enemy is.  I have vague ideas, scary imaginings, and very little direct knowledge.  I have no idea of the geography of this place, the history of what has gone before, the weaknesses and strengths of my enemy.  You have all grown up in this environment, and knowledge which you take for granted, is not available to me.  I have a lot to learn and I don't know where or how to learn it."  Jet considered him levelly and nodded slowly.

"Have you spoken to Lord Menoneth?"

"Yes, but I always come away feeling I only have half the answers, probably because I don't know the right questions to ask.  I need to go back to school."  Jet put his hand on John's shoulder and a friendship connected them.  

"Let me think on this a bit, Wandmaster. I will see what I can do."

"Thanks," said John gratefully, and they went out into the plain, John heading towards the temple, and Jet to his quarters.

John rose at dawn the next day and presented himself to Jet at the practice field.  The training took place as usual, but John's heart wasn't in it.  He pushed himself hard, but his co-ordination was off and he made a good many mistakes, to the point where Gilladen, who was his sparring partner, stopped and made the sign of submission, not wanting to punish his opponent any further.

"Where is your head today, Wandmaster?" he asked.

"Sorry, Gill, I'm not giving you much opposition, am I?"

"No, indeed.  I have fought better matches with my little sister."

"I didn't know you had one," said John in surprise.

"That's because she's only fifteen and lives at home in Kinguard.  Too young to be of interest to you," laughed Gilladen.  John too laughed, but took the opportunity to leave the field and sit with his back wedged up against a boulder to watch the others finish their training.  Jet was busy directing and improving the technique of his guardians, and John watched in admiration as he put them through their paces.  

"Not feeling up to it today?" asked a voice at his side, and he looked up to see Jazlyn gazing down at him with a hint of concern in her eyes.

"I'm surprised you noticed," he said levelly removing his gaze from her face.  His heart quickened in his chest, but he fought to remain calm.  He knew his dreams were over as far as Jazlyn was concerned and he had accepted it.  Wes was sparring under the demanding eye of Jet, but John still felt he was watching and following closely what transpired between them.  John wished Jazlyn would leave and he didn't engage her in any further conversation, but she didn't move and her closeness became suffocating to the point that John himself stood up and made to go.  He muttered something about returning to his chambers to shower and turned to walk away.  Jazlyn placed her hand gently on his arm and he was forced to look into her dark eyes once more.  What passed between them needed no words.  She read his sorrow, his acceptance of her rejection, his regret at having left the Realm, and most obvious of all, his longing for her.  Jazlyn could see inside his mind, he knew that, but he couldn't hide his feelings.  It wasn't his fault, he reasoned, that she was probing deep into his emotional world.  He hadn't invited her in, and he found he resented her prying, and defended himself by sending the very definite message 'You are intruding' firmly but without the spoken word, back at her.

Her eyes widened and, caught unawares, she let down her guard, allowing John to read what was written there.  The over-riding feeling was one of sympathy and John winced at her pity, but there was more; hurt pride, regret and a very deep need for him to love her. Now it was his turn to be surprised, and Jazlyn knew she had been exposed.  She bit her lip nervously and her eyes became watery before she withdrew them from his gaze.  In the end it was Jazlyn who left first as John gazed after her, more confused than ever, with Westroth's stare burning a hole in the back of his head from the practice field.

John had showered and was lying on his bed going over things in his mind when he heard a knock on the door and Jet appeared in the entrance.

"Ah, Wandmaster John, I hope I'm not disturbing your rest?" he inquired.

"No, Jet, not at all, come in," said John and rose to meet him.  John pulled over a chair for Jet beside his own and the two men made themselves comfortable.

"I have been giving a lot of thought to your request for schooling and I have made a few discrete approaches to people I think may be able to help," said Jet.

"When can I start?" asked John.

"As soon as you like," came the reply, "this afternoon if you want."

"I'm surprised anyone would want to help such an ignorant pupil," said John.

"They were fighting over you!" said Jet with vigour, "and it was all I could do to stop them arriving at your door with books in hand!"

"Really?" replied John with genuine surprise."Who are to be my teachers?"

"Well, let me see now, there's Juno, our historian, Maplin, our geography expert, Vilma, our mystic, who insists her lessons are more important than anyone else's, and Gothrik, who is our strategist and military expert, he was my teacher, by the way, an excellent man."

John listened with interest and was pleased he would at last be able to learn something to help him in his endeavours.

"Who do you suggest I see first?" he asked.

"Well, they are all useful to you, but I think out of courtesy you should see Vilma.  She is insisting that she is the one who will be most helpful to you and it is unwise to deny a lady!" John laughed. 

"Yes, I can see your point.  Where do I find her?"

"I'll take you now if you're ready," said Jet.

"Ok, just let me finish dressing, and I'm all yours," said John with a grin "Or all hers, perhaps I should say."

As they left the living quarters and headed out across the plain, Jet explained

"Be respectful Wandmaster when you speak to Vilma.  She is old and wise and has seen many things. I am surprised she hasn't hunted you out herself before now."

"I am always polite, Jet, that you should know by now.  I was very well brought up."

"You were indeed, young man.  You do your parents credit."  John was pleased at this praise from Jet, who he respected highly and whose company he enjoyed immensely.

"Jet," he said on an impulse, "What is there between Wes and Jazlyn?  Do you know anything?" Jet's face turned thoughtful for a moment and he eyed John with curiosity.  

"Does Jazlyn interest you, Wandmaster?" he asked

"You could say that," said John with a smile. "She does something to me.  I can't explain it.  It's just like a magnet.  I feel myself pulled towards her but I think she prefers Wes.  It would be good to know definitely so that I could stop thinking about her.  Sometimes, though, I get the very strong feeling that she feels the same about me as I do about her.  I don't know, Jet, I'm not very good with women.  I'm confused."

"All men are confused as far as women are concerned," grinned Jet.  "With Jazlyn there could be certain complications if you and she decided to become closer." he said.

"What complications?" asked John, "you mean that we are from different worlds, or my time frame and hers are completely unconnected, or I'm the Wandmaster? Yes, I know all that."

"No, there's more, but I will tell you another time.  I have to ask for clearance from Menoneth first."

John stopped in his tracks and stared at Jet.

"What?"

"I can't say anymore at present, John.  I promise I will tell you when I can.  Now, here we are, we have arrived at Vilma's."

A musty smell of burning spices met their nostrils, and a dark cave entrance glowed in candle-light before them.  Vilma appeared at the entrance and John realised that he had seen her around.  He had noticed her at various times, always present but never a protagonist.  She was like a picture which hung on the wall for years but you didn't notice till someone pointed it out to you.  Her hair was grey and black in streaks and tied back in a long braid with two thinner braids which fell at her shoulders from her temples.  She wore a metal circlet around her forehead in which were set two small stones, a deep blue lapis and a purple amethyst.  Her eyes were grey and her skin, though lined, was still fresh so that it was difficult to guess her age.  Ignoring Jet completely, she set her gaze on John and said,

"So, you've come at last. It took you long enough!"

"Sorry?" responded John, taken aback.

"Let's hope you won't be," she replied, and then to Jet. "You can go now Jetham.  I will not harm your protegee!"  and with that she turned and entered the cave.  Jet gave John a wry smile, wished him good luck, and then turned on his heel and left.

John stood at the cave entrance allowing his eyes to adjust to the dark, and Vilma's voice, now lower in tone and more musical said, "Enter Wandmaster John and take your place."  John moved deeper into the gloom and saw Vilma seated beside a ring of stones in the centre of which burned a small fire.  It appeared to be smokeless and odourless as though it were made of pure flame only, the tongues of which varied in colour from white to yellow to orange to red and at the very base of the flames, embers of all other colours which variously appeared and disappeared, deceiving the eye and mind into questioning their presence at all.  On the opposite side of the fire was a flat slab of rock, and Vilma motioned to John to sit there.  For a time his hostess said nothing, and John waited patiently, staring into the flames and finding them comforting in the strange atmosphere of the cave.  His eyes tried to capture and register the colours before they disappeared but could only appreciate them if he allowed his inner awareness to feel them in much the same way as he did the crystals. Vilma studied him, and he felt her presence mentally in his thoughts.  It was a gentle sensation as though he was a small child and she a tender mother reaching for his hand in comfort, and he felt calm and untroubled.  John heard her voice as though from very far away, raised in an incantation whose words he could not understand but which soothed him and caused him to drift like a wisp of smoke in the breeze.  Vilma held him, apparently hypnotised for a considerable time but John lost track of how long, being only half aware of his body and having no sensation of discomfort or stiffness.  As he drifted, he suddenly became aware of a blackness, deep and dark growing from a tiny distant spot and expanding to slowly cover all his awareness, and with it grew a fear and a threat which chilled him to the marrow.  He was trapped in his mind and had no way to escape it.  It encroached ever closer and his breathing became quick and panicky as he strove to pull away, but it was no good, he was ensnared.  He felt for Vilma's presence and a brief instruction touched his mind.

"Maintain control!" it said.   John brought all his efforts to bear on the darkness before him and calmed himself, fighting his fear and drawing in strength.  He felt the colours in the flames, called in his connection with the crystal trove in the temple, and in his hand, visualised the wand.   He was larger now.  He was strong and he was unafraid.   

In the darkness, a form shaped itself; of a man, darker than darkness and swathed in a blackness which seemed to outline itself onto the dark.  The form sat in a throne, or tall chair and was stooped over an orb, staring into its heart which flickered with strange livid images.  John saw himself in the orb, his wand raised, surrounded with all the colours and clarity of the crystals, staring into the face of the man. He recognised the background of the temple in the image of himself and realised, with terrible certainty that the tall man in the chair had seen him in the orb when he had been working with Tyloren.  John had been unaware of his presence, being wrapped so completely in the colours of the crystals, but now he saw the enemy as he stared at the miniature John Stone, Wandmaster in the dark glass. He watched  the blood-rimmed eyes of the dark form, the sickly hue of the luminescent skin and the black pearls of his teeth which glimmered in John's light as the mouth opened in a cry of rage causing silvery saliva to dribble out in frothy bubbles.  So, this was Ataxios.   John saw himself being pushed out of the orb by the will of the man he faced, but even as this happened, he bent his concentration on the watcher, to take a really good look at the foe he would have to face and maybe even kill at some point.  He felt no anger, no hatred.  The dark crystal began to dominate John's colours as Tyloren had warned him it would if uncontrolled, maybe in response to the darkness in the orb, but John reigned it in and held it, blending it in with the soothing blues, pinks and greens, yellows, browns, and other hues in his aura and it slipped back into its place in the spectrum.  He surrounded himself with peace as best he could and with all the colours in his armory.  The tiny Wandmaster left the orb of his own accord, with the light of calm all around him and it enraged Ataxios.  John's last view of the scene was looking down on the now empty orb and at the uptuned face of Ataxios, who was bellowing with violent fury.

On opening his eyes, he saw Vilma studying him carefully and with some concern.  John released the colours in his mind one by one and returned to full awareness slowly, wishing to remove the taint of Ataxios thoroughly before grounding.  

"Tyloren has prepared you well, Wandmaster, but you are also naturally strong, very strong."  Vilma's voice was quiet and its tone was even but John could feel a stifled excitement in it.

"Ataxios," was all the reply John could make.  Back now in the dim light of the cave, John recalled the face of the enemy in great detail and fear ran up and down his spine.

"Ataxios," agreed Vilma.  John eyed her levelly and asked,

"Wasn't that a bit of a risk, Vilma?  What if I hadn't been ready?"

"You were not alone Wandmaster, though in the end you did not need our help, and anyway, what you witnessed was a scene which had already taken place.  You just weren't aware of it till now.  You did not actually confront the enemy in a trial of strength."

"Ataxios has seen me," said John simply

"Yes.  And now you have seen him."

John's mind was full of the image of himself in the dark orb as Ataxios stared into it, but after a moment or two, recalled something Vilma had said.

"Did you say our help?" Vilma gave a cryptic smile.

"Did you feel alone, Wandmaster?"  John searched deep in his mind and recalled the sense of Vilma beside him and the colours, the crystals, the wand and.......... a presence now so familiar it was hardly discernible from himself.  A companion in his crystal work and on his brief journey home. 

"William Stone," John breathed. Looking at Vilma intently.  "William Stone was with me too."  Vilma said nothing, but dropped her gaze to the flames and then after a brief moment, got up again and poured John some steaming herb tea from a pot which sat at the edge of the fire-ring.

"Drink this, it will clear your head," instructed Vilma and then took her place again opposite John on the far side of the flames.  As John sipped at the hot tea, which did indeed refresh him, he stared once more into the flames and as he did, he saw the familiar figure of William Stone miniaturised but true in every detail.  The figure bowed its head to John, turned to Vilma and raised both arms in her direction before disappearing and John sensed a sadness and wistfulness in Vilma as the image vanished.  When Vilma's gaze met his again, John read the truth that lie there.  Vilma and William had been very special to each other.

Now John had seen the enemy.  He was no longer just a name and though he was fearsome and terrible, John was less afraid now he could put a form, fearsome though it was, to the name.  He still had no real idea what powers Ataxios had,  but felt he was on the road to knowing and that made him more positive.  




His days were so full now that his head felt it would burst with all the new information he was taking in. Tyloren aided as best he could by allowing him to work with the deep blue sapphire which he placed on John's forehead and which increased his capacity to learn quickly.  He insisted though, on John's daily connection with all the crystals in order to increase and consolidate his knowledge of them and retain balance. He fell exhausted into bed every evening but, not a night's sleep came without the image of Ataxios forcing itself into his head; though the rage he had shown at the calm look on the face of the tiny Wandmaster gave John some satisfaction, and he wondered if he would be able to produce the same effect if he were actually face to face with Ataxios.  He very much doubted it.

Juno was a kindly man who dwelt in a jungle of books and scrolls which he was only too pleased to explain to John.  Maplin, very appropriately was surrounded by maps and mock-up models of different areas of the Realm, which was a large continent totally surrounded by water, John discovered.  It's mountain ranges, rivers, plains and even a desert land began to become familiar and tied in with the history lessons Juno provided, so that John could envisage the various areas and the events that had taken place there.  With Gothrik's contribution, John began slowly to get a feel for the defensible positions, the areas of ambush and the landscape surrounding the region of Athrak,  from where Ataxios was directing his operations.  He provided estimates of the numbers of enemy troops, the possible numbers of lo's and what was known about them and the mother beast, the great Akryd, the insectivorous creature that spawned lo's from captives taken to Athrak.   John visited Vilma in the evenings before retiring for the night, but she never exposed him to Ataxios again.  Instead she coached him in the use of his 'skills' as she called them.  He found he was able to sense where people were by bringing them to mind, and he practised telepathic connection with Vilma from a distance, and then with Tyloren.  One evening, when he sat gazing into the flames at her fire-side, he allowed himself to drift and Jazlyn came very strongly into his mind.  He had been so busy of late that he hadn't had time to think about her at all, and he allowed himself to want her for just a short while in the quiet peace of the dark cave.  The warmth from the flames glowed, he felt comfortable and relaxed after yet another tiring day, and the picture he conjured in his mind was pleasantly refreshing.  Vilma allowed him his silence often, and John was never aware of how much or little of his thoughts she knew.  He felt that his reveries of Jazlyn were private and his own and he used the shielding technique Vilma had taught him to try to keep her from detecting where his attention was.

Behind him, suddenly, John heard a voice.

"Did you call me Maneera?" It was Jazlyn, and John jumped out of his thoughts and onto his feet in a flash.  He turned and saw her in the doorway, but she was talking to Vilma.  Why had she called her 'Maneera?'  Was it an alternative name for Vilma?

"Oh, sorry," said Jazlyn when she spotted John in the half-light.  "I thought....... "She halted and looked again at Vilma.  

"Did you call me?" she asked again.

"No, my little Guardian.  I didn't call you. Someone else did."

John and Jazlyn looked at each other in sudden understanding.  He had called her unknowingly and she had responded, thinking she had been summoned by Vilma and her footsteps had led her in the direction of her cave.

"Interesting," mused Vilma, "Very interesting."  John had been uncovered and he and Jazlyn both knew it.  Neither of them spoke, but John wished very much to be out of the cave and on his way, so he hurriedly excused himself, bid them both goodnight, and walked quickly off into the evening.

"Well, well, well, the twists of fate are endless," said Vilma, and Jazlyn gave a weak smile and replied,"He's so handsome, Maneera, isn't he?"

"Yes my daughter, and very much in love with you." Jazlyn's eyes widened and her mouth fell open.  "Don't pretend you didn't know!" said Vilma. "Now, come sit and talk a while."




Chapter 7

Venturing Out

Arms training was cancelled,  John was notified by Mandrik, who appeared at his door early one chilly morning. There was a scouting expedition planned and because there had been reports of enemy movements in the mountains around the plain, a number of Guardians were going out with Jet to check out positions.  John mused for a moment over this, and decided it was time he saw at first hand what was amiss, so he dressed hurriedly and set off to the food hall where, he was sure, he would find his comrades eating early in preparation for their exodus.  He was not wrong, and found about 40 guardians seated around tables dressed in strong leather.  Racks of weapons were full of swords outside the mess hall, waiting to be collected by the Guardians after their hurried breakfast. 

He found Jet, eating on his feet and talking to four of his captains, Gilladen, Maylene, Yseth and Sharilla.  There appeared to be a briefing session going on.  John stood a distance apart, not wanting to interrupt, but caught Jet's eye and when he had finished talking, he turned to John.

"Didn't anyone inform you there was no arms practice this morning Wandmaster? I sent Mandrik."

"Yes, he found me.  That's why I'm here.  I want to come with you," stated John simply.  Jet's eyes widened a little, and he replied.

"I suppose I should have expected this, and to be truthful, I also think it's time you left the Plain.  I will have to get clearance from Lord Menoneth, though.  Tell Mandrik to get you an extra set of arms, and get yourself something to eat while I go and get authorisation."  He smiled at John and slapped him on the shoulder.

"I won't be long," he said.  John got himself a plate of eggs and some chunky bread, washed it down with a strong brew of tanny, which was a bit like tea, and was munching when Jet returned with a broad smile on his face.

"You're coming," he said "but I have personally been charged with keeping you in one piece, so I want you in my company.  Maylene is captaining my troupe.  Find her and ask for instructions.  She will tell you all you need to know," Jet grinned, seeming pleased that his newest trainee was about to get his feet wet on a scouting mission.  John too was feeling ready to spread his wings a little.  The Plain had been looking smaller and smaller to him recently, a tiny microcosm in which he was a major player with nothing to do.

Maylene was nothing short of delighted when she found she had John in her charge and when Mandrik brought John a sword and a short knife, she helped him to prepare a little too enthusiastically, passing her arms around his waist and buckling the sheath on for him as he reddened a little.  

"Stick by me, Wandmaster.  I want you at my side the whole time," she grinned and gave him a wink.

John couldn't help but grin back, and Maylene also slapped him on the shoulder.  It seemed to be the thing to do among the Guardians.  

Breakfast over, the Guardians assembled in the plain outside in four troupes.  There were three groups of ten and John's group which now had eleven.  Jet called them to attention and delivered orders to the four captains.   Gilladen was to scout around the entrance to the Wandguard Plain, and the surrounding foothills.  Sharilla's troupe would accompany them as far as the cleft rock and would then scout around the surrounding area back towards the forest and in the Plain of Remembrance to the East.  Mandrik was setting off along the hill track which apparently left the Wandguard Plain to the West through an intricate set of pathways leading eventually to the river valley beyond their encampment.  Jet and Maylene would accompany them to a point about half way to the river and then climb upwards to a tall peak which gave a view North towards Athrak.

Before setting out, Jet raised his sword and gave the customary salutation. 

"Honour to the Guardians."

"Honour to the Armsmaster!" chorused all the Guardians back, and as John's voice blended with the others he felt good that for once he was considered one of them and not the Wandmaster.  Two troupes set off east, and Jet led the remainder of his Guardians off west.  They struck a quick pace and formed ranks in two's, loping along briskly.  Maylene made sure John was beside her, which left one guardian bringing up the rear alone.  It was Ethan, and John thought how long it had been since they had sat down together in the recreation hall for a game of k'tchang.  The remainder of John's group was made up of Yseth, a good swordsman, as John had discovered in sparring sessions and also during the raid by the spindlies, a tall youth called Hathor,  Joceley, Maylene's friend and constant companion, and four more mature Guardians who tended to keep to themselves, looking as though they knew what they were doing and that this scouting mission was normal routine.  John sensed they had seen action and were in the group to lend experience and steadiness to the younger members.  Their names were Maroth,  Todd, Zak and Tye.  John had exchanged nods with them in the mess, but they trained separately with other more experienced guardians and were more often missing from the plain as they were frequently called upon to scout.

Mandrik's group set the pace and Maylene kept close behind.  There was a cave entrance at the Western end of the plain which led into a dark tunnel and the lead group entered it and disappeared.  Maylene and John also led their group into the darkness and the cold damp surrounded them as their feet echoed on the stony floor beneath them.  Torches had been lit along the walls at intervals so the darkness wasn't complete and the floor was smooth, as if it had been trodden by many feet in the past.  John was nervous in the unfamiliar setting, but trotted along at Maylene's side trusting that the underground passageway was familiar to her and the other guardians and that they would bring him safely out the other side.  The tunnel was quite long but after about ten minutes, the darkness lifted slightly and John could see a little ahead of him.  They halted at Maylene's instruction and John could see the lead group at the mouth of the tunnel peering out.  Before setting off, Yseth called an 'All Clear' to John's group and then took his guardians off into the daylight.  Maylene and John, in turn arrived at the cave mouth and halted.  They stood for a minute to allow their eyes to readjust to the light after the darkness of the tunnel and then emerged.  John could see the last pair of Yseth's group disappearing around a bend in the pathway ahead of them and felt the thrill of expedition in his veins.  He had become tired of the Plain and the daily routine and was grateful for something to do and a chance to get away for a while.

Maylene was joined by Jet, who had been in the pair behind John and said,

"From here on, we will change the order.  Wandmaster, I want you to fall in behind me.  The rest of you form pairs!"  There was a quick shuffle of order and once more Jet's voice sounded into the group 

"Guardians, you are charged, above all else with the security of the Wandmaster.  At no point is he to be left alone.  Maroth, Todd, Zak and Tye, to the front.  Two before the Wandmaster, and two at his heels, and if a fly so much as settles on his nose, you will be held personally responsible!"

The four veterans moved to the front of the group, pushing John further back behind the leaders and he felt a little humiliated at this cosseting.  He had enjoyed being at the front with Maylene.  

"Don't worry, Jet, we won't let any harm come to him!" called back Zak and the remainder of the group chuckled as John gave him a wry smile and accepted the jibe.

"I thank you for your tender loving care," he answered graciously and received a hearty slap on the back in response.

Maylene and Jet exchanged a glance and a nod of agreement that the coast was clear, and set off on the heels of Mandrik's group which had now disappeared in the zig-zag pathways which led off away from the tunnel entrance.  The way was narrow, and at times they were forced into single file and had to scramble over boulders and craggy rocks, but John was always kept between his four newly-appointed body guards.  He could see them taking in the surroundings, checking all the time for movements among the rocks to their left and right as they continued on along the path.  They reached a flat area that seemed to be a landmark as the group, as one, halted.  There was a grassy slope which swept up to the right of the plateau and Jet and Maylene loped off to its highest point, spending some time examining the area and pointing to things invisible to those in the low bowl of rock in which they waited.

Jet called back for Joceley, who sprinted up to join him and Maylene.  Jet pointed into the distance in the west and she nodded.  John couldn't hear what was being said, but Jet seemed to be consulting with Joceley about something.

"What's all that about?" asked John to no-one in particular.

"Joceley has the eyes of a hawk," said Todd

"And the head of a goose," chimed in Zak, at which the rest of the group chuckled.  John was surprised at the insulting remark, and Todd picked up on his expression.

"She's a little nervy sometimes," he supplied,  "A bit female."  The group once again laughed in unison, but John remained silent wondering what these people said about him behind his back.  He determined not to behave in any way that would give them cause to make jibes about him.  He felt sorry for Joceley, and very much aware of his own position; his guardians,  while they were charged with his safety because he was supposedly the Wandmaster who would save them all, were so much more experienced and knowledgeable than he. 

Jet, Joceley and Maylene descended from their vantage point, and John sensed that they were troubled.  Nothing was said, but Jet's serious expression and slight frown spoke volumes and the guardian group, who had all been trained by him, picked up on his unease and came to their feet.  

"Mandrik is well down now towards the river valley.  We must pick up our pace a bit.  The weather seems to be closing in from the north and we may need to camp out tonight.  We must get to our watch-post as soon as possible."

With no comment, the group re-formed, John in the centre of his four and all the others in their pairs.  Jet and Maylene showed no mercy as they set the pace for the remainder of the journey.  They drank on their feet and did not stop to rest anywhere.  A fine misty rain began to fall, though it felt more like they were running through a cloud, the clammy damp penetrating their clothing and sticking to the leather of their jerkins.  John lost all sense of direction other than that they were climbing.  Visibility was low and he was tired, hungry and cold, but he gritted his teeth and didn't speak.  His training had improved his physical condition and he realised that he was much fitter now than he had ever been in his life, or should he say 'lives'!  The thought struck him as comical and he gave a low breathless laugh as he kept pace with the others.  Zak shot a look over his shoulder and was surprised to see the ironic twinkle in John's eye as he ran, immersed in his thoughts. For once, Zak didn't make a humorous comment, but smiled back at John and turned back to the business at hand; running.

Jet's voice, muffled by the mist called,

"Halt," and they stopped, grateful for the rest, breath coming quickly and no-one being inclined to speak.

"We should be near Orlet Peak, so we will slow up a bit.  There's not much we can see in this mist anyway, and we need to reach shelter.  We will have to hole up for the night, but first we must reach our camp-site and check it out as far as possible."  They wound their way on, Jet in the lead, until they reached a high point exposed on all sides to the weather.  John could feel the altitude, though he couldn't see much and knew that a few feet ahead of him, the peak dropped away into he didn't know what. On Jet's command, they formed a circle pointing outwards and strained their eyes and ears in the misty gloom for any sign of life or movement.  John was facing North, and beside him was Joceley, who was peering into the distance.  There was nothing but the mist.  Nothing visible.  Nothing audible. But there was ….. something.  John stiffened, straining his eyes in an effort to penetrate the emptiness and pinpoint just what it was he could sense; a darkness of spirit, a heaviness of mind.  Athrak was ahead of him, he knew and he was exposed to its searching malevolence where he stood on that high peak.  Ataxios could see with his orb, mist or no mist, and John felt him searching, raking the images in his dark crystal ball, trying to get closer to him, see him again.  He used his shielding technique, calling to him the surrounding rock, imagining its texture and making himself more like it in essence, blending with it and communing with it.  The rock stood strong under his feet and he became still as a boulder and ageless, part of the very fabric of the Realm.  The darkness passed.  John heard someone calling his name, and became aware of Jet at his side.  All the guardians were gathered around him and were watching him uneasily, as he stood stock still, silent as the earth.  

"Wandmaster?" said Jet, with respectful concern.  "What is it?"

"I am very exposed here.  Ataxios is searching these hills.  He almost found me," he said, and then with sudden certainty, "He has sent forces. They are close."

"How could that be?" queried Maylene. "If they are close, they must have known......... Are you sure, Wandmaster?"   John held her eyes and said,

"They are close and they are many!"

Jet needed no convincing.  He ordered them to fall in behind him and set off down the winding path, this time bearing off onto a track which took them back in the direction of the river to the west, and he picked up his pace. They stumbled and tripped over obstacles they couldn't see, but Jet knew where he was going.  Ahead of him, John heard the strained voice of Zak saying, 

"The jagged pass.  We're going to have to use it as an ambush point."  He looked back at John with eyes a little doubtful.  "How many, Wandmaster? Can you tell?"  John tried to focus, but his body was working so hard he couldn't get any images to come into his head.

"Can't say," was all he could pant out and Zak turned back around and concentrated on keeping up with Jet and Maylene.

The cold mist hadn't lifted at all, but Jet was so familiar with the hills that he had no need of sight.  He stopped at a narrow passage between two sheer rock faces, which loomed up suddenly before them, left and right.  He split his four veterans and sent Zak and Todd off left with Ethan and Yseth,  Maroth, Tye, Hathor and Joceley off to the right, and he called John and Maylene to his side as he climbed to a ledge of rock which looked directly down along the rift of the pass.   There was no sound, no sign of movement, and John began to feel foolish.  They should have been sheltering somewhere and sharing a bite to eat by now, not spread out along a pass waiting to ambush enemy troops only he was convinced were there.  No-one had questioned him, and he now began to ask himself if he had been wrong, and had imagined the enemy crawling out of the rocks to over-run them as a result of his fear at the newness of the situation and the touch of the will of Ataxios on his mind.  Maybe he had been made to fear by Ataxios himself who was now laughing at the ease with which he had played a trick on the new Wandmaster?

As he lay flat on the rock, peering into the misty gloom beneath him, the hackles on his neck stood up and his ears registered the first sound of movement, not in the pass below them, but high above them in the rocks directly over their heads. He sensed the presence of the tall gangly spindlies he had first encountered in the battle at Wandguard recently. He signalled to Jet, who had already turned onto his back and was scanning the rocks above them for signs of life, the mist hid movement, the sound was scattered and distorted, but it was real enough.  John felt at once two emotions; relief that he hadn't been wrong, and fear. He was going to need to be calm to be of any use in this battle, and he focused.  He drew the wand from its sheath on his chest and clasped it to him, using it to reach for all the energy in the crystal trove in the Temple.  He felt Tyloren, and tried to send the thought that they were trapped in a pass in the mountains and threatened by the enemy.  There was no response from Tyloren, as far as John could tell.  He left him and found Vilma.  She heard him.  She sent thought response instantaneously and then disappeared with the words 'Help will come'.  John's first encouraging sign.  His second was the sense of his Great Uncle William at his side.   He felt stronger and comforted but also horribly aware that the enemy were many in number, and that, if the worst came to the worst, he would be the last one left alive of all the guardians.  They were all committed to die for him rather than let him be taken.  That meant one thing.  He would have to protect them before they needed to protect him.  His grip on the wand tightened and William Stone stood silent in his mind ready to aid his strength.

A stone fell from above their heads.  The spindlies were getting closer, and Jet, John and Maylene shrank back against the wall behind the ledge they were resting on so as not to be visible from above.  In the pass below there was movement and a shrill nasal voice called something up to the position above the heads of John and his companions.  It was answered by an equally nasal exclamation, but no words John could recognise.  They stayed pressed back against the wall, listening hard but seeing little.  The pass seemed to have filled with many voices, and John knew they were not friendly.   Soon they would reach either the other guardians or John, Jet and Maylene.  Jet whispered urgently to John. 

"Hold the pass!" and then to Maylene "We must hold them off this ledge!"  They made their way to the access point which was, fortunately just wide enough for one to enter, and positioned themselves, one on either side waiting for the enemy to arrive.

John set to work.  He crawled forward on his stomach and peered down at the seething pass.  He was shocked by the numbers he saw.  He recognised his adversaries; tall, spindlies; gangly bony shapes wielding swords and swarming together like ants.  His wand was in his hand and he sent his first bolt of energy down into the exit from the pass, just as the earliest spindlies reached it.  The leaders fell in squealing heaps, but to John's horror, struggled to their feet again.  He wasn't focused.  The wand wasn't working.  Again!  Down they went in a writhing tangle of elbows and knees, swords thrashing and angry voices spilling out of their throats.  In his panic, John sent yet another bolt down which struck the leaders full in the face and succeeded in enraging them even further, so that they did not even fall this time, but reeled and then battled on against their pain and confusion.  The wand steeled in his hand and the darkness grew in his mind as the realisation dawned on him that he had never killed with the wand and had not intended to do so, even now.  The wand responded only to his desire to repel the spindlies, and not to kill them outright; he would have to feed a 'death-wish' into his attack or his friends and he would all be lost.  William Stone stood at his shoulder, and the words he whispered were these.

"Kill, but don't hate! Calm yourself and allow the wand its will."

John called on all his training with Tyloren and felt himself giving in to the colours of the wand.  The dark aggressive colours  came pushing forward, and the other colours took on a secondary role, allowing the wand to forge the power of the dark crystal through its point. 

"The Will of the Wand has dominance," said William Stone.  

John, now an instrument, ceased directing the wand to do his bidding and allowed it to work in the way it knew.  It surged power and emitted a dark array of black jagged lightning, which cracked and whipped on its trajectory downwards.   This time, the smitten figures stayed down, and those coming behind faltered a little, before screaming nasal war-cries and climbing over their fallen comrades. 

Behind him, John could hear Maylene and Jet fighting but didn't dare to turn round and lose his hold on the scene below him.  The wand did it's work.  It struck out at the rocks on either side of the enemy and shattered pieces off,  which flew into the masses of the spindlies, aiding the work of the crystal.  The few who made it out of the exit were met by the swords of the guardians positioned there, and John could hear the sounds of battle.  The guardians were hopelessly outnumbered.  John wished he could be down there fighting with them, but he was doing the thing he was born for, being the Wandmaster.  He called up all his concentration and sourced it through the wand.  A wave of energy poured out of the tip and spread like an exploding bomb, picking up the large number of spindlies near the exit and forcing them back in a tide of energy.  This gave the Guardians a chance to regroup and position themselves for the next charge.

There were still many spindlies filing through the pass, but the wand had dealt with a great number of them and the guardians were handling those that managed to get through.  As John worked, he heard loud voices coming from behind him and chanced a look over his shoulder to see Maylene and Jet pinned against the back of the ledge, having been unable to hold the access point to the rock against such large numbers.  John himself was being approached by three spindlies with ugly malicious faces and raised swords.  He blasted them, blasted the ones who had cornered Maylene and Jet, and for good measure, blasted everything that moved in the rock opening through which the enemy was coming.   Jet and Maylene returned to their positions and got the situation under control again, so John returned to his work of supporting the guardians below.    In those few minutes when he had been occupied, a group of spindlies had burst into the pass, and were being fought by the Guardians.  John again sourced his power through the wand and the tirade of rocks and spikes of white fire held the masses back from the entrance.  John recognised the shouts of his companions and froze at an anguished cry which could only have come from Joceley.  She was down and injured, but John couldn't see her.  He could only feel how seriously hurt she was, and his wand was engaged in waging war.  It couldn't heal at the same time.  He hoped she would be ok.

There was a sudden inexplicable confusion among the spindlies in the pass.  Their cries became agitated, and their attack less effective.  John continued his support of his guardians, but could see the situation was changing.  He didn't understand what was happening at first, till he heard other guardian voices to the rear of the spindlies.   Help had arrived.  Vilma must have reached Mandrik's group and sent them to help.  The tide was turning.  The ledge was no longer under attack as the spindlies seemed to have lost heart and had evaporated back up the rocky face and away from the fight zone.  

"Come on!" yelled Jet, and leaped over the dead spindlies in his way to force his way down to the valley and join his guardians as they fought the rapidly diminishing numbers of spindlies, forcing them back onto the swords of Mandrik and his group, shepherded on by Zak, Tye, Todd, Yseth, and Honeth.  Maroth, Ethan and Joceley were down, and John's first thought was Joceley as he knew she was badly hurt.  He found three wounded guardians lying propped up against a rock.  Joceley had lost consciousness and was fading fast.  He pointed the wand at the sleeping form and said "heal".

The wand flashed angrily, but did not heal.  John was horrified.  He knew Joceley didn't have much time and he tried again.  

'Calm yourself John, call to mind the blue crystal in the healery,' came William's voice.  John focused as best he could, but was not able to calm himself till a still serene picture popped suddenly into his vision.  Althea, cool, caring and efficient presented herself in his mind, and John slipped back silently into healing from killing.  The wand emitted a blue streak, which entered Joceley at the shoulder where she had been injured, and she took a deep relaxed breath and regained some colour.  Honeth and Maroth had sustained flesh wounds, but they were superficial and were soon mended.

John took a moment to rest.  The sounds of fighting had died down.  Guardians were emerging one by one from the pass, and Jet was issuing orders and inspecting wounds before sending his men to John for healing.  Most of the Guardians had sustained some minor cuts and bruises which were easily taken care of.  John didn't like to speculate on how many of the enemy had met their death that day.  A tidy number of prisoners had been rounded up and were being guarded by members of the second group.  Mandrik appeared at Jet's side, breathless and supporting one of his guardians, a stocky man called Jago, who was bleeding heavily from a wound in his side.  John Jumped to his feet and helped to make him comfortable before attending to his injury, and was soon satisfied that he would be alright.  Both he and Joceley had lost a lot of blood and were weak.  They would need to be helped back to the Plain when they had rested a while and would need time in the healery.   

"You arrived just in time," said John to Mandrik.

"Yes, fortunately we were on the alert, and some of my men picked up the trail of the spindlies coming in your direction through the high passes.  Soon as we realised they were heading for you we followed on," answered the captain of the other troupe.  In the meantime, Jet had joined them, and Maylene was with him.  Mandrik turned to Jet with a serious expression on his face. 

"The Akryd is down in the river valley with a group of lo's," he told them.  Jet's face grew serious.  

"This close to the plain?  That's odd, and very worrying," he replied.

"They were well organised and they knew what they were after," responded Mandrik with a glance in John's direction.  "They knew the Wandmaster was out with us.  I'm pretty sure of it.  They had a 'dark box' with them; like a black cabinet on wheels. I've never seen anything like it before, though I have heard tell of it in stories."  Jet listened with concern, and John in alarm.

"I don't understand.  What was the contraption for?" queried John

"To put the Wandmaster in," said Jet simply, looking him straight in the eye. "You were to be taken to the Master.  It is made of a special metal which allows nothing to penetrate it or leave it.  It has been used in the past to seal off the Wandmaster and to prevent his intervention in a battle.  Not even 'thought-talk' can escape from its density."  John's mouth dropped open and Jet gave a grim smile. "If, of course, the Akryd didn't turn you into a lo first.  They had made their plans."

"But how did they know I was going to be here?  We didn't decide ourselves till this morning!" protested John.

"Interesting question," mused Jet and pushed the dust at his feet with the toe of his boot, his eyes downcast

"Didn't you get some sort of danger warning from Vilma?" John asked Mandrik,  "I communicated with her and asked for aid."

"No,"  answered Mandrik simply  "We were on our toes, and have some good eyes among us but nobody with the ability to think-talk. Vilma will have acted but don't forget it takes some time for anyone from the plain to arrive here."

"I suppose so," agreed John,   His words were interrupted by voices from the far end of the pass and a large group of some 30 guardians appeared, running towards them.  In the lead were Jazlyn and Gilladen, armed and leather-clad.  They halted at a group of spindlies gathered in a niche in the rock wall on the west side of the pass. About fifteen of the guardians relieved the guards watching over them, who were battle-worn and grateful for the arrival of the back-up.

As the tired fighters took a well-deserved rest, Jazlyn approached John's group with an anxious look on her face. 

"We got here as soon as we could.  I was with Gilladen's group when you communicated with Vilma, so we left at once. We couldn't find Wes, so I told Gilladen and came with him myself."  Jet's head shot up, and he looked at Jazlyn.

"What do you mean, couldn't find him?" he asked.

"Well, he wasn't anywhere that I searched.  And I got other people to look too, but there was no sign of him.  Gill hadn't seen him either.  Is he ill or something?" she asked.

"Or something.......," breathed Jet.

"What?" asked Jazlyn, but Jet gave no further reply.  He looked at John, and his thoughts betrayed him.

Jet obviously thought Westroth's absence suspicious.  John thought it wise to say nothing, but Jet could see that he had read his thoughts, and he gave a faint nod which was barely visible.  Jazlyn, perceptive as always, became aware of the exchange, and her own eyes widened in horror at the idea that Wes's disappearance could be anything but co-incidental.  She opened her mouth to speak, but Jet gave her such a stern stare that she shut it again promptly and an awkward silence followed.  

The weather had cleared some, but night was falling.  Under the circumstances, Jet took the decision to return to Wandguard Plain that night rather than camp out.  He formed a select group which he was to lead, made up of John, Jazlyn, Zak, Todd, Maylene, Yseth and Tye.  This was the Wandmaster group, and was to get back to the plain as soon as possible.  Jet went off to consult with Gilladen and organise the remainder of the Guardians into coherent groups which would follow on behind at a slower pace bringing the prisoners and the wounded.  John returned to see the injured members of the party and gave further healing to Jago and Jocelyn in order to strengthen them for the return journey, and he was tending them with concern when he felt Jazlyn at his shoulder.  He stood and looked at her, a genuine smile of pleasure spreading across his face.

"Taking care of the Wandmaster is a liability you know.  Are you sure you want to be in my group for the return journey?" he asked.  Jazlyn studied him and gave a little smile back.

"I'll risk it," she said  "About Wes......"

"What about Wes?" asked a voice at her side.  It was Jet, who always seemed to turn up at opportune moments.

"Nothing." 

"Good," said Jet. "Now, let's get going.  These paths are hard enough to negotiate in daylight, let alone in the dark."  The lead group was assembled and waiting for John.  He was surrounded by the best the guardians had to offer and they stuck to him like glue.  Zak gave John a wink and said,

"You're pretty useful in a fight, young Wandmaster!"

"Thanks, you're not so bad yourself," answered John with a grin, and they set off, through the winding pathways of the hill territory, each with his own thoughts, and John feeling very grateful to be returning to the Wandguard plain on his own feet and not into the impatient arms of Ataxios in Athrak in the 'dark box' Mandrik had described.




Chapter 8

The Inquest

The Great Hall was in turmoil.  All the seats around the long oval table were occupied, and voices were babbling in confusion when John entered.  John seated himself in an extra chair supplied by one of the younger guardians, and tried to listen to what was being said around him.  He now knew a great many more of the faces in the room than when he had first arrived, and scanned the room to see just who was present.  One face which he expected to find was missing.  Tyloren was nowhere to be seen, and John was puzzled at his absence, remembering also that he had not found him when he had tried to communicate from the hills.

Menoneth was on his feet looking grave, and seemed also to be listening to the confusion of voices around him. After a minute or two, he raised his hands for silence, and the meeting came to order as all eyes were turned upon him.

"Honour to the Members of the Council," he said formally, and received the customary response.

"Honour to the High Councellor, Menoneth."

"We have a great many things to discuss today, so I will start straight away.  As you know, our guardians came under attack by a sizeable force in the Northern peaks outside Wandguard.  There are questions which must be addressed in regard to this, but I would ask our Armsmaster, Jetham to give us a report of all that occurred."  Jet nodded his acquiescence, and rose to his feet.  Menoneth sat down and interlocked his fingers on the table in front of him, and fixed his eyes on the wall opposite, maybe to help him concentrate.  He seemed troubled.

Jet began his report by describing how he had set up his groups, how John had requested permission to go on the scouting mission, which had been granted, which areas the four groups of Guardians had been sent to scout, and the journey of Jet and John's group into the hills.  John listened intently, admiring Jet's crisp delivery; he was military trained and it showed in his attention to detail.  When Jet reached the report of John's warning of the presence of spindlies, he was taken by surprise.

"....... When we reached the high peak which looks towards Athrak, the visibility was very poor, and I was unable to pick out any movement in the lowlands which fall away from there northwards.  My attention was drawn to the Wandmaster, who appeared to have gone into some kind of trance." John could not recall this, and raised his eyebrows thoughtfully as Jet continued. "He stood still as the very rock, and though I spoke to him, I received no response.  He remained in this state for some time, and I was concerned.  When he eventually spoke, his voice was deeper, somehow distant, and he told me that he had felt Ataxios searching for him and that there were enemy troops in our area in large numbers.  I decided to take precautionary defensive measures,  and I took our group to the narrow pass called Deepcleft, which is defensible by a few well-trained men even against superior forces.  I must say that I, myself, had no indication at that time that there was any danger and was somewhat sceptical, for which I beg humble apology of our Wandmaster." He inclined his head in John's direction and continued. "I was of the persuasion that it was 'first-time-nerves'," said Jet, with a rueful smile on his lips.  He looked to John for a reaction, and was rewarded with a shrug and a nod, which was the best he could muster. 

Jet went on to describe the arrival of the spindlies, their numbers and the desperate battle that took place.  His account of John's skill with the wand had everyone gasping, and faces were turned in his direction in varied expressions of admiration, and even incredulity. At the arrival of the back-up forces and the turn in the battle, Jet completed his report of the actual events, but did not sit down. 

"Before I take my seat again, I ask the Council to consider one or two things which have not, till now, been broached, but which I feel are vitally important.  It pains me to raise these issues because they are sensitive but I feel they must be addressed.  I would like to conclude my report with questions,

1. Why were so many enemy troops present in the hills?

2. Why did they concentrate their efforts on our particular group?

3. Why was the Mother-beast spotted down in the river valley?

4. Why was the 'dark-box' also spotted in the river valley?

5. And most worrying, Where are Westroth and Tyloren?"

A tumult of voices were raised as Jet concluded, and he took his seat looking troubled but satisfied that he had said all he wanted to say.  Menoneth, who had been listening very carefully raised his eyebrows at the questions put by Jet, and he slowly came to his feet, looking around the table and waiting for silence.

"I feel, Jetham, that you have raised these questions for our consideration to lead us to certain conclusions.  I would appreciate it if you would not leave us out of your thinking.  Please state exactly what you are implying."  Jet did not stand, as Menoneth remained on his feet, and he sighed, realising he could not avoid being blunt.

"Very well," he said, "you give me no choice.  My belief is that the enemy were fore-warned of our scouting mission, and even of which troupe the Wandmaster was with.  I believe we may have an informer in Wandguard Plain, and I suspect either Westroth or Tyloren of being that informer."

Menoneth blanched. "Jetham, you will be careful what you suggest.  Westroth is my son!  Tyloren is our Chief Priest!  You are on dangerous ground!"

"I agree, my lord Menoneth, and I ask forgiveness, but long years of experience have taught me that there usually is no such thing as a co-incidence.  Usually there is a rational explanation, and in this case, the suspicion is logical – though I admit, not conclusive.  I did not wish to cause you displeasure, but I would not be doing my job properly if I left things unsaid, which I believe are vital to the overall picture.  I sincerely hope I am mistaken, but I fear I am not."

John remembered that when he had tried to reach Tyloren with his thoughts at Deepcleft, he had been unable to find him and he was puzzled.  When someone he tried to reach shielded their thoughts, he was unable to penetrate them, but he still had a sense of the existence of the person he was centred on.  In Tyloren's case, this was not what had happened.  He had felt no sense of Tyloren whatsoever then, and still had none.  He opened his mouth to speak but he noticed that Vilma had already got to her feet before him. The Council members fell silent and they all looked at her; she had not spoken at the meeting up to this point but had listened carefully to everything being said.

"Tyloren is in blackness.  I have tried repeatedly to reach him, but I have had no response, nor sense of him at all.  I have pondered on this and have consulted my rune-stones.  They do not show me that he is dead, and my senses confirm this, but he is somewhere that my 'sight' cannot penetrate.  I believe, members of the High Council, that the black box was brought to the river valley for the Wandmaster, but captured Tyloren, and that he is being held in it.  It's construction is of a powerful insulating metal and does not allow his thoughts outside its bounds."  John thought, briefly, and then spoke also.

"If that is the case, he was captured before Deepcleft because I was unable to reach him before the battle commenced."

"He must have been either captured or lured into a trap before the battle,"  agreed Vilma, "the question is 'why' and how it was accomplished.  I, like Jetham, would be equally interested to know the whereabouts of young Westroth.  Unfortunately, he has no thought-talk ability and cannot be found in that way, but I will continue to search for both him and Tyloren by alternative methods and I will report anything I discover to the Council," she concluded.

Menoneth, whose face was ashen with a mixture of distress and anger spoke through tight lips. "Any information of value on this issue will be reported directly to me!  Is that understood?"  Vilma shrugged and dropped her eyes.

"As my Lord Menoneth commands," she acquiesced.

"This Council Meeting is at an end!" snapped Menoneth and he rose from his seat and left the room abruptly.  An uncomfortable silence was broken by the shifting of feet and the sound of chairs being moved cross the floor as Council Members made ready to quit the hall.  There was some whispering but no-one said aloud what was clearly troubling all of them, that Westroth was suspected of being a traitor and in league with the enemy, instrumental in the capture of their High Priest and very nearly that of their Wandmaster too.  Vilma shot a penetrating look at John, full of meaning; they needed no words.




Chapter 9


Tyloren

John was very worried about Tyloren, and didn't know who to approach about it.  Menoneth was out of the question, and Jet was unlikely to want to commit himself to saying any more; he was already on thin ice with Menoneth.  Vilma had said all she knew and John could see no point in pressing her for more information.  She obviously had none at the moment.  As he pondered, he found his feet taking him to the Temple and at his approach, the crystal walls, hummed a fond low note and flashed a little brighter in welcome.  John acknowledged the Temple mentally, and felt how odd it was that this no longer surprised him.  The Crystal Trove in the Temple was still, and William Stone was in his familiar posture in the crystal wall.  Nothing was unusual, except that Tyloren was missing, leaving an emptiness, which was almost tangible, in the Temple. 

"Can I help you in any way, Wandmaster?" came the voice of Tabbareth, who was a lower order priest considered to be Tyloren's right hand.  John looked at his anxious face and gave a slight smile before placing his hand on the man's shoulder.

"Thank-you Tabbareth, I don't know why I'm here really.  I just wanted to see if I could sense Tyloren any easier in here, but I just feel how absent he is."  Tabbareth's voice shook a little as he said, "Wandmaster, I have heard rumours that Tyloren may be suspected of some misdeed, and I must say here and now to you that I cannot believe it!  That man has raised me, practically, and he is totally devoted to the Wandmaster and the eradication of Ataxios!  He would never......"  John stopped him from talking by raising his eyebrows and indicating that he had said enough.

"I have known Tyloren for a very brief time Tabbareth, but I would trust that man with my life.  I do not believe the rumours.  However, I fear for his safety, and I would like to spend a little time here with the Crystal Trove trying to reach him.  I would appreciate your presence, should I need assistance."

"I'm not as strong as Tyloren, Wandmaster, but will gladly give you any help I can."

"Thanks Tabbareth.  Would you be kind enough to stand beside me and aid me with whatever strength you have while I work?"

"I would be honoured, Wandmaster.  I will offer what I can."  John knew he was acting entirely without authority, but was guided by the knowledge, deep inside him, that what he was doing was right.

"Seal the doors of the Temple, Tabbareth, and then come and lend me your support."

"Yes, Wandmaster," replied the priest without hesitation and left briefly to secure the entrance to the temple before returning and taking up a position at John's side.

John approached the Crystal Trove, drew the wand from it's sheath and held it in both hands, at his chest, bending his head so that the tip of the wand touched his forehead.  He felt for the Crystals and allowed them to flow their colours into him, their individual characters forming a combined stream which danced before his closed eyes.  The last crystal, the dark and misty embodiment of the Realm came vigorously into the pattern and John tamed it, controlling its strength, making it a part of the whole.  He was surprised at the strength he drew from Tabbareth, not far short of Tyloren's, and he touched the younger priest's mind briefly, feeling his awe at the connection, through John, with the Crystal Trove.  John thought-sent the words "Be Calm," and felt Tabbareth contain his tension.  John also sensed the deep loss he felt for Tyloren and returned the sense before returning to the task at hand.

He brought the thought picture of Tyloren to mind, and tried to reach him.  He was unable to put substance to the act; no return feeling of acknowledgment flowed to him, but John was sure he was still alive somewhere.  That was a start.  He allowed himself to drift in the hope that the crystal trove would direct him to their keeper, and slowly he felt himself float away, leaving the temple and the presence of Tabbareth.  He felt his way across emptiness, moving through a misty gloom which was nowhere tangible, having no 'place' anywhere in his understanding.  He was not alone; William's presence being comfortably near, and his connection with Tabbareth kept him, simultaneously tied to the Temple.  He paused in his searching to assess, and felt secure and 'right' in what he was doing, his mind centred and his aim clear.  Another presence established itself close to him and he welcomed Vilma, who responded with a surge of support, which heartened him. 

On he flowed in his colours, blending those of William, Tabbareth and Vilma.  The mist cleared a little and John found himself standing before an entrance.  Two heavy doors of dark wood stood before him, studded with dark shiny stones which twinkled, John realised, in the reflection of his own light.  There was a fierceness in the black stones which denied him, but he didn't fight them; and called them into his colours, using his will to bend their animosity to submission.  The dark colours in his own multi-hued river swept them into an embrace and John felt their unity, at first reluctant, and then acquiescent, and unified.  The Huge, heavy doors swung open and John entered. 

In a room, dark as starless midnight, stood the dark box.  It was a void in his seeing.  It was only present by the outline of its invisibility, like a total nothingness.  Tyloren was in there, John was sure, and he closed on the vacuum, striving to reveal it in some way.  It was impenetrable and there appeared to be no way to open it or even touch it.  John moved around the space and felt the emptiness before him.  Vilma's thought touched him. 

'We must encircle it,' she sent.

John, William, Tabbareth and Vilma separated their thoughts, remaining linked in John's colours.  They took up positions around the box, and John formed a hoop of spinning light which circled the dark box, passing through the four of them like one of the rings of Saturn, John thought, a whirling disc he was controlling, which pulsed and spun.  He surged as much energy as he could through the ring of light and felt the box before him.  It was tall, rectangular, dark and regular.  It was impenetrable to his will, but slowly gave up its secrets, revealing a band of dark swirling twine, circling its four sides.  The twine appeared to be made up of dark anti-light, having a heaviness, which sucked off some of John's own light as he concentrated on it.  The dark colours he had gathered from the black stones fastening the wooden doors tried to join with the twine, and John momentarily felt his strength weakening. 

'Don't falter, Wandmaster!' came Vilma's warning, and John steadied himself, recalled the dark stones into his colours and sent this call to William, Vilma and Tabbareth, 'Hold steady!'  Then to the box before him, "Remove the bonds!  Open!" 

In a united effort, all four wills turned on the dark swirling threads around the black box.  They snapped like an over-strained elastic band, and one end of the twine was sucked into John's colours, the remainder of the darkness following in a stream.  John felt them enter his colour-pattern like a sword thrust, and they were very strong; negative, fearsome, violent.  He flinched with the pain of their ugliness and knew that these dark thongs were not going to be easily blended into his colours. 

'Contain them!'  he sensed from William, but John didn't know how. 

Into his mind came the image of a box; not dark and void, but bright and vibrant, and John held the box in his mind, visualised a key in a lock, turned it, opened a door and pushed the dark twine into the lit up space behind it, slamming the door behind them and locking it with the key again.  Containment.  There was no further need to hold them in his colours.  They were neutralised.  John now bent his will on the box itself, and a series of clunks and a whirring sound signalled that the intricate locks on the box were being unfastened, and slowly the door opened, pushed weakly from within.

A surge of hope coursed through all of them as a thought stream joined theirs.  In the deep darkness, a figure emerged from the black heart of the room, staggering slightly but excited and relieved.  The four thought streams became five, and Tyloren strove to take in the connection and join with it. 

'Crystals be praised!  Thank you! But you must go now!' he commanded. 'I will manage on my own from here!' John was reluctant to leave, but realised that Tyloren was now beyond their help.  From here on he would have to rely on his physical body to escape from the Mountains of Athrak.  John called up the light-box, unlocked the door and forced the black bonds to re-encircle their, now empty, prison and bind it.  Then he wished Tyloren good luck and called Vilma,  Tabbareth and William back into his colours.  Together they departed, drifting back through the mist.

As John returned from wherever he had been, the colours emanating from the Crystal trove were dancing wildly and his heart was pumping in his chest.  He staggered on his feet, but Tabbareth was there, steady as a rock, aiding him, holding him up.  John came to himself and restored all the colours to the crystal trove, one stone at a time.  The black stone of the heavy doors in Athrak were released last, allowing Tyloren time to exit the room and hopefully stay undetected till he found a way out of the tunnels of Athrak and to freedom.  The outer room doors would seal themselves again,  the escape of Tyloren a secret shared by John, Vilma, William and Tabbareth.  John knew that he should report the events to Menoneth and the Council, but with all that had recently occurred, he was hesitant to make public the whereabouts of Tyloren to anyone he didn't trust completely.  It troubled him to realize that he didn't trust Menoneth, but Wes was missing, perhaps a traitor, and after what Jet had implied, it seemed possible at least, that suspicion would be shifted onto Tyloren by Menoneth to keep it off his son. Also, Tyloren's chances of escape would be greater the fewer people who knew where he was.  Tabbareth would stay silent unless asked directly; he was an intelligent man, whose first loyalty was to Tyloren, his High Priest; and there was no question that Vilma would keep quiet too.

The two heavy black doors, studded with black stones swung shut behind him as Tyloren peered into the gloom, flattened against the wall of an unlit, cold passageway, dark as pitch and twice as menacing.  His heart was pounding with the fear of detection,  excitement and the thrill of freedom from the dark box which had contained him, sealing him off from the contact with his beloved crystals and from any think-talking.  He didn't know if anyone could pick up his thoughts in this inhospitable place, but he would have to shield his mind just in case.  Ataxios would be somewhere close, and he was known to have great powers and strength equal only to the great depth of his evil. 

'Calm yourself, Tyloren,' he thought, and then panicked in case someone was able to pick up his unspoken words. 'Idiot!' he chided himself. 'You're even announcing your name!'  He struggled to think clearly, but from then on concentrated his mind on keeping the surface of his thought-sea calm and as invisible as possible.  He would have to get away from the room and the dark box.  Sooner or later someone would come to investigate his condition, though that hadn't happened up to the time of his release.  He had found water in the box, but no nourishment, for which he was grateful because he was so hungry he would have been forced to eat almost anything put before him and he had heard tales of the menu in the mountains of Athrak that were anything but appetising.  Still, it had to be said that without food and a fresh supply of water, he would weaken and he supposed that, if it came to it, he would have to eat whatever presented itself to him now in the tunnels of Athrak in order to stay alive.  He hoped it wouldn't be too disgusting; and he hoped he would find it soon.

He tried to think logically.  He had to get out of this passageway, and he had two choices, left or right.  Having no idea which direction would lead him into the greatest danger,  he sought for some kind of intuition on the subject.  The lack of food over the past few days had weakened his legs, but he had done a lot of quiet concentration in that box and he felt his skills were stronger. 'Right', he decided.  Left felt as though it led closer to Ataxios, and that wasn't a good idea.  Slowly, he began to feel his way along the damp walls in the darkness, trying to be as silent as possible, though it was unnecessary as he had found no guards outside the door to the room containing himself and the black box.  Ataxios was very sure of his security, it seemed, and felt no need to guard against intruders; indeed, nobody in their right mind would come anywhere near him or his domain unless they were dragged there. 

As Tyloren, whose robe thankfully kept his thin legs warm against the dank cold inched his way along the wall, he heard himself thinking. 'No security.  No security at all.........' and he stopped in his tracks as he realised just what an opportunity he now had.  He was undetected, unsuspected and free to work a bit of mischief if he could manage it in the very heartland of Ataxios's power!  He should really try to escape into the light and make his way back to Wandguard, but he doubted that would be as easy as his uninterrupted stroll down this stretch of passageway.  He was bound to come up against spindlies, maybe even 'lo's'.  He shuddered at the thought of the sickly bulbous creatures with their white faces and cruel eyes. 'Where would they be?' he  wondered, and 'where would the crystals be?' 'The crystals!  the Crystal Trove of Athrak!  Of course, he could try to find the trove and restore the crystals to their colours! No, he wasn't strong enough, he realised.  It would need the Wandmaster's power and the wand to do that.  But he could maybe learn his way around this maze of passageways, avoid being captured, and find out where the crystals were kept.  The Temple of Athrak, of course.  But where exactly was that? He would find out.  With new determination, he quickened his footsteps, keeping to the walls and hurrying along as silently as he could.  Still no sight nor sound of any living soul.  That was good, he thought; very good. 

The darkness gave way to gloom illuminated by a glowering array of oil-slick hues in the recesses of the hall where Ataxios sat.  He was pleased with the outcome of the expedition into the hills in the end.  Admittedly, the Wandmaster hadn't been captured, but Tyloren was a consolation prize he had not expected.  Here, in this priest, was the stored knowledge of the Crystal Trove of Wandguard, an opening to the power that had so long eluded him.  Yes, things were not so bad after all.  He would keep the little man in the dark box until the very life was all but gone, when his physical resources would be too low for him to offer much resistance, but die he would not.  The box preserved and contained what or who was within it, and with only a supply of water, the priest's more useful abilities would be heightened through fasting, contemplation and isolation.  It would take some days, yes, but there was no hurry.  He wondered if the little man was frightened; if despair had set in.  Well if it hadn't yet, it would with the passing of days and the wasting away of his flesh.  No, there was no hurry.

He reached his hands out, holding them above the crystal orb on the stone table before him and it responded by misting and emitting an eerie glimmer in the darkness.  Ataxios peered within.  Wandguard was hazy and the temple seemed shrouded as though hidden by cloud.  This was not right.  With the priest out of the way, it should be more penetrable, not less.  He searched for the Wandmaster in the Plain, and the orb focused again on the hazy image of the temple.  So he was there, was he?  He snarled as he bent all his will on the orb, but try as he might, there was no change.  This young Wandmaster was going to be a problem, but then, that was the challenge, wasn't it?  Wandmasters came and went, but Ataxios lived on forever.  They were just aggravating little details in the plot, these imported half-beings, and none had proved to be a match for the great Master Ataxios in the past, though he had not managed to eradicate them either, it had to be said.  He might just make this one into a Lo.  That would be fun.  His Akryd was in good form and his army of lo's and spindlies was growing.  Sooner or later the new Wandmaster would be captured, and Ataxios would watch with pleasure as the great belly of the beast lowered onto his body and delivered her spawn into the flat of his back.  He would scream and writhe, and then the transformation would be complete, and the Wandmaster would be his.  He smiled at the mental picture which he had created, and placed his hands once more over the orb, sending the image into the miasma of its being, and knew that at some point in time, it would trouble the Wandmaster's sleep, giving him a prophetic dream of his end in the land of the Dark Crystal.  A slow smile spread across his features, and he sat back, satisfied. 

"Gnath!" he drawled,

Instantaneously, a very large lo appeared at his side, its white face barely visible in the blackness.

"We will go to the Akryd.  I have not visited her for a while.  And let there be prisoners for her to spawn into.  I feel the need for some entertainment."

A high pitched whine came from the creature, and it hurried off.

Ataxios flowed out of the chamber, his evil cloaking him in a shroud of darkness.




Chapter 10

Family Matters

Emerging from the Temple, John set off to find Jetham, as he had some questions he wanted answered, but before he reached the practice ground, he saw a group of Guardians trotting in from the West, the direction of the river valley and the high peaks where Deepcleft was to be found.  Gilladen was leading the group at a quick trot, and in his wake came some ten Guardians, including Jazlyn.  The Guardians formed a tight circle, in the midst of which was a stony-faced Westroth.  John halted as they trotted past him in the direction of the two white marble pillars marking the entrance to the official rooms of the Elders and the Grand Meeting Hall.  Gilladen, in the lead, greeted John with a brief "Honour," as he passed, Zak and Todd nodded a brief acknowledgment and Jazlyn looked at him askance but briefly and expressionlessly.  Westroth stared directly ahead, his mouth set in a hard straight line.  John watched with interest as the group were challenged by the spear-bearing guards at the entrance, and Gilladen and Westroth were allowed entry.  He noted that they were accompanied, in fact surrounded, by guards in Menoneth's official, and more ornate, black leather garb.

The remainder of the Guardians dispersed and made their way, at a more relaxed pace, to the living quarters, presumably to rest and freshen up.  None of them made a move to speak to John, and when he called Jazlyn's name, she came over reluctantly.

"What's going on, Jazlyn?" he asked.

"I'm sorry, Wandmaster, but I am not at liberty to tell you," came the reply.  John could feel her shielding her thoughts from him and, after scanning her face for tell-tale signs and finding none, he turned abruptly and walked away, leaving her mumbling another apology to his back.

John could only imagine what was taking place between Westroth and Menoneth, and though he would have liked to be a fly on the wall wherever they were meeting, he resigned himself to ignorance, at least for the time being.  He knew it would be an uncomfortable meeting, but he was unaware just how unpleasant it was going to be.

"Speak to me Westroth!  I am your father and the High Councillor, and I WILL have my questions answered!" roared Menoneth.  He and Westroth were standing facing each other in Menoneth's chamber.  Present also were Gilladen and Jetham.

"I have nothing to say father," replied Westroth with restraint.

"Do you know how things look?" bellowed Menoneth, "It looks as though you are a traitor, as though you informed the enemy of the Wandmaster's participation in the scouting mission to the High Peaks?  Where have you been these last few days?  Why were you missing when Jazlyn sought you out to go to the aid of your comrades, of your Wandmaster?  Explain yourself or things will go ill for you, son of mine or not!"

"I have told you.  I have nothing to say," replied Westroth stonily.

Menoneth clenched his fists at his sides and took a step towards Westroth, at which point, Gilladen jumped between them and placed a hand on his father's chest. 

"That won't help, father," he said softly.  Menoneth untensed, and turned his back on Westroth, walking a couple of paces away to lean heavily against the side of a large stone carving which decorated the wall of the room.  Gilladen turned to his brother and looked at him seriously, but not unkindly.

"We need to know what's going on, Wes.  We really need to know.  Whatever it is that's happened, we can handle, but the security of all the Guardians, and that of the Wandmaster are threatened at this moment, and........" He didn't get the chance to finish his sentence before Westroth exploded in an outburst of bitter anger.

"Oh yes, the Wandmaster. I am so sick of hearing that name." Since he came,"  the word 'he' was spat out between clenched teeth and he looked directly at his father. "You have all changed towards me. Jazlyn came running to me quickly enough when he upped and disappeared!  Since he's come back, she's avoiding me, and you, Gill, always talking about him, like he's some kind of god!  All the Guardians do.  Well, not me!  Do you hear me?  Not me!  Now, just get off my back will you, all of you! I have nothing to tell you and you can think what you like about me. I don't care! Do you understand? I don't care!"

Jet, who had been a silent witness to all the family bickering, nodded to himself in understanding, and from his position at Westroth's back, he shot a look at Menoneth from under one raised eyebrow, his head askance.  Menoneth, open-mouthed, looked from Jet to Westroth, to Gilladen and back again to Westroth, unable to take in what he was hearing.

"Westroth," he pleaded, "You are my son!  Can you doubt that I love you?"

"I know I'm somewhere on your list, when you have time to remember that I exist," Wes said sullenly.  Jet intercepted here, wanting to return to the matter which he felt needed clarifying, and spoke to Westroth.

"Even if, in your view, you have just cause to resent the Wandmaster, Westroth, as a Guardian, it is your sworn duty to protect him and your fellow Guardians.  We still need to know where you were and what you were doing around about the time of the attack in the High Peaks."

"Duty!  Yes, my sworn duty!  Well, I'm sick of duty too!  You want to know where I was and what I was doing?  I'll tell you!  I was walking.  Just walking.  I needed to get away and do some thinking.  I needed a bit of distance from all of you.  Is that a crime?" Menoneth held his son's eye with deep sadness. 

"That's not good enough Westroth, it's desertion of duty. You are a guardian – you cannot just remove yourself and wander off!" he answered.

"Of course it's not good enough!  Nothing I do is ever good enough is it?  Especially since the time the 'lo' had me!  Yes, I know what you all think.  I know you think I'm contaminated!  Bad! Soiled! Untrustworthy!  And I have to be grateful to the Wandmaster for that too!"  Spittle was flying out of his mouth and his face was contorted into angry spasms as he continued his tirade. 

"I wish he had left me as I was!  At least I wouldn't have to accept all the suspicion and sidelong looks from everyone!"

"Westroth!  You do not mean that!  The 'lo' state is worse than anything you might experience, or think you experience here!" gasped Menoneth in horror.  An evil sneer passed across Westroth's face, replacing the anger of just a few moments before as he answered quietly and in an ironic tone,

"Well that, father, is something that I know and all of you can only guess about, isn't it?"  Menoneth made to strike Westroth, but both Jet and Gilladen got between them, and Menoneth dropped his hands to his sides in disbelief as Wes threw his head back and laughed loudly, almost hysterically, at the ceiling.

The Lord Menoneth sat in a high-backed chair in the silence of his room. His head sagged on his chest and he stared listlessly at the floor in front of him.  He was alone now, Jet and Gilladen having taken Westroth to a secure place where he could be kept under observation, without the open humiliation of a prison cell.  His own son!  Westroth, the daring, Westroth the strong, Westroth the second son of the Lord High Councillor of Wandguard, in custody, possibly a traitor and a threat to the Wandmaster.  Though he repeated the words over and over to himself, he could not absorb them.  When Westroth had recovered from his time as a 'lo', Menoneth had spent Mny hours with him, anxious for signs of ill effects, some residue of 'lo-ness' but had detected nothing.  Trevorin had pronounced him fit and he had been allowed to return to his duties as a Guardian.  It was true that at times, Menoneth thought he observed a certain hardness in the eye of his son, and that often his words were unnecessarily sharp and ironic, but he had always had a tendency to be touchy and he had excused his son on the grounds that he had been through an ordeal, was nervy and that it would pass. 

"Not so," he mused out loud, making a temple of his fingers and touching his finger tips to his lips, "not so, at all."  His thoughts strayed to Tyloren, whose absence deeply worried him also.  He could not think that his High Priest would be in any way untrustworthy, but his continued absence was mysterious.  Menoneth had despatched scouting groups out into the surrounding hills looking for both Westroth and Tyloren, but only his son had been found.  Of Tyloren, there was no trace.

He was shaken out of his thoughts by a knock on the door.  Who could it be?  He had given instructions that he was not to be disturbed.  Where were his guards, that anyone could come and annoy him when he so badly needed to be alone.

"Who is it?" he shouted irritably at the door.  There was no answer.  He was by now so agitated that he jumped up and grabbed the door handle of his room, knowing that was the last thing he should have done, and yelled, "Whoever you are, come in, dammit!  I am in no mood for games!"

As the door opened, he found himself staring down into Vilma's calm face.  The guard who was on duty outside the door was standing behind her looking terrified and apologetic, and Menoneth froze him with an icy stare. 

"Don't blame the lad, Menoneth, it would take a much tougher man than him to stop me."  The guard in question was at least shoulder-and-head taller than Vilma, and his obvious embarrassment was enough to make even Menoneth smile. 

"I..I'm sorry my Lord, but the Lady Vilma insisted, and…..," stammered the guard.

"Yes, yes, alright Rath.  Even I would have trouble saying no to this lady, but if you ever let anyone through without permission again, I will have you roasted and fed to the Guardians on Feast Day!"

The guard's mouth fell open and he lost his colour as Vilma gave a little titter and pushed Menoneth bodily into the room, closing the door behind them.

Vilma surveyed  Menoneth critically, before announcing "You've got to get a hold on yourself!  You're allowing your personal life to interfere with your judgement, and that could be disastrous.  Now sit down and listen to me."  Without waiting for a reply, Vilma pulled a chair up close to the one Menoneth had vacated and sat in it, adjusting her long skirts and shawl around her.  Menoneth was unused to being told what to do, and his heckles rose, but Vilma avoided his eye and waited patiently.  Realising he was losing the battle of wills, he slumped down into his own chair and let out a huge sigh of resignation. 

"What a mess," he breathed, "what a sad, sorry mess."

Vilma spoke, softly but clearly and Menoneth listened.

"This is not your fault, Menoneth.  Let's get that straight first.  You have been an excellent father to those two boys, your daughter and all the Guardians in Wandguard".  It was obvious that Vilma was aware of the problem with Westroth, though nothing had been made generally known about what took place earlier at the confrontation between father and son.  She was a perceptive and intelligent woman who had the gift of insight so it was hardly surprising, but still Menoneth felt exposed at the thought that yet another person was privy to his anxieties.  On the other hand, it meant that he could speak plainly, without trying to cover for his son, and he welcomed the opportunity to unload his worries.

"Whose fault is it then?" he demanded. "Their mother died too soon, leaving me to raise them as best I could, and I have so many other responsibilities!"

"Yes, you have," agreed Vilma simply, "and you were appointed Lord High Councillor for a reason.  You were, and still are, the best man for the job, and you have performed your duties admirably."

"But my son!  Where did I go wrong?" he pleaded, shaking his head woefully.

"You didn't go wrong.  He did," replied Vilma. "He was turned into a 'lo'.  Is it surprising that some of the poison which circulates in the veins of that vile bug, the Akryd, contaminated Westroth?  You should have expected it and kept a closer leash on him when he recovered.  If you made a mistake anywhere, that was it," she finished.

"I suppose you're right.  It's just that I was so relieved to have him back, I didn't, or couldn't see the changes in him."

"Jazlyn did," countered Vilma softly, "and she has become increasingly afraid of him of late."

"Afraid?  Why?  Has he attempted to harm her in any way?" asked Menoneth in anguish.

"No, Westroth is in love with Jazlyn and would not harm her.  At least I don't think so, though the 'lo' in him might at some point.  No.  She has been afraid of his anger.  He speaks incessantly of his hatred for the Wandmaster, and his own rejection by his father, as he sees it, in favour of the Wandmaster.  It has become a kind of obsession with him and it endangers not only the Wandmaster, but all of us.  He may be tempted to try to remove what he sees as an interloper, stealing away the affections of those he loves."  

"Yes, he spoke of such feelings to me today," admitted Menoneth.

"Did he? Well that's promising.  At least he's admitting it to you."

"What good is that?" asked Menoneth. "It doesn't take it away."

"No, it doesn't," she agreed, "but it does mean that it's out in the open and we can handle it better."

"I'd like to know how," queried Menoneth.

"I have a few ideas," said Vilma, and she leant closer to Menoneth and spoke for a considerable time laying out a plan which made Menoneth's eyes widen, his mouth drop open, and his heart freeze in fear.

"No, I will not allow it!" he shouted finally, standing and staring down at Vilma seated demurely opposite him.  She showed no sign of being perturbed by his reaction, smoothed her skirts a little and said,

"We shall see.  We shall see." 




Chapter 11

Nya

John was unable to find any sign of Jet, and assumed he would be with Gill, Westroth and Menoneth.  He wasn't going to find out anything much for now, that was clear, so he turned his footsteps towards the healery.  He wanted to see Trevorin, and with all that had occurred recently, had not found the opportunity to spend time there.  The welcoming blue light in the centre of the star-shaped layout of tunnels greeted him as he entered and he drew his wand out of its sheath and passed it through the glow, which emanated from the central blue gem in the arrangement of encircling white crystals.  The wand and blue stone linked and John smiled at the feeling of peace and healing which entered him as this contact was established.  It wasn't long before John heard Althea's swift footsteps on the stony passage floors, and turned in her direction with a warm smile, only to be greeted with a wan, sad expression, which told him he had been missed.  It also told him that she more than liked him, and that he would have to be careful not to raise any false hopes in her.  It was strange, he thought, that women found him attractive in his new capacity as Wandmaster and thought ruefully that none had showed much interest in plain old John Stone, clerk at Prowess and Dibbs.  Well, not so strange, if you thought about it.  Here he was 'someone', and in his old life he had been 'no-one', or at least that was how he had felt.  It gave him a peculiar sensation to be thinking about his old life again, and he realized with some alarm that he hadn't given a thought to his body, lying in bed back in his small flat in the totally normal world of his suburban existence.  How much time had passed since his last attempt at return, he did not remember, and he pushed the thought out of his mind, trusting that he was safe and sound.  After all, he reasoned, 'If I were unwell there, I would be unwell here, wouldn't I?"  He made a mental note to ask someone about that.

"Ah, Althea," said John warmly, "How are you? Still running everywhere, I see."  Despite herself, the clear, fresh face broke into a smile, and she flushed prettily.

"I am very well, Wandmaster.  I hope you are too?" she queried  "I am glad you were not harmed in the recent scouting incident.  Others were brought here, but they had the benefit of your healing and needed only rest and recuperation."

"Yes, I was worried about Joceley for a while, and Jago, but I see they are up and about again now."

"Guardians are the worst patients! You can't keep them in bed, they are very badly behaved if you try."

John laughed, and felt the ice breaking on Althea's side too.  He raised his hand to place it on her shoulder in friendship, but reconsidered, and reached up and smoothed his hair instead, noting the wistful look in Althea's eyes as she followed the progress of his fingers.  John cleared his throat and asked,

"Do you know where I can find Trevorin?"

"Oh, yes, he's busy in the prisoners' wing;  horrible place, full of those long thin people who speak through their noses."  John's eyes widened.  He hadn't considered that.  Of course, some of the spindlies had been injured.  He was now very curious to go to Trevorin and see up close some of these strange creatures who had hunted him so keenly in the hills. 

He had been to the prisoner wing once before when he had faced the 'lo' which was controlling Westroth and remembered where it was, so he turned his footsteps in that diection and was met at the tunnel entrance by two guards. 

"Honour to the Wandmaster," they chorused.

"Honour" returned John and then asked "Can one of you direct me to Trevorin? I want to see him."

One of the guards called down the tunnel to a third, who scuttled off to ask clearance for John to enter the prison wing.  John waited patiently, once more impressed by the discipline of the Guardians who performed their duties so immaculately.

After a short delay, a voice was heard from within the tunnel.

"Allow the Wandmaster passage," and the two guards stood aside as John walked into the dim tunnel.  He was met and escorted to something like an office, where Trevorin awaited him. 

"Hello, Wandmaster, what brings you to our doors?" asked Trevorin with a smile, "Boredom?"

"No, Trevorin, curiosity," replied John. "I came to spend some time with you anyway, but when Althea told me you were in the prison wing, I must say, I was intrigued to see the prisoners at close range.  It hadn't occurred to me that they would be in need of healing, but I suppose most of them are in here because of me.  My wand must have done a lot of damage that day."

"Indeed, Wandmaster, it did, and from all accounts, saved your own neck and those of the Guardians who were with you.  A strange series of events, I must say; and lots of unanswered questions still remain from what I heard at the Council Meeting."  John did not reply, not wanting to raise the issue of either Westroth or Tyloren, and when he offered no response, Trevorin just smiled wisely and said, "Yes, let's leave that topic for another time when things become a little clearer."  John nodded, and then asked, "What exactly are these 'spindlies', a separate race in the Realm?"

"Goodness no, Wandmaster.  They are inhabitants of the surrounding villages, captured at a very young age and raised in darkness in the Mountains of Athrak.  Their living conditions and diet make them long and thin, like plants starved of light and nourishment."  John was horrified, and his face showed it.  Trevorin carried on. "They are kept in dark, cold caves and fed only the meanest of diets of things that creep and crawl or grow in such an environment; bugs, mould, moss, and slimy slithersnakes which are the staple diet, being easy to rear and reproduce in dark cold conditions."

"Why don't they escape and go home?" asked John simply.

"They are kept caged and locked up when they are very young, until the diet and the surroundings begin to change their physical development, at which time they seem to forget they were ever anything but spindly-bodied cave creepers.  At that stage they are moved to training areas and taught arms skills.  They only see the light when they leave to fight or scout, and fear its warmth and their exposure to it.  The dark becomes their mother and best friend, and they seek out the coldest dampest areas in their prisons here.  We have had to move them from the more 'comfortable' cells, because the conditions were retarding their recovery.  We have them in the deepest area of the healery, and have removed the lighting in the cells themselves, in an effort to make them feel 'at home'.  One alone has responded to healing in what we would call a  'normal' way, and I was with him when you arrived.  Would you like to meet him?" John nodded, thoughtfully.

"Yes, I would, very much," he agreed.

"Come on then."  They walked a short distance to a door in the wall on the right, outside which was positioned a guard who stood aside for Trevorin and John with the customary "Honour!"

As Trevorin pushed the door open, John was surprised to see a spindly-man sitting on a slim bed, his hands on his knees, a blanket around his shoulders and the wide-eyed look of a cornered animal.  His mouth dropped open when he saw John, and a high nasal whimper escaped his throat.  He started to issue squeaky words, all but unintelligible, but Trevorin seemed to be able to understand him, and he spoke back to the strange being with patience and tenderness.

"Nya, this is the Wandmaster.  He is not here to hurt you.  He wanted to meet you and I want you to speak to him nicely". John stepped forward saying, "Hello Nya." But the spindly pressed himself further back onto the bunk, trying to hide in his blanket and sticking close to the cold stone wall, which seemed to comfort him.  His mouth again opened and a series of strangled sounds came out.  John tried to tune his mind to the creature, to aid his understanding of the words which were unfamiliar to him, made worse by the very nasal pronunciation.  To his surprise, the spindly answered his probing by carefully but urgently saying, 

"No think you at me e e e e e e!"  The strange, elongated face was obviously contorted in fear, and John drew back mentally, looking to Trevorin. 

"He can think-talk!" said John in surprise.

"Can he indeed?" he exclaimed, "Hmmm, that would explain a lot.  Unusual, very unusual, but maybe that's why he has responded to his treatment easier than the others," answered Trevorin.

"Yes, Nya hears thinkings.  Hears many things!" came the wheezy voice of Nya.

"Then you know I don't want to hurt you," said John, eyeing him levelly.  Nya considered a moment.

"Wandman!  Wand hurt Nya!  Nya hurt Wandman!" and the spindly made a violent move in John's direction but Trevorin called in a commanding voice, "Nya! You must not.  It will be bad for you if you do not behave!"  The thin figure halted, squeezing its hands into fists, and John could feel his anger and the instinctive impulse to strike being slowly brought under control.  As the spindly sank back once more into its blanket against the wall, John spoke again.

"Nya, I had to defend myself and my Guardians.  I had to hurt you because you and the other spindlies were attacking us and I had no choice."

The figure did not answer and kept a sulky silence on the bed.

"Nya not talk more!" he said, and closed his eyes, withdrawing into an inner world of silence.  John felt the barrier against his attempts to reach the spindly before him, and was impressed with the strength of resistance he met.

"Alright, Nya, I will go now, but I would like to meet you again another day," said John.

There was no flicker of response from Nya, and Trevorin turned to John and said,

"I don't think we will get anything more out of him today, Wandmaster.  I think we should go now." John nodded, and with a last backward glance, followed the healer out of the door.

Trevorin accompanied him back to the main healery, and they looked in on a few Guardians with ailments which John attended to.   When they had finished, Trevorin led him out of the Healery, but before he let John leave, he said, "Wandmaster, I don't know if Nya will be of use to us or not, and I haven't really spoken to anyone about him in detail because I am still working on him.  He has made a little progress in returning to some form of humanity.  His physical body is as healed as it can be by our methods, but I feel there is a person lurking in that thin form somewhere and I want time to find out."

"I understand, Trevorin.  I won't speak about him, but I would very much like to meet him again at some point.  Will you let me know when I can come again?"

"Yes, certainly.  I, too, would like to see the effect you have on him with more frequent exposure; it could be very revealing," mused Trevorin.

They parted outside the healery, the two men going in their separate directions, each with his own private thoughts.

Wandmaster John Stone was in a pensive mood.  He sat in his chair in his room, closed his eyes and thought about all that had happened recently, going over the battle, the Council Meeting, his release of Tyloren, his talk with Nya, the return of Westroth and his own place in the events.  It was a curious thing, to be the epicentre of so many occurrences, and he sighed as he accepted the fact that he was unable to alter his fate here in Wandguard.  He had been here for, goodness knows how long now, and his world had been the plain, the guardians, his education, his training and his allotted task.  He would, at some time soon, he thought, be called on to enter the very claws of Ataxios's domain and attempt to capture and purify the crystal trove of Athrak and put paid to Ataxios.

It had been a long time since he had really sat down and faced the inevitable, and he gave a rueful huff of resignation which bordered on a laugh as he contemplated the question of how ridiculous the whole thing would have seemed to him before he received the crystals through the post from William Stone.  From that day, his life had been ruled by them; he considered the process of change he had slowly undergone before his first entry into the Realm, his obsession with learning about crystals,  his new awareness of nature and the world around him.  Now, looking back, he could remember with difficulty what it was like to be the old John Stone, and he tried to recreate in his mind just how uncomplicated his life had been.  Admittedly, it had been mundane and monotonous, but it had been safe.  With a little effort, John reconstructed in his mind scenes from his daily life of old, wandered round his little flat looking at his things, waited in the bus queue, chatted to colleagues at work in the modern, fluorescent lighting of his office, went shopping, watched tv, ate a lonely meal.  It hadn't been a great life, but it had been his and he had been the captain of his own ship then, making decisions and choices which affected him alone.  Now, he was being governed by a set of events in existence before his involvement with them, and he was called upon to be the catalyst in bringing about change.  He was unable to shirk his role; he knew that.  After his departure from the Realm the first time, he had ceased to consider that even a remote possibility; he was committed, and even if it led to his ultimate destruction here in the Realm with the inevitable consequences for his body back in the real world, he had but one choice, to walk the path before him to its end.

He felt trapped; the Realm, and especially Wandguard had come to feel very small.  He had relished the freshness of the scenery and the change of landscape when he had gone into the hills with Jet and Maylene.  It had lifted and revived him, until they had run into unexpected company.  It was unlikely, he thought, that he would be allowed to go out again until he was called upon to go all the way to Athrak, and even then, he would be surrounded by Guardians, escorted and protected till the time came for him to perform his destined role and then it would be up to him, and him alone.  It was a very unfair deal, he thought, and sighed to himself.  But however he looked at things, he could see no other course of action but to do what was asked of him and hope it would turn out right and that he would survive in order to return home and pick up, if that were possible, the threads of daily life again. He would miss Jazlyn, of course, but she was not showing him any interest of late so he had lost any hope of a romance and he frowned as he remembered her running into Westroth's embrace only a short time ago after the temple battle.

His mind returned to his unwanted, probably impossible task in the Dark Crystal Realm. He had passed the stage where he panicked every time he permitted himself to see things in the grim light of reason, and now accepted the inevitable like an unpleasant chore which had to be managed and brought to a conclusion.  He marvelled at his ability to look at circumstances with cool detachment and remain untouched by them and wondered if he was 'in denial', the catch phrase of so many movies he had seen touching on psycho-analysis.  Was he simply not facing up to the truth,  hiding in a safe world of make believe in which he was in control of his emotions when really, there was a deeper fear within him somewhere which he was refusing to face?  His eyes still closed, he tried to envisage himself actually faced with Ataxios.  He had seen him in a kind of vision when he had visited Vilma, and it was a sight which made the blood chill. The brooding evil which emanated from the image he had seen was beyond anything he had ever encountered.  He thought for a long time.  Did this man-creature have any weaknesses that he could exploit?  He had talked to all his various tutors about this point and none of them was constructive or knowledgeable about Ataxios, all of them being too awed to get further than breathing the name with ill-disguised terror.  There must be something; some way to damage and beat down the enemy. He sought deep inside his awareness for that key to unlock the way forward.

The colours took him; he couldn't have described it in any other way.  He was wrapped in their stream as they whirled around behind his eyes and played in elegant swoops and dives, chasing along pathways into distant depths, sometimes to return, and other times to be replaced by new combinations producing fresh patterns and blending into innumerable shades, some of which he could not have named.  He felt at peace and allowed himself to be swept into the movement, joining the various strands as though he were creating them and bathing in them.  He swam the colour rivers, experiencing a freedom and joy which were incomparable, and submitted himself to the process.  These were his own colours; not the crystals in the Temple acting on him, but John Stone's colours.  And he knew that he was whole, both parts of his existence were what made him who he was, and he was free to be whatever his instinct told him, to do whatever he felt to be right and good. From here on he would be guided by what gave him a reason to live and to be.  He would use his qualities against Ataxios and he would win.  He knew that now.  It was right; it was his fate and he would achieve it somehow.  He felt unafraid.  All was well; all was serenity; all was purity; all was beauty; all was good.  He was being swept along in untroubled timelessness, and felt no desire to be anywhere else, doing anything other than feel the great love surrounding him and soothing him.  He did not know how long he was in that state, but at some point he felt himself back in his chair again, in his body, and the colours one by one bid him farewell and departed, leaving him smiling gently to himself and feeling relaxed and happy.  On opening his eyes, he felt the touch of disappointment at the dull ordinariness of his surroundings and sighed deeply at the disappearance of the colours, but he felt charged by their strength and exquisiteness and pondered that if nothing else good ever happened to him again in either of his dual worlds, he had lived something so fulfilling, that it would always make him feel privileged; and even if he were to die, he would not feel cheated.

He rose and stretched, letting out a long roar of contentment as he reached his arms high above his head, and it was thus that Jazlyn saw him as she opened the door to his room.  He paused, mouth wide, arms raised to the ceiling and grinned widely, not a bit embarrassed.  Now here, he thought, was something he really wanted, which felt right and good.

"Didn't your mother teach you to knock before entering, young lady?" he inquired, and continued his stretch, still grinning, but keeping his eyes pinned on Jazlyn's amused and, it had to be said, appreciative face.

"I have been knocking, for quite some time," she countered "it's not my fault if you're deaf!"

John laughed now, thinking that he probably wouldn't have heard a bomb blast while he had been wrapped in his colours, and because he was feeling playful, retorted,

"Well, at least I'm only deaf and not blind and stupid like you!"  Jazlyn's mouth pouted and her forehead frowned at this new Wandmaster teasing her, and answered.

"And how do you come to the conclusion that I'm blind and stupid?"  John looked straight at her and said, "Because you can't see how crazy I am about you."  His face softened and his smile became more serious. He dropped his arms to his sides and stood, simply a man making a confession of love. Jazlyn was speechless and motionless, her face a picture of confusion, and in two giant steps, John reached her and swept her into an embrace, kissing her with such tenderness that his colours made a reappearance and wrapped the two of them in ribbons of swirling pinks and greens that made both their hearts ache.  When the kiss ended, John still held her, and she did not resist as he stroked her hair and pulled her head onto his shoulder, humming one of his favourite tunes and dancing with her on the spot. John had never seen anyone dancing in the Realm, but Jazlyn's feet rocked in time with his as they held each other, and though he had never been much of a dancer himself, things were so right that he felt like they were floating on a cloud, and that his feet were all lightness and ease. Jazlyn was in his arms and her mind was telling him she was happy to be there.  She liked him – possibly much more than liked.

"Very pretty," said a voice in the doorway, and for the second time that day, an unannounced visitor entered the room.  Vilma was standing with her arms folded and her head tilted on one side watching them.  One eyebrow was raised and there was a twitch of a smile at the corners of her mouth.  Jazlyn came to herself and jumped, still held within the circle of John's arms exclaiming,

"Maneera!"

"They sent me to fetch you two.  It's a good thing I came when I did, otherwise who knows what I would have found when I opened the door!  Now, come on.  Put each other down and compose yourselves.  Menoneth is waiting for us."

"Oh yes," said Jazlyn "I forgot.  I came to take you to the Council Hall," she said looking at John.  Unable to be serious, he replied, 

"Oh, I expect you would have remembered sooner or later.............. even though you're blind and stupid."

John and Jazlyn both laughed, a shared joke to which Vilma was an outsider, but the older woman considered the two young people before her very thoughtfully and made a mental note to consult her runes again that evening.




Chapter 12

The Council

John's mood was evident on his face as he entered the Council Room, the light of contentment shining in his eyes.  He was surprised to find the large hall so empty; this was not to be a full Council Meeting, but a smaller gathering, and the company was seated at the head of the table.  Present were Menoneth, Jet, Westroth, Gilladen, Trevorin and Tabbareth.  John, Jazlyn and Vilma made up the number to nine and were directed to sit in a tight group around Menoneth's leadership.

"I am pleased to see you looking so well, Wandmaster," said Menoneth, whose own expression was anything but contented.

"Never better!" replied John briskly, beaming.  He felt waves of jealousy emanating from Westroth's chair, but did not turn his eyes in that direction, choosing simply to register the feelings and put them aside for further thought later.

"I have called you here to discuss certain matters which are of a sensitive nature and I must make it clear to you all that what is said within this room is of the utmost secrecy.  You must not discuss any of the content of our deliberations with any person who is not now present, and if you do talk about these matters among yourselves, I would entreat you to do so in a secure place away from inquisitive ears."  Menoneth paused, and looked from face to face.  All nodded and some voiced agreement in low voices.  John was coming down to earth slowly and the gravity of Menoneth's bearing began to work on him too.

"Wandmaster, this mainly concerns you; and as such I would ask you to listen and consider very carefully, and reserve judgement till you have heard what I have to say and, indeed what everyone here has to say."  Menoneth's eyes held John's waiting for agreement, and John slowly nodded.

"Of course, Lord Menoneth.  I will contain myself, though I must admit to a great deal of curiosity," responded John.

"I hope, by the end of this small gathering, some questions, which you have showed admirable restraint in not asking, will be answered."  Menoneth shot a look at Westroth, here who was staring sullenly down at his hands on the table.

Menoneth took a deep breath and commenced. "A question of loyalty has arisen with regard to my son, Westroth, and it is based on many underlying problems, some of which have been created by my own failings as a father, which I regret, but can only say were unintentional on my part and due to commitments which kept me from being the parent I should have been to my children."  Menoneth's voice shook here and he took a deep breath before continuing. "However, it is also based on the shared affections of both you, Wandmaster, and my son for the same young lady."  Here Menoneth looked at Jazlyn and she coloured and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "This situation must be resolved, here and now because it is putting the security of Wandguard and all who live in it, at risk.  The personal side is, of course, highly sensitive, and the young people involved must declare their wishes in this matter, but a more immediate question is the continued presence of my son in the company of Guardians, or his punishment if he is judged to be at fault." 

After pausing for a moment or two, Menoneth continued. "I am going to call on all of you to speak on the subject of my son Westroth.  Suggestions will be put forward which I would like you all to consider, and which I feel unable to take a decision on as I am too personally involved.  Inevitably, it will be my task to officially agree or disagree to any course of action which is decided upon today, but the Wandmaster's views have much weight and I would like to hear them when he has listened to what all here present are going to say. Jetham, I would like to begin with you.  Will you please address our meeting?"  Jet nodded, and began in a steady voice,

"I am reluctant to state my thoughts on this subject, but as I am called upon to do so, I will give my position on what I have authority over, that is, the security of my Guardians and my Wandmaster, and I ask that all present receive my words with respect to the objectivity I will try to impart to them."  Jet shot a look at Westroth and then at John before continuing.

"There is one fact which is inescapable.  The attack on my group of Guardians, in which the Wandmaster was present, was not a co-incidence.  By some means, the spindlies were alerted to our presence and made a determined attempt to capture or destroy us all, and the Wandmaster in particular.  I have considered long and hard on this subject and have to say that I find myself of the conclusion that we were betrayed.  Both Tyloren and Westroth were missing at the time and it is not possible to draw conclusions in Tyloren's continued absence, unless anyone here can throw any light on that?"  At this point, Jet paused and waited for a response.  None was forthcoming.  John, Tabbareth and Vilma kept their silence. 

"I have known Tyloren all my life and have always found him to be totally devoted to the Temple, the Crystal Trove and the aims of Wandguard, in other words, the cleansing of the Crystal Trove at Athrak and the reinstatement of balance in the Realm.  I fail to see what he would have to gain from exposing the Wandmaster to danger.  On the other hand, Westroth has shown, on occasions, feelings of hositility towards the Wandmaster, and, though I have difficulty in expressing negative comments about any of my guardians,  my suspicions rest firmly with him.  My opinion is that, for the security of Wandguard and the Wandmaster in particular, Westroth should be relieved of his duties and kept in detention."  Having no more to say, Jet fell silent and met no-one's eyes, even when Westroth gave an ironic breathy laugh, and nodded to himself.

"Thank-you, Jetham, I appreciate your brevity and candour." said Menoneth heavily, and called next on Trevorin.

The healer's face was troubled, but he, in turn spoke.

"I am a healer and know nothing of the events in Deepcleft other than what I heard from my patients, so I have nothing to say on the matter of whether the attack happened by co-incidence or because there was a leak of information.  My own contribution to this meeting is limited.  I must also, though, endorse what Jet has said about Tyloren.  In my humble opinion, the man is above suspicion.  Westroth I have known since he was a young trainee here in the plain, and have often healed the knocks and bruises which were the result of his enthusiastic participation in arms practice, and before that, the result of boyish disregard for safety in games of dare with his fellow-guardians."  He paused here and addressed Wes directly and with a warmth in his tone which was moving. "I have lost count, in fact, of the number of times I had to patch you up, Wes."  Westroth did not respond, and stared woodenly over Trevorin's head at the wall on the far side of the room.  Trevorin continued, "It must be said, though that Westroth was, for a time, in the 'lo' state, and that I have observed in him many worrying changes since he recovered.  I will put it simply and say, he is no longer the same man in many ways, and that he needs to work very hard to find his true self, which for a time was taken from him.  The blood of the 'lo' which joined with his own and coursed through his veins for the day or two before he was separated by the Wandmaster, is an unknown factor.  We have never had the opportunity to study anyone who returned, indeed, no-one up to now has returned!  In my view, Westroth should be kept in a secure place and given healing and help to overcome any residue of 'lo-ness' which may remain with him.  I would be willing to undertake his custody and spend time studying his..."

Trevorin was interrupted by Westroth's loud and bitter voice.

"You want to study me Healer?  To take my blood and make 'extract of lo'? Sell it at the market as a cure for bad blood?  Very nice!  Very generous of you!"

"Westroth!" commanded Menoneth, "You will restrain yourself!  Trevorin has made a very kind offer, which this meeting will consider and which you should too."

"My options are increasing! Prisoner or patient!"

"Westroth!" This time, the voice belonged to Jazlyn.  It was anguished and shocked, and seemed to work as nothing else had on the young man.

"I apologise," he said quietly, and sank back in his chair, this time staring at the ceiling.

"My offer stands," said Trevorin gently. "I have nothing else to say."

"Tabbareth, would you speak next please?"

"My Lord Menoneth, I don't really know why I am here.  The High Priest Tyloren would have been able to add his wisdom, I am sure, but I am only the keeper of the temple till he returns and have nothing to contribute other than to affirm, as have the previous speakers, my complete faith in him."  Menoneth nodded and answered,

"As our temple keeper, it is important that you are made aware of the facts, Tabbareth.  If you have nothing more to say, please just listen and pass on your account of this meeting if and when Tyloren eventually returns.  Have you any news of him?"  Tabbareth thought hard, and then without saying either yes or no, replied, "I sometimes feel him when I tend the crystals, my Lord, and I want to hope that he is safe somewhere."

"That is encouraging, Tabbareth, please let me know if you have any new information."

"Yes, My Lord," said Tabbareth, and looked relieved that he had neither had to lie directly nor reveal Tyloren's whereabouts.

"Vilma," said Menoneth, "I would like you to speak next."

"Hmmm," replied Vilma, "I, too, have felt some sense of Tyloren from time to time and would like to add my voice to those of the other speakers and say that wherever he is, I believe he can be trusted to act in the best interests of Wandguard and the Temple,... if he is in a position to do so. Now, as for the subject of young Westroth, I will speak plainly.  He has been, I sense, pushed out of balance through his time as a 'lo' which doesn't mean to say that he is any more bad or evil than the rest of us.  All of us are a mixture of both good and evil.  The Wandguard Plain is protected by the aura of the Crystal Trove contained in its Temple and gives us a stability which is not evident in other parts of the Realm, not so privileged.  Of course, that is the whole reason for our being here; to maintain a small territory where balance is achieved in order to create harmony in this very small plain which exists to welcome the Wandmaster and support him when he comes from the outer world. We are unused to seeing displays of human temperament, and I would suggest that maybe we have forgotten what it is like to feel strong emotions such as jealousy, anger and even deep love.  We are shielded from these emotions by the Crystal Trove which, reinforced of late by the Wandmaster, is working its magic on all of us and keeping us in line, at least that's what we have always experienced."

"Are you saying that's not right?" asked Tabbareth with genuine interest, "The work of the Temple has always been directed thus, and the Crystal work we do concentrates on generating peace."

"Oh, it's right.  Our eventual aim is to establish an atmosphere of peace and tolerance outside the Plain on the lines of what we have in it, but it is interesting to see that Westroth's brief contact with the 'lo' has put him outside the reach of the Temple crystals so easily." 

"Westroth is an extreme case, Vilma," said Trevorin, ""As you know, he was exposed in the worst possible way to..."

"Stop talking about me as though I weren't here!" interrupted Wes. "Ask me, why don't you.  Ask me what it was like to be a 'lo".  All faces were turned on the young guardian, and there was a taunting glint in his eyes as he said, "It was exciting!  I felt powerful, and I felt alive!"

John was listening with interest, and spoke for the first time.

"Did you know where the 'lo' stopped and your own 'self' began?  Could you still feel 'Westroth' or were your thoughts taking place in the head of the creature on your back?"

Westroth smiled ironically, and said, "You're the first person who's asked me something of substance, Wandmaster, and I only wish your interest had been shown by certain other people seated around this table." Jazlyn coloured, Menoneth sighed and Trevorin nodded at his own thoughts.

"I will answer you as best I can," he said slowly, "it was like being given access to a secret place deep inside myself.  I was still me, but at times I could feel myself thinking from a different centre, as if the 'lo' was an extension of myself that had rooted itself in emotions I had forgotten I had.  I felt strong, powerful, and unafraid of the intensity of what I was feeling.  It was good.  It felt somehow primitive but definitely me, or at least, part of me."

John listened with interest, and thought that what Wes had experienced was much like what he, himself felt coming into the Realm.

"And do you still feel that way?" asked John.  Westroth was silent for a while and then answered carefully, "I am no longer wearing a 'lo' upon my back, and I have changed, yes, but I do not necessarily think for the worse."

"What about Jazlyn?" asked John bluntly.  Wes stared him back in the eyes, but before answering him, turned his glance to her, saying softly, "I have loved her for many years, and I cannot give up on trying to make her love me back."  At this point, he turned again to John and said, "I have to admit, though, that since you arrived, my plans have taken a turn for the worse and what I feel about that has nothing to do with the 'lo'.  I was fighting my jealousy of you long before it took me."  The two men stared at each other, neither dropping their eyes until Vilma interceded.

"Did your jealousy make you betray your Wandmaster, Westroth?"

"I am no traitor!" he replied, glaring back at her.

"I would prefer you to answer the question directly," she insisted.

"I have betrayed no-one.  I was off alone, walking in the hills when the attack was taking place.  I have already told my father this, though he chooses not to believe me.  That is his prerogative."

"You must realise how the evidence looks," continued Vilma.

"I have told you I have betrayed no-one.  Whatever the evidence is or is not, it comes down to this; do you believe me or not?  I cannot prove my innocence."

Vilma studied the young man's face and John could see she was trying to read what was behind the defiant eyes, and John himself tried to sense something more than the superficial, but both were unsuccessful.  There were feelings of animosity and jealousy there, but these were no more than would be expected in a situation of this intensity.  There was no real sign of evil.

"I have suggested a third solution to your father, Westroth, and it was one he was not at all happy with. You would be neither a prisoner nor a patient, but would continue in your capacity as a guardian."  Wes looked interested, but didn't commit himself to a response till he had heard all the details.

"I would like to see you made personal body guard to the Wandmaster, Westroth."

"What?" chorused Wes, John, Jazlyn and Jet, all in one voice.  Vilma chuckled a little, smoothed her skirts in her familiar way and smiled.

"I think you heard correctly."

"But why, Vilma?" asked Trevorin, "As a healer, I would suggest it is a little unwise to expose our Wandmaster to a threat of this kind.  Westroth's condition hasn't been thoroughly investigated yet!"

Westroth was just as surprised as the other members at the meeting, but said eventually,

"What are you hoping to achieve by this, Vilma?  My repentance?  Do you think I will see the light and come out of the dark in the presence of our Wandmaster?"

"Yes Westroth.  That's exactly what I think.  You two are quite alike in many ways, and I think you could be very useful to him.  Remember, of course, that any harm that comes to him will be on your head, and will mean your own destruction."

"Wandmaster, what do you think of the arrangement?" asked Vilma.  John was uncomfortable in Westroth's company and didn't trust him, but trusted Vilma.

"If you think it's workable, I will give it a try," he said finally, "but I want it clear that I will need to know his every movement and the reasons for them."

"So, I will be a prisoner, after all," Westroth said in a low voice.

"In a way we will both be prisoners," said John. "The arrangement will not be comfortable for me either."

"No, I don't suppose it will," Wes answered shooting a look at Jazlyn.

"Good, that's settled then," pronounced Vilma. 

"Now, for the next matter which needs to be sorted out," recommenced Vilma. "From what I have seen, the Wandmaster and Jazlyn have feelings for each other, and we should discuss this matter too." 

"Now, hold on a minute," protested John."That's private stuff!"

"Not for the Wandmaster, I'm afraid," said Menoneth. "The choice of a partner in the Realm has consequences, and there is a technicality in this union which causes us some deliberation.  You see, Jazlyn is Vilma's daughter by William Stone, which makes you second cousins."

John's mouth dropped open, but no words came out.  Then he looked at Vilma with her grey eyes, and Jazlyn with her dark ones.  It was so clear now that what they were saying was true.  She had William Stone's eyes; how had he not seen that before?  And he hadn't even been bright enough to deduce that Jazlyn was Vilma's daughter!  For a Wandmaster, he had been pretty damned stupid!  Jazlyn hadn't told him either, and her eyes were now avoiding his, while her colour was high, and she was shifting nervously in her seat.

"Under the circumstances," continued Menoneth "I would ask the two young people in question to show restraint."

Once more that day, Westroth laughed out loud, obviously enjoying John's confusion and Jazlyn's discomfort.  John's anger rose within him and he glared at Westroth, feeling the red heat of temper stab at his heart.  He gripped the arms of his chair and struggled to control his feelings, but he wasn't able to overcome the strength of emotion, which was pulsing through him.  He could never remember experiencing such an overpowering desire to strike someone, and he stopped himself with great difficulty.  Through the turmoil in his mind came Vilma's voice commanding, 

"Calm down!  Call the colours of peace!" and John consciously relinquished the red and black coursing through his head and sought the white, the purple and the blue of calm.  The rush of soothing light came to his aid and he detached himself from the rage, allowing the softness to quieten his mind.  He relaxed his grip on the arms of his chair and stared at Westroth, whose smile slipped under the now benign gaze of his recovered Wandmaster.  There was a corner of Westroth, which was very 'Ataxios' in flavour, mused John, and he would have to be very careful not to let it goad him into action he would later regret.  John, still holding Westroth's gaze, reached out and took Jazlyn's hand.  Then he looked at Lord Menoneth and said,

"I will respect your wishes on this matter, Lord Menoneth, but I wish it placed on record that my feelings for Jazlyn are very strong and that when the time is right, I will demand the right to pursue them, whatever the cost."  She heard the words and her eyes shone as she also addressed Lord Menoneth in a quiet voice,

"I, too, will obey, Lord Menoneth, but pledge myself to the Wandmaster if there be any way we can be together at some future time.  Until that is established, I will look on no other man with favour."

Her eyes sought John's, and they smiled at each other, exchanging a look which told everyone present in the room that they meant it.  It was Westroth's turn to boil with rage now, and John could feel the loathing seeping through the atmosphere of the room in his direction.  He repelled it determinedly and mirrored it back where it came from; almost, he thought, as if he were part reflective crystal himself.




Chapter 13

The Empty Box

In the dark passages under Athrak there were sounds; snuffling noises echoed along the stony walls near the room where the dark box was held, and the creatures emitting those sounds were straining on the leashes held tightly in the hands of their 'lo' keepers.  Gnath watched intently as they fretted to be away up the tunnel past the room entrance, and he considered the huge black studded door in the outer wall in concern. He didn't understand why, but the sniffers were restless.  He kicked at one of them in an attempt to concentrate its puny mind, and it yelped and hissed, but after a moment, it once again began to pull its handler in the direction of the tunnel which disappeared into darkness on his left.

Gnath pulled a strangely shaped metallic object from his jerkin and stepped forward to the door.  He cursed the other lo's and the sniffers out of his path and stepped forward.  It was a key in the shape of an insect with splayed legs, the body being a handle.  Gnath carefully placed the metallic legs on six points of raised metal to the left and right of the join down the centre and pressed firmly.  As he released his hand from the body, the legs jerked and walked slowly up the door to a matching set of raised metal points and stopped.  The lock on the great doors clunked, and Gnath removed the 'key' and replaced it carefully in his pocket.  He chanted a few words in a low humming voice and slowly, the great black doors moved apart.  Inside, bathed in a sickly green light was the dark box.  Gnath could hear nothing coming from it, and even though he knew it was insulated to allow no sound to escape or enter, he still moved closer and listened.  The sniffers would be of little use here as the box was designed to keep in what was in and out what was out.  Tyloren, the little priest man would be weak and on the verge of death by now, so it was unlikely he would react to noises outside, even if he could hear any.  Gnath would have dearly liked to open up the box and look inside himself, before Ataxios could do so but permission had not been granted.  Ataxios was on his way down to the sealed room to see for himself.  The large cumbersome 'lo' shook his head, positioned on the shoulders of his host body and slapped at the second head which hung uselessly in front of him.  A sharp inhalation from the second head was the only response, but Gnath addressed it as though talking to a companion.

"Let's hope the little man is still safely in his box, Head, or else it will not go well for any of us today.!

"gharghlarghhhhhhhh," came the reply.

Ataxios was in no hurry.  Let the big 'lo' wait.  He stood outside the deep central chamber and threw back his head, emitting a shrill ululating call, which reverberated along the chill corridors.  Immediately, a scurrying of footsteps was heard, and a number of spindlies came trotting up, pulling what looked like a throne on a platform.  Ataxios stepped up into the seat and was raised by his bearers. 

"Under-level four!' he hissed throatily, ‘and take it smooth and easy, I have a headache." Nasal voices exhaled grunts of effort as they raised their passenger, oh so gently. Ataxios picked up the nine-tailed whip positioned at his side and flicked it lazily at the nearest pair of shoulders.  A sharp "yip" was the only response and Ataxios smiled.  It was good to inflict pain; it kept his servants on their toes.  The only one of his creatures that didn't apply to was the Mother Beast, his lovely shiny bug.  She needed feeding and nurturing in order to be in good spawning condition to provide him with even more 'lo's' for his army.

Gnath sighed and shifted from one foot to the other.  He had a bad feeling.  There was a foreboding silence from the dark box, and though this was only to be expected, he couldn't help being anxious as he stood there staring at it.  His sniffers whined and slunk back behind him as they sensed his unease, and he jerked on their leashes in agitation, angling yet another kick in their general direction.

"Well, Head," he breathed, "We'll soon know for sure, and Darkness help us if the little man has done something stupid like dying in there!"

"ghlarghlarghhhhhh," agreed the head.

A tense and uncomfortable quiet hung in the tunnels outside the, now open, doors to the room.  It was a quiet like that just before a storm; heavy and sullen, and Gnath peered into the gloom at the black box, barely visible there, with a sense of foreboding and shifted on his feet.  The sniffers whimpered and strained to be away from that place, and Gnath would dearly have liked to follow on their heels instead of being compelled to wait for his master's arrival. But whatever was about to happen, Gnath had to be present.  It was his duty, and he knew that.  In the depths of the tunnels a sound was heard of footsteps trotting, and the occasional whipcrack followed by a "yip" of pain, and Gnath sighed.

"Well, Head, we'll soon find out," said Gnath to the spare head hanging before him, and on getting no response, slapped the cheek with a practiced hand, whereupon the mouth opened and the voice within emitted a strangled "ghlaraglargl" which, for some reason Gnath found comforting and had cultivated over the years.  It amused him to extract sound from the appendage, and as far as he was aware, he was the only lo who was able to do it.  The Great Lord had chosen him some years ago, perhaps because of his unusually strong body, or perhaps for some other quality, Gnath did not know.  But he remembered being singled out and taken to the Temple of Athrak.  He had been made to stand beside the altar, and recalled vividly his "re-awakening."  Up till that point, he had been just another lo, but the dizzy feeling of the reawakening of human awareness somewhere in his consciousness stuck in his mind, like re-birth.  The throbbing feeling of power coursing through him from the dark crystals on the altar had awakened in him some degree of awareness and self-knowledge.  He was still not sure where the center of this awareness was – in the lo head or the hanging extra and original head that hung before him.  What he did know, was that from that day, his lo head was able to utter words, and that he felt a connection with the ‘head' to which he now often spoke.  His master had taught him a few basic words of magic to help him in his tasks, and he knew he had a place of great privilege, one, which he was anxious to keep.

"Stand back!" he ordered to the three or four 'lo's' who were assembled. "Lord Ataxios approaches!"  The other lo's communicated with a system of high-pitched whines and clicks, which Gnath found came less and less naturally to him, as the ability to produce words grew more pronounced.  There was not often a good reason for him to speak. Now the other 'lo's' shuffled around near him, their natural reaction being the need to cringe in the presence of the Great Lord which was fortunate as the Master was always less tetchy when all around him were cowering.  The spindlies bearing the Master arrived, panting and stifling whimpers and carefully set down their load, pinning themselves against the rock faces of the tunnel and hoping that the whip would be set down now they had reached their destination.  Though Gnath was indisputably the right-hand man of Ataxios, and was often called into his presence, he was never able to stifle the feeling of terror that gripped him every time he was in Ataxios's presence.  A rasping voice escaped the figure as it flowed down out of the transport.

"Gnath.  What is there to report?"

"I have opened the doors to the room but the black box is undisturbed, my Lord"

"Good.  I want to taste the little priest's essence when the box is opened.  He will be very strong in his abilities by now, and very weak physically.  I will drink in his powers, and drain him and then we can find a use for the old skin and bones that remain, I'm sure."  He reached out a long-clawed hand, and poked at a sniffer, which let out a throaty whine.

Ataxios moved in an easy flowing motion towards the chamber.  His feet made no sound and Gnath always had the impression that he floated above the ground, when he actually went anywhere, though he seldom moved of his own volition, preferring to be carried.  He contaminated the very air around him with a feeling of deep despair and gloom which infected all who were unlucky enough to be in his presence, and in the tunnels of Athrak, no light shone to lift that gloom, only the darkness of fear.  All was as it should be, thought Ataxios, savouring the effect his presence was having on the guards and his bearers.  The sniffers trembled and cowered; they themselves were used to instil fear in the captives, helping their lo handlers when they were working in the field rounding up new victims for Her, his magnificent Akryd!'

Ataxios reached the cabinet and moved his hands up and down the smooth face of the structure.  It was constructed of some metal, but coated with a layer of ground stone, mixed with a kind of paint of Ataxios's own design.  It was imbued with magic and impenetrable, allowing nothing in or out, not sound, not light, not thought, not hope.  The tall figure placed two long gnarled hands on the door of the dark box and from under the folds of a draped cowl; the eerie notes of an incantation began to sound.  Gnath watched as in the darkness, a glow of sickly colours surrounded Ataxios, moving in snake-like patterns through the dank air in the stone chamber.  After a few seconds, Ataxios removed his hands from the surface and the snaked strands of murky colour amassed in his hands. He thrust them towards the cabinet in a sudden movement, as if propelling the colours forward. The black tendrils which John had removed and subsequently replaced were released, and fell away from the box.  There was a loud ‘crack!', and the door to the cabinet opened.

Ataxios threw back his head and sucked in the air from the cabinet as the door swung wide, opening up his powerful psychic portals to receive the precious essence of Tyloren, Priest of the Crystal Trove of Wandguard. He sucked in nothing but a faint reek of stale perspiration and urine. 

"What treachery is this?" he howled in a mighty voice, which made all in the vicinity shake with terror.

"Where is my priest?  Who has done this thing? Gnath!"  The great lo forced his legs to work and moved towards his master unable to speak for his terror, but opening and closing his mouth in attempts to find something to say.  He heard whines and clicks escaping him, as fear goaded the word-making part of him into the background.  Before he could utter any explanation, Ataxios turned on him and started mouthing terrible words, loading the atmosphere with evil, and Gnath could only watch, terrified as the snake-like and loathsome colours built up in a storm of anger around Ataxios. As he saw the reptilian hands rise to strike, his instincts came to his rescue and he fell flat to the ground, abasing himself at his master's feet.  Ataxios thrust his hands into the air with a mighty curse and let fly with his concentrated rage at all those within range.  Screams of pain entered the room from the tunnel outside, followed by the sound of death in strangled gasps.  Then there was silence.   Gnath's prostration had kept him out of the firing line but he did not dare move until a steel-cold voice speaking above his head hissed, "Bring me more bearers lo, and clean up the mess in the tunnel.  I feel the Wandmaster's hand in this business……… I can sense his magic, but he will pay, yes, he will pay.  I will not allow this one to leave our dark crystal world.  I will keep him here and stop his bloodline from carrying on.  There will be an end to Wandmasters.  I will put an end to all Wandmasters!"

Gnath came to his knees, then to his feet, and made the hastiest retreat he could muster, leaving Ataxios alone with his fury and outrage.  He stepped over the bodies outside in the tunnel and thought himself lucky to be alive.  As he slapped the cheek of Head, very grateful for his good fortune, his fingers came away sticky with blood and the "ghargle" sound of his other half was muffled as it struggled to emit sounds from a mouth distorted by its impact with the cold rock floor of the chamber.

"I'll fix you up later, Head," said Gnath, and he lumbered off to do his master's bidding as quickly as he was able.




Chapter 14

Food For Thought

Tyloren's resources were very low. He was hungry, thirsty and weak, but he had to keep putting one foot in front of the other in the hope it would lead him to food, water and a way out.  The dark silence was beginning to play on his mind and he was trying not to allow desperation to take him.  His grand plans for causing havoc for Ataxios and finding the Crystal Trove had faded as he realised more and more acutely how fragile his very survival was.  He edged along the dank walls, surprised not to hear a sound; did no one ever enter these passages?  He had seen no guards going in the direction of his former prison and wondered if he would have been left to starve in the dark box if the Wandmaster hadn't helped him to escape.  He stopped himself from thinking, not wanting to betray himself to unwelcome 'ears' and also because his predicament was becoming worse by the minute and he didn't want to dwell on how great his need was for food and rest.

Abruptly, the tunnel ended in a flat wall, sealed at its end.  Tyloren stretched his hands up left and right and then moved along it in order to explore the surface with his hands in every direction he could reach.  There were no openings, just a solid flat wall of stone.  Little wonder there had been no guards coming from this direction; it was a dead end, dead as he would shortly be, he thought bitterly.  He sank down on the floor to rest and drew his knees up to his chin to cover his freezing legs with his robe, huddling into as small a shape as he could make, to keep warm.  His head fell forward onto his knees and he licked his dry lips, noting that he was feeling light-headed; but his senses were clear; like crystal, fine and delicate.  He allowed them to heighten, could feel the cold stone under him, smell the damp darkness, taste his thirst, see the complete blackness of the surrounding dark and hear.......... the trickling of water!  He was surprised out of his reveries by the last, and strained for confirmation.  Yes, there it was, at the edge of his hearing range, a gentle whisper of water away to his left.  On his hands and knees, he crawled back towards it, keeping to the wall; the sound grew a little louder; why hadn't he noticed it when he came past earlier?  It was very faint, and he assumed he had been too wrapped up in his thoughts to notice it.  Was it in another tunnel or chamber sealed off from his own and inaccessible?  It was a possibility, but not one a thirsty man was prepared to consider until it was absolutely proved to be true.  There!  It was a little louder still!  As he felt with his hands along the cold floor, the wall opened out into a trough at floor level and his fingers slipped into its space, and found water!  He threw himself on his stomach and tried to drink from the small flow of water washing along and round the trough, but it was impossible to get his lips into the small and awkward-shaped opening.  He pushed his hand into the flow and tried to cup his fingers to collect enough water to drink, but then couldn't get his cupped hand out of the small stone opening again.  This was too much!  He had to get to the water, it was his life-line!  His sleeve had become wet in his efforts to use his hands to collect water, and that, in the end proved to be the only way to reach the water.  He tugged on his sleeve until it was long enough to dip in the flow, and then he pulled it back and sucked on the moisture in the fabric.  At first, he noticed the taste of the dust and dirt on his sleeve and hand, but with each new soaking, the water became fresher and little by little he felt his thirst diminish until he no longer craved for the precious liquid and took a rest from his labours.  His wet sleeve made the cold more acute, but he had drunk and he felt optimistic again, though his fortunes looked no brighter, sealed off as he was by the solid wall of rock at the end of the tunnel.

Once more, he sat against the wall, pulled his knees up to his chest, and rested.  The companionship of the water was comforting and the stone around him seemed not unfriendly.  There was kinship between them and the keeper of the crystal trove, and Tyloren thanked them mentally for leading him to water.  He reached a hand out to touch their surface, wondering what kind or colour of rock he was leaning against, and felt a surface, smooth as glass, warmer than the stone under his body.  As he ran his hand over it, he connected with its substance, and felt a hum of recognition.  This was not ordinary stone, but a crystalline mass.  Tyloren explored it with his hand and felt its shape, like a block with a flat top.  He stood up and followed its contours with his hands; there was a second block of the same substance a little higher, almost like.... steps!  He felt higher still and found a third!  This was not possible, he told himself.  Had he found a crystal stairway?  And if so, where did it lead?

There was only one way to find out, he thought, and planted his feet on the first stair, feeling with his hands for the one at chest height, and exploring for the next.  Scrambling up step by step he climbed, perilously, feet on sheer surfaces, and hands searching for grips like some kind of insect scaling a wall.  He wished he had suckers on his hands and feet, but trusted to the rocks and crystal stairs to lead him out of his darkness.  He climbed, with relative ease once he had decided to trust to his good fortune and take whatever came next, and continued on upwards, always mentally thanking the rocks when he delightedly found yet another block of stone on which to plant his feet.  He refused to allow himself to think that the stones would lead him to a ceiling of stone, which would cut his direction off above as the wall had in the tunnel.  No; these steps would lead him out, to freedom, to fresh air!  He was convinced of it.  His hands reached up and he felt, with triumph and joy, an opening above his head.  He climbed up through it and found himself in a new tunnel in which there was a faint light!  He saw the tunnel, its walls, its curving pathway, left and right of him, and headed in the direction of the light.  His heart was full, and he felt such gratitude to the crystal steps, the stones and rocks in the heart of this mountain-domain for guiding him out of the shadows.  He wasn't out of trouble yet, but things were looking a lot more encouraging.  Yes, much more encouraging.  Now all he wanted was to see the light of day, and as he shuffled along the tunnel, the light grew greyer, then brighter until he could see everything around him.  The gradual change from dark to light gave his eyes a chance to adapt, and his senses were alert for sounds of danger.  It was too much to hope that he would meet no soldiers, spindly long-leggedy men, or lo's, but he would keep on heading for the light until he was forced to stop.  He had nowhere else to go. Abruptly, the tunnel opened out into a large cave, which was alive with light and colour as the sun from outside shone onto the inner walls. Walls of crystal. Here and there crystalline shards caught the rays of light and played with them, making them shed colours and reflect in each other.  The crystal was amethyst, ranging through all the shades of mauve and it was a sight of such beauty that Tyloren caught his breath in wonder.  He felt a hum of companionship and reached out a hand to connect with a smooth crystal face within his reach.  Strength flooded through him, and he allowed his tired body to enjoy the input of energy.  Why was there no one there guarding this way out to the daylight?  When something seems too good to be true, it generally is, he had been taught, but even though he had some misgivings, he had no choice but to go on along this unexpected path in the hope that he would find food and water so, withdrawing his hand from the wall of the cave, he walked slowly through the maze of crystals to the cave entrance. 

The view from the cave-mouth was breathtaking and Tyloren could not prevent the feeling of joy which swept through him at the sight, though he tried to guard against the unguarded outflow of emotion and thought.  He shut down his mind as soon as he could and hoped he had not betrayed himself with his huge feeling of relief. The cave overlooked a great plain, not unlike Wandguard, but forested, green and fertile, wild and natural, as if it had never been disturbed by Man.  Tyloren wondered at this and then tried to ascertain exactly where he was.  He guessed the time to be mid-afternoon, and from the position of the sun, he must be facing north, away from Wandguard.  He was either in Athrak, or had emerged on its northern side in the area known as Nithrania to Tyloren.  He had heard stories of this land and had seen it charted on maps but had never actually met anyone who had been there, and the accounts he had heard were of cold, barren landscapes and dangerous beasts.  This place was unlike anywhere he had ever learned about, and it appeared to be unpopulated.  There was no pathway leading down from the cave-mouth, but the terrain looked manageable, and Tyloren could hear the gentle flow of water below him.  He was alone in this garden of nature, as far as he could tell, and he took a deep breath of fresh air, shot a last grateful look back at the cave behind him and set off downwards in the direction of the water, hoping to find something edible on his way.  He had somehow managed to escape the belly of Athrak's mountains, Ataxios, all his spindlies, all his lo's, and found a little bit of paradise.  Things were looking up, he thought, definitely looking up.

He was making good progress down the hillside.  His way was not difficult and the undergrowth was of soft grasses, which he could move through with ease. There were no thorny bushes or roots to trip him up, and he felt sure he would find his way down to the water soon. He was already at ground level.  Sure enough, as he divided a curtain of hanging vines just ahead of him, a sight of great beauty met his eyes.  A sheer curtain of water tumbled down into a clear pool, feeding a river, which led down into the valley.  Tyloren moved forward to the water's edge and squatted on a rock to rinse his hands and bathe his face, and he saw to his left a pool of water, trapped by a circle of rocks which was calm and undisturbed, unlike the teeming falls or the playful river which coursed away to the North on his right.  He found a way to the edge of the pool and peered in.  With surprise, he saw his own reflection.  Gone were his cheeks and in their place was a sunken, thin face covered in unshaven bristles.  He was dirty and his hair was sticking out and up in spikes.  He did not recognise himself.  His mouth dropped open in dismay, and he looked down at his robes, which were torn and filthy.  This would not do, he thought, and though he still hadn't found anything to eat, he had sipped a little water, and felt better.  He threw off his robe and slipped into the icy water.  It was not too deep, and he was used to bathing in cold water back in Wandguard, but it had been days since he had been able to enjoy that luxury, and the temperature took his breath away, making him gasp.

He gripped the rocks to steady himself, and when he felt better, he washed himself, submerging his head in the water and raking his fingers through it until he thought it might be a bit cleaner.  Then, very carefully, he got out of the pool and set about washing his robe.  Fortunately, the sun was warm and his teeth stopped chattering after a while, but he could not put his robe back on again till it had at least dried a little.  He found an overhanging branch in full sunlight, and draped it over.  The material was of a fine weave and would not take long to dry, he reasoned, and as it was unlikely he would meet anyone in this empty place he set off, naked, to explore the immediate area and look for food.  His body was all loose skin on bone, white and fish-soft; he had never been a vain man, but was mightily glad no-one could see him now.

There were no wild berries or fruits that he could see, and by now his hunger was so intense that he felt he would keel over if he couldn't find something to eat.  He started to look at the grasses; maybe they were edible?  He found himself kneeling at the roots of a tall tree, rummaging in the greenery when something crashed down on the ground at his side with force.  He gasped, and jumped out of the way, looking anxiously up into the branches of the tree, which splayed out high above his head in a fan-shape.  No movement was obvious there, so he looked to see what had fallen.  A green ball, looking like a giant seedpod sat at his side.  This was interesting, he thought, and picked it up. Was it a nut or a fruit of some kind?  He tried to bite it, but it was leathery and very hard.  Its skin had cracked in the fall, and with his bony fingers he tried to work on the crushed area to see if there was soft flesh inside.  What he needed was a sharp rock, so he tucked the seed under his arm and returned to the waterfall.  There he found some sharp, jagged stones, and set to work to try to open his prize.  Slowly the green layer broke off, and revealed a brown, hard nut shell inside.  He noticed that it sounded full of liquid, and was curious, as well as famished.  He raised the nut-shell high above his head and smashed it down on a sharp rock face.  To his joy, it broke open, spilling some of its juice onto the floor, but retaining some in one half of the shell.  It was pure white and smelt sweet and appetising.  His mouth began to water and he raised the nut and drank the liquid it had managed to retain.  It was thick, like milk, clear like water, and it tasted like heaven!  The shell had broken unevenly and he managed to break off a section of the nut itself fairly easily.  It was chewy, but it was succulent and it was available!  Wisely, he ate just a little though he badly wanted to eat it all.  It wasn't a good idea to eat something unfamiliar and to fill a starving stomach with it.  He felt so grateful to the tree and the nut and his face broke into a smile as he felt a little revived.  His stomach was not rejecting the food, but it was not demanding more at the moment, so Tyloren listened to his body, and restrained himself from devouring the nut in one go and suffering the consequences later.  He went to check on his robe, which sure enough had stopped dripping and was dry enough to wear.  He slipped it on, returned to his nut and ate a little more, took a drink of water, and realised how tired he was.  Clutching the remains of his food supply, he found a warm hollow among the soft grasses, in dappled sunlight, which warmed him without roasting him, and before he knew it the waterfall had lulled him to sleep, his arms still lovingly protecting the nut, which had given him nourishment.

The warmth, the sweet air, the sound of the tumbling water and the relief of food in his stomach enabled Tyloren to sleep peacefully for a considerable time, and when he woke it was because the temperature had dropped with the sinking of the sun and he felt cold.  He had been dreaming of his everyday life in Wandguard, warm clothing and the smell of fresh bread, so on opening his eyes and realising where he was, he gave a sigh as he reluctantly allowed his dream to fade.  His eyes fell on the nut he had fallen asleep holding and he sat up, wincing at the hard ground under his painfully thin body, and rubbed his stiff limbs.  His first thought was to drink, and then he would try to eat a little more and set about finding some shelter for the night.  He stood up slowly,  aware that his body was weak and that he might feel a little dizzy to be on his feet again.  Everything ached, and the cold was now becoming so uncomfortable that he hugged his arms around himself as he stood for a while before setting off in the direction of the water. 

After a few cupped handfuls of water, he looked around at the thick green vegetation and thought hard.  There was nothing immediately in sight suggesting itself as a possible shelter and the day was growing old.  The cave he had emerged from was a long way up and he knew he had no time to reach it before nightfall, so he chose a direction away from both it and the waterfall, hoping that he would find something that would serve, but without really expecting to.  He was completely alone for the first time for many a year, and would have to rely on his own resources, which used to be adequate, he thought.  He must not despair.  He reasoned that he was in a much better situation than he would have believed possible as compared to his experiences of the past week, and that things were not so bleak as his cold thin body kept trying to convince him they were.  Again he noticed that there were no brambles or thorns to make his going hard, and he pushed through the easily relenting greenery, enjoying its soft touch on his legs.  As he continued, he broke off small pieces of the nut he still carried and munched slowly and carefully.  He would need water again and thought he would be able to find his way back to the waterfall easily enough as he could still hear its faint roar in the background.  It was growing darker, and colder, he was shivering and his teeth were beginning to chatter. He decided to give himself another five minutes or so, and if he couldn't find anything suitable, to curl into a ball at the root of a tree somewhere and to pull the vegetation around him to try to get through the night.  He looked around in the fast-fading light, saw a tall tree off to his left and plunged through the grasses towards it.  He circled the bole of the tree and to his delight found an area in the arms of two twisted tree-roots surrounded by dry leaves, that made a springy bed sheltered on three sides.  Gratefully, he nestled into the surprising warmth of the dry vegetation, pulled at it to cover himself, and plumped himself up a little pillow of leaves into the bargain.  His body was still very weak and he knew sleep would take him again soon, despite the fact that he hadn't been awake long, but before allowing himself the healing benefits of rest and sleep, he focused his mind and sought. 

Vilma was seated around her stone fire ring, gazing into the flickering flames when she heard him. 

'Vilma,' came his thought and she received him with a smile.

'So, Tyloren, I bid you welcome.'

Tyloren closed his eyes, relaxed into his nest and communicated his condition.  No words were needed.  Vilma felt tiredness, hunger, thirst, but also tremendous relief.  She sensed the direction from where his thoughts came, and the distance but could not put a name to the place.  There was a feeling of peace and relative safety.  She had lost him completely for a while, but had not believed that he was dead.  She would have known.  The truth was that she had felt some sense of Tyloren from the time he escaped the black box from where she had helped him to get free,  but she had been concerned not to be sought before now.

'Rest', she returned, 'and I will be close by.'

As Tyloren slipped into a relaxed sleep, Vilma sat, sending her strength, her presence and her comfort.  Tyloren felt nourished, and Vilma kept vigil all night staring into the glowing embers, sprinkling them with a handful of scented herbs from time to time and chanting soothing words.

When morning came, Tyloren stretched and yawned.  Once again, the reality of his condition contrasted bleakly with the pleasant dreamworld he had been walking.  His mouth was watering when he opened his eyes, and he could smell fresh bread!  With a groan he sat up and ran his fingers through his hair to remove the leaves that had settled there.  He rubbed his eyes and knew he felt better.  Vilma was still close, but he gently severed the connection to allow her to get some rest, content that someone knew he was alive and very grateful for the comfort she had sent him through the night.  Now it was daytime and food was an urgent need.  He sat up and looked around him at the twisted tree roots and the nest of dried leaves, which had been so hospitable to him.

It was when he stood up that he saw the basket.  It had a lid on and was perched on top of a pile of folded fabric.  His eyes widened, and he looked in all directions for some sign of where it had come from.  There had to be people around!  And here he was, thinking he was alone.  He could have been murdered in his sleep, and yet, he hadn't been.  Thoughtfully, he squatted beside the basket and peeped inside.  The smell of fresh bread was real and it wafted out and hit him and his hungry stomach with a vengeance.  Before he knew it, he had reached inside the basket and taken out the small round loaf which was in there, finding beside it a piece of cheese and what looked like some fruit preserve in a small pot! 

"Bright Crystals be blessed!" he exclaimed, and decided to risk the possibility of poisoned bait and at least die happy and with a full stomach.  The smell was wholesome and just too good to resist.  He broke open the still warm loaf, broke off a little cheese and ate.  Oh how good it was!  He had to take it slowly, and the burst of tastes in his mouth was so pleasurable that he lost himself in the task before him, that of filling his stomach.  He tasted the preserves, which were sweet and his face broke into a grin of pure delight. 

"Careful Tyloren," he rebuked himself aloud. "Take it steady!"

"That sounds like good advice to me," answered a warm friendly voice.

He had his fingers in the fruit preserves when he heard it, and instinctively stuck them in his mouth to suck them clean as he spun his head around to see who the voice came from. 

His eyes met the friendly brown ones of a cloaked individual, stooped and with what looked like a hunchback, causing him to peer up at the world, and indeed at Tyloren, who had never been tall.

Tyloren's first reaction was to stare dumbly.  The stranger spoke again.

"I hope my little gift was acceptable to you."

"Your gift? The food?  Oh, I can't tell you how acceptable it was.  I haven't eaten real food for days!" He replied gratefully and found himself smiling in response to the stranger. "But, who are you?  Do you live in this place?  I thought I was alone here."

"No, not alone.  There is a small community of us here, but we like to stay out of sight, so we have found ways of being unobtrusive to prying eyes."

"How did you find me?" asked Tyloren.

"We have been watching you since you appeared by the waterfall, but we have to be cautious, so we didn't approach you at once."

"But I didn't hear or see anything.  You must have been very quiet!"

"We can become almost invisible in this landscape, and we get very few visitors, so we like to make an assessment of them before revealing our presence!"

Tyloren considered the man before him, also trying to make an assessment.

"I got here by chance, and don't really know exactly where I am," he answered, unsure how much to reveal about himself at this stage.  The stranger smiled and replied,"Not much happens by chance; more by design, I should say."

"By whose design?" asked Tyloren warily, the smile dropping from his face.  It occurred to him that he might have been allowed to escape and that this friendly stranger was just another captor in the guise of a friend.  The stranger stared at Tyloren hard.

"Do you really think I mean you harm?" he asked softly.  Tyloren let his senses feel out the stranger's sentiments and sighed, as he relaxed his guard.

"No.  I'm sorry.  I have been through a lot lately," he said "I really do thank you for your generosity.  If I was rude to suspect you, I apologise, but...."

"No need for more explanations at the moment.  We can talk later, but I would like to offer you the hospitality of my home in which to do so if that is acceptable to you."

"I would be so grateful!", answered Tyloren.

"Come then," said the stranger. "By the way, my name is Loman".

"Tyloren," said Tyloren simply and held out his hand, which he realised was still sticky. "Oh, sorry," he apologised, "I forgot you caught me with my fingers in the jampot."  Looking down at himself, he sighed "What a mess I am."

"Look under the food basket," smiled Loman gently.

Tyloren remembered there was some folded fabric under the basket.  He had been so delighted with the food he had forgotten to look at it.  He pulled the basket aside, and found some clean clothing made from a soft warm cloth.  There was a loose jerkin and trousers with ties at the waist and ankles.

He looked around for a place to change, and Loman discretely turned his back as he realised that Tyloren wanted a bit of privacy.  Tyloren slipped out of his robe, pulled on the soft trousers, shook his head at his bony body and looked up as he pulled the shirt over his head.  He could see only Loman's back and he felt sympathy for the hunch he carried on his shoulders.  As his head emerged from the neck of the shirt, he froze.  The hump under Loman's cloak seemed to be moving independently. 

"Oh help!" thought Tyloren in panic. "Of course! 'Loman'." He paused and then said out loud.

"You're a 'lo!"

The figure turned around slowly, and stared intently into Tyloren's eyes.




Chapter 15


More About Nya

Nya awoke in his room and let out a nasal yawn as he stretched and looked up at the ceiling.  He was unaccustomed to so much sleep and had fully recovered from his injuries many days ago.  He considered his predicament.  He was a prisoner, that was for sure, but his life had never been so good.  He thought back through the dark years in the caves of Athrak and his duties there in charge of a company of spindlies.  There were no friends, only numbers and he had drilled his men in combat training, teaching them how to wield their long swords and use their height and long arms to advantage.  He had been appointed by Gnath, the huge captain of the lo's and the right hand man of Ataxios himself.  Nya had always known he was different from the numbers.  First of all, he could think-talk, though he had always hidden the fact from those around him.  He was aware of many things, and had kept himself out of trouble by acting on instinct and using his innate intelligence to avoid the more arduous duties, and had achieved a little position of privilege which he guarded jealously. All in the dark, dank underworld where cold was permanent and the food squirmed as you ate it.

When the numbers were ordered out into the hills, Nya had 'felt' the Wandmaster, knew what direction to take, and had led his company to the high place on the rocks overlooking Deepcleft. Once, he almost had the man in his grasp but things turned about and he found himself prisoner rather than captor.  He had already caught the priest by then though, and locked him in the dark box as a gift for his master.  He had 'felt' him too, and had captured him with no opposition. 'Why was he wandering alone in the hills anyway?'  His problem.  The priest was no fighter and had no weapons so was easy prey.  The people here didn't know he had caught their priest, but they must be wondering where he was. ‘Their problem'.  He sighed and looked at the locked door. 'My problem,' he thought.

Just then, the door opened and in walked Trevorin.

"What you want?" Nya questioned belligerently.

"Good morning to you too Nya," smiled Trevorin "How are you today".  Nya pursed the lips in his thin face and whined,

"How you think? When you gonna let me out?  What you gonna do with me?" 

"Where would you go, Nya?  Back to Athrak with tales of Wandguard and helpful little details for your master to use against us?  Come on, you know we can't let you go."

"Why don't you kill Nya?" he queried, with genuine puzzlement. "Why you keeping me?"

"That is for us to know and you to wonder," said Trevorin. 

"Na, na, na, all talk you are".

"And you're all attitude.  Haven't you learned a few manners since you've been here?"  Nya's shrill laugh grated on Trevorin's ears, but he smiled at the genuine amusement on the spindly's face.

"You funny!  Manners is for you.  I got no need manners."  He pulled a face and rolled his eyes at Trevorin, who folded his arms and tipped his head on one side as though dealing with a cheeky five-year old.

"All the same, I advise you to be a bit more co-operative Nya.  I've been told to take you to see someone.  Will you come quietly or shall I call the guards to tie you up and carry you?" Nya drew his knees up to his chest and sat with his back against the wall on his bed. 

"Not go!" he sing-songed. 

"Yes you will!" said a voice behind Trevorin, and Vilma appeared looking very determined.  He felt her reaching out to him mentally, and he retorted,

"No, don't think me! Get out of my head!"

"Hmm," said Vilma "I can see what you mean about manners, Trevorin."

"Get up Nya and come with us," said Trevorin patiently, "or it will be the worse for you".

"Where?  You hurt Nya?" he wheedled.

"No, Nya, we just want you to come with us."

"Tell the ‘she' not to poke into Nya's head!" said Nya, pointing at Vilma.

"Tell me yourself," she ordered him without opening her mouth, but staring hard into his eyes.

To Vilma's surprise, Nya rebuffed her, closing his mind to her adamantly and the two stood frowning at each other till Nya eventually dropped his eyes and said, "Alright, Nya come quietly." And he put a thin finger to his lips and shushed as he climbed off his bed and waited, looking down from his gangly height with an unreadable glint in his eyes.

They made a strange spectacle as they walked along the corridor from the hospital wing to the central chamber where the healing crystals pulsed and glinted in soft light.  Trevorin and Vilma positioned themselves on the right and left of the tall awkward creature, whose head swung on an elongated neck from side to side as he looked around him.  At the exit, a company of guards awaited the trio, and surrounded them to make any attempt at escape impossible.  Nya assessed the situation, and decided to go along with things for the time being.  It was such a relief to be out of that room anyway.  He was genuinely interested in his surroundings, and was enjoying his outing up to the present.  Westroth, Maylene and Joceley headed the guards, and Nya was fascinated by them.  He had seen very few people during his captivity, and his voice escaped him in little nasal yelps as he took in details.  Maylene shot a look at him over her shoulder, and met his eyes, being at once startled by the intelligence shining there.  Her mouth opened a little in surprise, and then clammed shut again as Nya winked at her and licked his lips.  Maylene blushed as she turned to face the front again, and gritted her teeth at the sound of the spindly chuckling behind her. Vilma and Trevorin exchanged looks, which expressed much, but no words, and in Vilma's mind, Nya thought, ‘Lots of meat on that one'.  Despite herself, Vilma laughed out loud, and Nya joined her in his resonant nasal tones.

The company proceeded into the heart of the plain, and the Temple loomed before them.  Nya's footsteps halted as his destination became clear, and he was encouraged onwards by shoves from the guards bringing up the rear.  The smile had dropped from his face, and the bravado had gone.  His skin beaded with sweat and his eyes started to shift sideways in swift movements as if he were looking for a way to escape. 

Outside the doors of the gleaming temple, guardians stood forming a long corridor, and the company filed along within it. Nya could not escape, and he knew it, but he grew more and more uneasy with every step.  He entered the portals of the temple unwillingly, with much encouragement from the guards behind him and instruction from Vilma and Trevorin. 

"That's right, Nya, just keep walking.  We're not going to hurt you," said Trevorin.

"Not good place for Nya!" he whined, and Vilma eyed him curiously as she questioned

"Why Nya, what troubles you?"

"Nya ...... feel ........  Wandman!"

"Yes, he is near," said Vilma, once more surprised by the abilities of this tall strange creature.

They entered the central chamber of the Temple, and Nya halted, whimpering to himself.  Before him was the altar with the Crystal Trove upon it, and behind it in the transparent wall, was the imposing figure of William Stone, motionless and mysterious.  At the altar stood John, Lord Menoneth and Tabbareth, with a rank of white-robed priests just behind them.  Nya turned and tried to push his way back through the guardians behind him, but was held firmly and prevented. 

"Come closer Nya," came John's voice. "I want you to meet the Crystals of Wandguard."

Nya slowly turned and raised his eyes a little to meet those of the Wandmaster.  He had no choice but to obey, and with a shrug and a scowl, he moved clumsily down the stone stairway between the rows of stone seats in the amphitheatre.  Behind him came Vilma.  Trevorin took a seat on one of the lower levels.  He was a healer, not a priest and he had little to contribute, apart from concern for his patient, but he was very interested in the proceedings.  Vilma stayed close to Nya, and together they approached the assembled group at the altar. When they were all in place, Lord Menoneth spoke.

"Nya, we have not met before, but I have heard about you.  I am Lord Menoneth, High Councillor of Wandguard.  Your situation is very grave, as you will have realised.  You are our prisoner and there is no hope of escape for you, so you have a choice to make.  Either you co-operate with us honestly and sincerely, or you will be kept prisoner in a place where we can be sure you will do us no harm.  Do you understand?"

"Nya understand... yes, understand." replied the captive in a soft, whining voice.

"Good," replied Menoneth. "Now I want you to submit to the Wandmaster.  Don't try to deceive him or obstruct him in his work.  Remember, I expect you to co-operate."

"Yes... understand... understand."  Menoneth nodded to John and left the group, to take a seat and watch.

John raised his wand.  It's colours glowed, and joined with those of the Crystals forming an aura of harmonic light, which surrounded the gathered group.

John considered Nya, and began, "Nya, you know me, don't you?  We have met before."

"Yes, two times," answered Nya, his voice still low in volume and oddly musical in its softness.

"I visited you once, Nya," responded John.

"Yes, one time, and one time Nya find Wandman in rocky place he hide... up.... up... Deepcleft."

"Ah, I see.  How did you find me Nya?"

"Nya feel Wandman.... feel where Wandman hides..... go there......... try to catch.......... but Wandman hurt Nya with colours and soldiers catch Nya."

Vilma and John exchanged glances.

"Can you feel me now Nya?," asked John.

"Yes, now...yes." 

"Who else can you feel?"

"She," said Nya pointing to Vilma, "Others, here and not here."

"Did you feel and catch one of our priests, Nya? One like them?" asked John waving his hand at his priests.

"Mmmm, maybe....." answered Nya softly.

"Yes or no, Nya?"

"Mmmmm, yes, all alone, wandering, wandering, looking, walking and walking.  Nya feel him strong and say 'Ha! Nice one for catching." 

"What did you do to him Nya?" asked John steadily.

"Nya catch little man and put him in the dark-box, put him in for Great Lord."

"Did you hurt the man, Nya?" asked John

"No, not hurt!  Put inside only.  All dark.  Don't feel any more." 

"Why was the Dark Box there, Nya?"

"For catch Wandman," replied Nya, very softly.

"How did you know I would be in the hills that day, Nya?" continued John

"Gnath tell Nya".

"Who is Gnath?"

"Gnath big! Big mother-beast spawn!  Bad! Great Lord's Captain!" 

"Does he feel me too, Nya?" asked John forming a chilling picture of Gnath in his head.

"Gnath? Feel?  No! Great Lord tell Gnath."

"What happened to our priest?" intercepted Menoneth, unable to contain himself.

"Dark-box go Athrak!  Deep in mountain. Keep for Lord, later..."reported Nya.

Vilma, Tabbareth and John exchanged knowing glances.  They knew that Tyloren was no longer in the Dark box, because they had helped him to escape, but they had kept this information from Menoneth until their priest could be proved to be above suspicion of treachery.

Nya's head jerked up in surprise.  He had felt the unguarded thought, which flew between them.

"Little man out?!" he queried.

"Yes, Nya, Tyloren is out of the Dark Box and somewhere free in Athrak," said Vilma

"What?" chimed Menoneth, jumping to his feet, "Why wasn't I informed?" Vilma waved a hand in his direction and said, "We had our reasons.  I will fill you in with the details later."

"Very considerate, I'm sure!" muttered Menoneth, obviously agitated.

John looked at the figure of Nya before him, whose head hung meekly at an angle on his chest.  It was hard to believe this was an enemy.  He stepped up closer to the tall being, who raised his eyes and followed every movement, but made no move to back away.  John led him to the far side of the altar and placed him with his back to William Stone.  He himself stood between Nya and the Crystal Trove.  John raised the wand and a beam from its tip streamed over the top of Nya's head and linked with the tip of William Stone's wand.  The figure encased in the clear wall made no movement, but John could feel the contact and sent a thought greeting, which was returned.  Nya was between them, and the colours from the two wands flowed over and around him.  John closed his eyes and 'felt' Nya's colours.  To his surprise, the dark colours did not have dominance.  This could mean that the spindly was able to control which colours he showed, a possibility John did not rule out.  It could be, though, that the balance and the clarity of the colours meant that this being was just a soldier doing his job, in the way he had been trained.  The pink and green shades, which flickered in the shared familial colours of John and William Stone were joined by a tentative echo of the same colours from Nya, as if he wanted to tap into their connection and experience it.  Into John's mind came pictures of a tiny boy being torn from his mother's arms and taken captive by hardened spindlies, and forced, sobbing and afraid, into a transporter.  The scene shifted then to dank, dark, tunnels with the sound of water dripping, and to a small boy shivering from the cold, feeling hungry and alone.  John was witnessing the childhood of Nya, and wondered how he, himself would have turned out under such conditions.  Nya lifted his eyes to John and considered him, then dropped his head onto his chest again and blocked.  John and William continued to pulse colours around him, but no more pictures or thoughts escaped the tall gangly man.  He had retreated into himself, and his colours danced around the red and black of anger and awareness of body, rather than mind.  John sent him purple of peace, blue of healing, pink of love, but all stayed outside the aura of the spindly.  None was accepted within.  John dropped his wand arm to his side and the beam of light between himself and William Stone was severed.  The figure encased in the crystal wall remained surrounded by a glowing light for a short while, which then dimmed and slowly disappeared.

John was troubled.  He had formed a picture in his mind of the enemy, and this was not it.  How could you plan to fight and hopefully kill an enemy who was the product of the same evil you were trying to end?  Nya had been forced, like a plant without light, to become what he was; an elongated, love-starved, product. Battle-fodder.  And even accepting that this was so, had he perhaps retained any of that human element given to him so briefly by his mother's love before he was snatched away from her?

How many of these unfortunate creatures would he be called on to destroy, he wondered. 

"Not more like Nya," chimed the nasal voice out loud  "only numbers".  John had not felt the subtle touch of Nya's mind and while he appreciated on some level the attempt by Nya to help him cope with assessing the situation at hand, he was once again affected by the intelligence and depth to this unlikely-looking spindly-man, but he was troubled that he was so effortlessly able to intercept John's thoughts.  John shook his head and blocked his thoughts, wishing to keep to himself the compassion he was feeling, and not to unwittingly share it with Nya or indeed with anyone else present.  It was still possible that the spindly was just exceptionally clever and gifted, and that he was using John's sentiments to his own advantage. 

"I think I have finished here," he said slowly. "You can take him back now".

Trevorin stood and motioned to Nya to precede him.  As Nya passed the Crystal Trove, he idly traipsed a long-fingered hand over the crystals, which responded to the contact by humming and emitting a faint glow.  Tabbareth, overcome by his emotions at Nya's admission that he had captured Tyloren, couldn't contain himself and shouted,

"Defiler!  Do not pollute the Crystal Trove!"  Nya pulled back his hand in agitation, and spun round to face the angry Tabbareth.

"Crystals in Athrak bad... dirty... Nya feel... different.  Here crystals call Nya!" he responded defensively. "Crystals want Nya!"  John raised a hand to Tabbareth, and asked Nya quietly, "Have you been into the Temple of Athrak, Nya?  Have you touched the crystal trove there?"

"Yes, have," he replied "Sad, cold, dirty crystals... all in dark...like Nya".

"Were you a Priest in the Temple of Athrak?" questioned Menoneth.  Nya gave a nasal laugh.

"No spindly priests.  spindlies only numbers."

"Who are the Priests of the Trove in Athrak, Nya?" pressed Menoneth again.

"No priests.  Only Great Lord.  He...only he.  Crystals locked away….Temple deep, deep down in tunnels.  No light there."

"But you went?" asked John.

"Yes, went.... one time.... with numbers.  Check for Lord Gnath.  See all safe and correct... but Nya touch crystals... sad...sad...sad."  He shook his head on his long neck and looked up from under a large forehead at John. "You want Athrak Crystals?" the idea suddenly occurred to him.  John shot a look at Lord Menoneth, who nodded very slightly.  John returned his gaze to the spindly.

"Yes, we want to get the Crystals out of the darkness and make them clean again.  Clean like the Wandguard Crystals", said John, his voice soft and almost tender. "Will you help us Nya?"




Chapter 16

A New Excursion

With Westroth almost permanently outside John's chamber during waking hours, Jazlyn had been a very infrequent visitor, and their meetings in the Plain were always by chance, and then the two were often surrounded by other Guardians or members of the Wandguard community.  There was a shared look, which always passed between them, which promised much, but other things had priority, and they both knew that.  When one morning, as John was dressing, she appeared at his door, opened by a none-too-happy Westroth, John was surprised and pleased.  With a "Thank-you Westroth, close the door after you please," John handled the situation.

"Of course, Wandmaster.  Have no fear. Your privacy is my primary concern," answered Westroth with an ironic jutting of the chin and emphasis on the word 'privacy'.  He gave Jazlyn a look, which left neither her nor John in any doubt as to his opinion of her visit, but he did eventually leave and close the door.

"Well, you braved the watchdog outside the door, did you?" asked John with a rueful grin as he reached for her hand.  She smiled back at him and allowed him to pull her towards him and kiss her gently on the lips.  And then they were in each others arms fighting the fire, which blazed up ready to consume them both.  John's lips felt fleshy and they stung when eventually he felt her push him away from him and breathe, "Stop John, please stop!"  Reluctantly John regained control and groaned as he hung his head on her shoulder.

"I'm sorry," he pleaded softly,"It's just that..."

"I know, I know...", she answered  from somewhere much too close to his left ear.  She then raised her head and when their glazed eyes met, they both laughed.  Jazlyn stepped away first.

"I'm here for a reason," she said

"I didn't think this was a social call," replied John with a little smile.

"I've come to tell you that we're going out of the Plain." she continued.  John looked at her with interest and asked. 

"Where are we going?"

"Kinguard", she said simply.  John knew the name.  It was the nearest settlement to Wandguard, where members of the families of the Guardians lived.  He had long been curious about what it would be like outside the confines of the Plain, and was pleased at the prospect of a trip somewhere to relieve the monotony of his present life.

"Are we going for any particular reason I should know about?" queried John.

"Routine.  The Guardians are given opportunities to see their families from time to time, and because we may be called into action soon, Lord Menoneth decided it would raise the morale of his men."

"I have no family there," said John. "Why am I going?".

"Lord Menoneth has decided that the change will be beneficial for you.  You will be staying at his family home."

"What about you?" he asked.

"I have an aunt; my mother's sister.  I will be staying with her."

"Is it anywhere near Menoneth's house?"

"Not too far," grinned Jazlyn.

"That's good then, when do we set out?"

"Tomorrow morning, early," she answered. "See you then."

Before leaving him she stepped once more into his arms and kissed him.  Then she was gone.

There was much cheerful banter among the Guardians the next morning as they readied themselves for the journey.  A bare minimum of men would be left in the Plain, but no trouble was anticipated.  The Wandmaster was going out, and he was the one Ataxios was after.  Everyone knew and acknowledged that fact, especially John himself, but the thought had become familiar to him now and he did not let it keep him awake at nights any more.  The Temple would be locked and sealed by the Wandmaster before leaving, using the wand, and it would take Ataxios himself to gain access. As John approached the assembled group, voices were raised in the familiar greeting, "Honour to the Wandmaster!" which had long ceased to be a source of either surprise or discomfort to him. He rejoined with his own "Honour," and a grin. 

The company set off in ranks and John found himself in the centre of the first rank.  His thoughts ranged across the various aspects of his life at Wandguard, and he sought out Jazlyn, whose back and distinctive dark braid were ahead and to the left of him.  She turned her head once, briefly towards him and he knew she had felt his mind. The smallest of smiles reached her eyes before she turned and marched off.  At the outer edge of the plain, after some considerable distance, the opening into the hills loomed and the high walls of the pass towered up alongside them.  Memories of the last trip returned, mixed with the pleasant thought of a change of environment, and John felt like a child on a school trip, but with more than a touch of wariness.

The journey passed uneventfully.  The company camped out in the hills that night and there was a relaxed camaraderie between the groups seated around the half a dozen campfires, which had been lit to provide warmth and to prepare food.  John found himself with a plate in his hand and an appetite increased by the day's march.  A voice called his name.

"Wandmaster, take a seat with us" John looked across to see Ethan heartily attacking his own plateful while balancing a huge chunk of bread on his knee.

"Glad to, Ethan," replied John with a smile, and sat himself on a boulder conveniently nearby.

"How about a game of k'tchang later, Wandmaster?  It's been a long time since I had the pleasure of beating you!" Ethan munched.

"You're on!" John chomped, pleased to take up the challenge, "but I will try to prevent you from having the pleasure if I can!"

A mouthful of bread muffled the reply from Ethan, but the meaning was clear in the grin, which tried to find space across his bulging cheeks.  He swallowed, and repeated,

"That's fighting talk, that is!"

"No," said John, "It's confidence."

The other Guardians had been watching the exchange, and there were a few chuckles and grins as the banter flew back and forth punctuated with flying breadcrumbs.  The atmosphere was informal and John realised how he had missed his visits to the recreation area.  Somehow, after the disappearance of Tyloren and John's own increasing realization of his status in the Plain, he had not found it as easy to mingle with the Guardians as he once had.  The unfamiliar freedom from role and responsibility in the camp had made everyone more comfortable.  With the meal over, the two young men took up position on either side of a convenient flat rock as the k'tchang board was set up.  It consisted of three levels, the lower of which was marked around the edge with circles.  In the centre was an area shaped like a five cornered star, there were supports leading from each point to an upper level which was smaller but had basically the same layout and finally there was a top level which was only the star-shape with a hole in its centre.  The effect was something like a wedding cake, John always thought. Each player had three black stones and a white, marked with different coloured crystals in their centres to distinguish one set from the other.  John's stones were the ruby-set and Ethan played the Emeralds.  The object of the game was to progress the black stones from two different start points on opposite sides of the board.  A dice, shaped like a pyramid, allowed between one and four jumps of any of the black stones, and the white one could be positioned in a gap between any of the player's own pieces.  The opposing player could, at any time, jump one of his own black stones into a gap left by the other player, thus preventing his white from taking its position, and if there was already a white in the gap, it would be forced to retreat to the start point again.  When the player managed to move his white piece onto all the circles in turn, he could jump to the higher level and so on.  The game ended when the points of the star on the top level had all been visited, and then the winning player dropped his white stone through the hole in the top level and won. 

The two players were evenly matched, and the stones clacked around the board, the game sometimes taking place on two levels simultaneously until the distinctive sound of the dropping stone announced the winner.  John found himself with a mug of beer in his hand, enjoying himself immensely.  He had beaten Ethan on the first game, lost two consecutive games and was now playing to equalize.  He had managed to make the third level and the dice were in his favour.  Circle by circle he moved around the rim and his eyes flicked from piece to piece, weighing his moves and following Ethan's.  He badly needed a roll of three to help him complete the five points of the star on the top level and be able to drop his stone through for the finish.  He picked up the little pyramid and flicked it into the air with a twist of his fingers.  It landed on its point and spun before settling.  When it did, three small points of obsidian speckled the amber dice, and with a yell of triumph, John moved his last star points and dropped his stone through.

Ethan groaned, and there was a general chorus of comment and laughter from the company who had gathered around the players. 

"I demand a decider!" challenged Ethan.

"Not tonight, Ethan," said an amused voice, "We have to make an early start tomorrow and it's time to rest."

"Lord Menoneth, good evening," said Ethan.  Menoneth had wandered over to the firelight, drawn by the sounds of good-natured banter, and had watched the last game with some envy.

"I used to be a fair player myself once, perhaps one of you two worthies would allow me to play a match with you one evening?"

John, warm with the glow of beer and a recent victory, asked, "What would be the penalty for beating you?"

"Oh, from what I've seen, I don't think either of you needs to worry about that!  I don't see myself losing!"

There was a general ripple of laughter as Menoneth turned to walk away. 

"Time to turn in for the night," he threw over his shoulder, and the company rose, stretched and yawned.  John helped Ethan to put the k'tchang game away in its box, called out a cheerful "Goodnight all!" and headed for his tent. 

"Sweet dreams!" came a chorus of female voices in his direction, and he turned to see Jazlyn, Sharilla, Maylene and Joceley lazily strolling to a nearby tent. 

"Would any of you ladies care to help that wish come true?" he teased.  Maylene broke from the group and made to head in his direction, to be herded back in line by Jazlyn, with some effort and a lot of giggling.

"Sorry, Wandmaster," said Maylene. "I would have obliged but..."  Jazlyn gave John a final exasperated look, and joined with Sharilla and Joceley to herd the protesting Maylene before them through the tent flap.  The smile on his lips faded when he entered his own tent to find Westroth lying on his bedroll with a cold, frozen expression on his face.  As John entered, he turned his back to face the opposite direction.  Gilladen, Yseth and Mandrik were also preparing to bed down, and John was very glad to have them in the same tent.  It would have been an uncomfortable night with just Wes for company.

At first light, the camp was on its feet and in no time, breakfast of bread and cheese washed down with strong herbal tea had been shared out, the tents were taken down and the company was ready to move out.  John found himself called to the front of the company with Vilma and Lord Menoneth, who was complaining irritably,

"I have to say that I am troubled by the fact that you kept vital information from me concerning Tyloren."

Vilma answered without hesitation, and boldly, "It was necessary."

"Explain yourself, Vilma.  Why would it ever be necessary to keep things secret from me?"

"We had to act.  What we did was extremely precarious and needed the utmost care.  I'm afraid it was my decision to leave you out of it; I felt it was better to make an attempt to help Tyloren there and then and that any delay in discussing the pros and cons of it may have cost our priest his life," she replied firmly.

"And how do you know that Tyloren, in fact, did escape?" queried Menoneth,

"I have reached him since," she replied.

John's head shot up with interest and he searched around in his own awareness for some inkling of Tyloren.  Vilma gave him a look and smiled, "He is guarding his existence well," she said. "When I reached him, it was in a moment of weakness, and I felt he was very near to death, but he is gaining strength now.  Somehow, he has managed to overcome pain, hunger and despair, and I know that he is well.  I can tell you no more than that."

Menoneth still looked troubled. 

"And if he has been forced into working with the enemy?" 

"That is another reason why I didn't inform you, Menoneth.  None of those involved in the rescue bid had the slightest doubt as to his loyalty.  Total commitment and co-operation by all concerned were necessary for the attempt to work."

"Well, I just hope you're right.  For the time being, I am ordering you never to take measures of any kind without first consulting me.  Is that clear?"

"Crystal clear," answered Vilma, fingering the stones on her long necklaces thoughtfully.

"Hmm.  Well make sure it is.  As for you, Wandmaster, did you have no doubts as to the correctness of your actions?"

"None," answered John immediately, "I just knew I had to do it and how to do it.  It wasn't easy, you know," and he went into a description of exactly how the rescue had been achieved.  Vilma frowned as Menoneth's jaw dropped open in surprise at the details that emerged, and John could feel she was uncomfortable about his revelations, but he felt Menoneth deserved to know.

"Your power is very substantial and surprising, and I truly hope you will use it wisely," said Menoneth studying John, and his eyes betrayed the thought that he would really rather not have him acting unilaterally – he was far too strong.

Just as their conversation came to a natural end, the voice of a river crashed loud and strong through the wooded area they were now entering.  The River Suryana was a fast-flowing body of water that thundered through a gorge, scoured out of hard bedrock on its course out of the gleaming mountains to the south of Kinguard on its course north towards Athrak, where it divided and flowed in two separate tributaries around the feet of the range, added to from the northern peaks rolling towards and eventually into the sea at the far coast.  That much John knew from his lessons with Maplin, the geographer, who had spent long hours with him, teaching him the topography of his new land. The voices of the travellers gained in volume at first in an attempt to compete with the roar of the river, but as they got closer, conversation became almost impossible as the river took over and drowned out all their voices.  They headed towards a bridge, which, at some height, crossed the gorge and the company came to a halt. 

Vilma moved to the head of the procession and signalled to John and Lord Menoneth to join her. With the Wandmaster on her left and the High Lord of the Guardians on her right, Vilma seemed small.  She took hold of John's right hand, and Lord Menoneth's left and raised them so that the three figures formed a chain with arms stretched up to the sky.  Vilma's voice struck a note, which chimed across the river valley and mingled with the sound of the water as it coursed beneath them.  John felt himself compelled to add his voice to that of Vilma's and heard Menoneth do the same on the far side of her.  The three, with their united voices, created a sound, which hung in the air and pulsed in the ears of the assembled travellers gathered behind.  As if in response, an arc of water leaped from the depths of the valley and formed a shimmering rainbow over the bridge.  Vilma's voice boomed out

"Oh mighty Suryana!  We thank you for your blessing on our crossing of your waters.  May you ever flow!"

The rainbow shattered into a spray of rain, whose droplets fell playfully back to their mother, the great river Suryana, deep in the cleft of the valley, and the river's voice rumbled on.  John hadn't noticed the point when his lungs had become exhausted of air and caused him to curtail the note he had produced.  He just knew that he was now standing silent, head bowed, and arms by his sides, still hand in hand with Vilma.  A feeling of peace settled on him and, indeed, on all the assembled company,  waiting to cross the bridge. 

At that moment Jet appeared at the front with a guard of some six men, among whom were Maroth, Todd, Zak and Tye.  They consulted with Menoneth in shouts and then set off at a trot across the bridge to scout on ahead.  At the far end of the bridge, they disappeared for some minutes, after which time, Ethan, who was also in the group, reappeared and signalled to the company to cross.  For security's sake, the company crossed in small groups.  John and Vilma followed on with Menoneth, who was all the while engaged in shouted discussion with Jet.  Two further companies of guardians followed on behind at intervals until all had reached the far side of the bridge without incident.  The River Suryana now crashed on behind them as they made their way into the trees on their way to Kinguard.

Meanwhile, back in the healery, Nya was bored.  It was an experience that was becoming more and more frequent.  It would be wrong to say he longed for his old life again, far from it.  But he was frustrated with being a prisoner, especially now that the Wandman was no longer in the immediate proximity.  He was drawn to John and also to Vilma, probably because of the mind link they had shared a few times, and his days had been spent in an anticipation of the next mind meeting.  Long years of denial of his gift had not dulled his exceptional talent, but it had made him hungry to use it and the awakened channels were keen to be utilised.  It was a way out of the loneliness which had characterised Nya's whole life, and reminded him of a time way, way back when he had felt companionship and love as a toddler before being ripped out of this mother's arms and forced through years of deprivation to turn into a spindly.  Yes, he wanted to feel the minds of those around him, to quench the hunger in his soul.

The door to his cell opened and Trevorin appeared.

"Good morning Nya, how are you?"

"How you think?" came the listless answer. "Look at the walls, the floor, the ceiling, sit on the bed, the chair, the bed again.  Nya very busy.  Come back later healer man, when I finished."  Trevorin, who had been getting more and more tired of Nya recently, laughed despite himself.

"I've brought you a new face this morning, Nya, to save you getting so bored."  Behind Trevorin, a pale face looked slightly anxiously into the cell. "Come in Althea," said Trevorin.  Holding a pile of books, Althea entered the room and tried to smile at Nya, but his tall awkward shape and unpleasant expression made it difficult for her to be natural, and Nya sniggered.

'What you got there, Gooface?" asked Nya, instantly nick-naming Althea.

"Gooface?" asked Trevorin in surprise, as Althea looked startled.

"Like the sweet, sticky goo food you give Nya.  Too gooey-sweet. Like this Gooface."  Althea was annoyed, and while not being a person to lose her temper as a rule, she retorted.

"Someone ought to give you a mirror, frogface! We should be paid extra wages for having to look at you!"

She marched into the room, flushed and furious, put a large book on Nya's table and turned to Trevorin. "Get someone else to pander to this nasty creature.  I've got better things to do." She stormed out of the room with Nya's call of "Gooface!" echoing up the corridor behind her.  Trevorin sighed, shrugged his shoulders and left Nya laughing fit to burst as he locked him into his cell again.

"No mind," thought Nya. "No think talking with that one."  He crossed to the table and idly opened the book on it.  There were pictures, carefully drawn, of scenes from everyday life; communities, family scenes, agricultural workers, villages and towns.  It was a children's book, and Althea had chosen it thinking it would give Nya some insight into the kind of world he had been taken from and returned to.  It did, but it didn't move him.  He looked at it with detached interest.  It was not his world, and even though he had been born into it, he had gone through a lot of changes in the meantime.  Not much, if anything, was left.

A few days passed, and Althea cooled down. She had been unsettled by Nya, but as a professional nurse, put her feelings behind her and made another attempt to visit her patient.  Trevorin was busy, but he gave her the key to Nya's room.

"Take Naylor with you", he said to her as she set off down the corridor. "I don't want you going alone".

Naylor was also busy.  Though most of Wandguard was deserted, those remaining had developed symptoms of winter colds and were keeping the skeleton staff at the healing wing very busy.

Althea was doubtful now.  She remembered the last meeting she had with Nya and her heart sank, but she was not prepared to be intimidated.  She thought back to how hurt she had felt when the Wandmaster had suddenly lost interest in her and stopped spending time at the healery.  She had, she reasoned, read too much into his interest in her from the start. Anyway, she had picked herself up again and carried on.  She certainly wasn't going to be pushed around by this nasty piece of work!  There was no connection between the two events, but in her mind they were both identified with feelings of hurt and rejection.  Gritting her teeth, and against her better judgement, Althea set off down the corridor towards Nya's cell.  Her instincts told her that what she was doing was risky to say the least and she was uncomfortable as she put the key in the lock and turned it. 

What happened next, happened quickly.  As Althea pushed the door open, she saw with panic, that the room was empty, and turned to raise the alarm.  The book that crashed down onto her head from behind the door was wielded with force and her knees buckled, leaving her on the floor of the cell.   She looked up to see the long legs of Nya appear from behind the door and was turning her face up to see his as the book came down again.  A cold emotionless stare was fixed on her just before her eyes were closed by the blow which struck her full in the face, throwing her head back hard against the floor.

Nya looked down at the body sprawled at his feet.  There was blood coming from the mouth and trickling down the side of the neck.  Red, red, blood; forming a flower like the petals of a rose around the pink and white features lying in a halo of blonde hair on the stone floor. 

"Gooface," said Nya softly. "You couldn't think talk, but you could listen.  You came when I told you to."

He stepped across the prone shape, tossing the book down beside it, and slinked away down the hospital corridor to find a place to lie low till he could escape.




Chapter 17

Kinguard

The party marched on, through the forest and out the other side, the river Suryana long out of earshot behind them now.  Before them was a fertile plain where a tidy town nestled, surrounded by heavily built watchtowers.  There was no outer wall, and John was puzzled at how exposed the settlement was.  He supposed there was a reason that there were no defences, and conjectured that the townsfolk considered escape to be more prudent should they fall under attack.  He opened his mouth to ask Menoneth but was drowned out by shouts behind him.  The guardians were in sight of their homes and families now and for a moment, discipline slipped as their voices increased in volume.  Menoneth halted and raised his hand for silence..

"Jetham, would you please keep this rabble in order?" he asked, but there was an amused smile on his face.  He too was in good humour as the town got closer.

As they made their way across the plain towards Kinguard, they could see the townsfolk coming out of their houses and pointing up the streets at them.  The forward scouts had arrived some time before and were now positioned at vantage points around the town watching out for their companions and keeping up conversations with local people, mostly women, children and elderly folk, but a few men, some of them ex guardians, who John later found out, acted as look-outs and when necessary, peace-keepers among the local population.  In fact, the town was well set up with a local disciplinary committee, healers, and a crystal seer who could communicate back and forth to Wandguard.  It came as no surprise to John to learn that the seer was, in fact, Vilma's sister, Melindra who, when they were introduced was remarkable to John in that she resembled her sister not at all.  She was a tall, no nonsense kind of woman with a forbidding frown and hair tightly pulled back to accent her sharp features. 

 As he pondered, his attention was caught by a young girl who had broken ahead of the fast gathering crowd and who was running for all she was worth to meet the guardian group.  Her hair streamed out behind her and she was waving her hands, her broad smile becoming little whoops of laughter carried to their ears on the wind.  Her joy was so evident that John found himself smiling with her and heard chuckles from those around him.  When she got close enough for her words to be heard clearly through her panting and puffing, John heard her calling ‘Father! Father!' and to his surprise, saw Menoneth break into a run to meet her and sweep her up in his arms in a hug which was accompanied by squeals of delight from his daughter.

John had forgotten that Menoneth had a daughter, and had never seen him in any role but that of Chief Guardian, stern governor of Wandguard Plain.  Gilladen and Westroth were soon on the scene, and in the general greetings, John learned that the girl's name was Marny.  She was about 15 years of age and had many of the characteristics of her brother Gil, making them very obviously related, whereas Westroth resembled his father more, thought John.  Obviously, Marny and her eldest brother must have looked like their mother.  When at one point Marny paused for breath, Menoneth turned and beckoned to John to join them and then introduced him to Marny.

"This is Wandmaster John, Marny.  Welcome him to Kinguard."

Marny's reaction was to blush bright red, drop a quick curtsey and mumble "Honour to the Wandmaster"and something about being pleased to make his acquaintance.  John grinned and held out his hand to Marny, but she just stared at it with her mouth open and then looked back at his face, apparently unable to reciprocate.  John gave a soft laugh and removed the reason for her discomfort, dropping his hand down to his side again.  She would get used to him, especially as he would be staying at the family home while he was in Kinguard.  It soon became obvious that Marny was a great favourite with the guardians as Jazlyn, Maylene and  Sharilla  joined the group to wrap her in hugs and plant kisses on her cheeks.

"Come now Marny, there will be plenty of time for all that later," laughed Menoneth.  Marny saluted and jumped to attention.

"Yes sir, father," she said and set off at an exaggerated march for Kinguard, looking back over her shoulder with playful eyes as she strutted on ahead with head held high. Though her performance was for the general appreciation of all who now followed on behind her, John caught a little glance in his particular direction which let him know that Marny would be more than happy to get to know him better and he hoped they would become friends.  He had never had brothers and sisters and he smiled after her with a grin, anticipating the friendship he hoped might grow between them.  As he dropped his eyes and applied himself to walking, he noticed Westroth staring at him coldly, and it struck him that staying at Menoneth's home would have its drawbacks too.

In Kinguard there was an air of celebration as the long-separated families rekindled the embers of their relationships, but the Guardians had to be called to order in the village square by Jetham to listen to the customary speeches of welcome from Caleb, the town dignitary, a spry and rather elderly gentleman with a surprisingly commanding voice who was flanked on one side by Melindra and on the other by a portly woman called Juniper, who, it turned out was chief organizer of whatever needed organizing.  During the formalities, The Wandmaster was formally presented to the town and bowed a humble response to the "Honour to the Wandmaster," before realizing that the proper response was expected, and eventually drawing his wand from its sheath and holding it aloft as he replied in turn "Honour to Kinguard," which was greeted with cheers and enthusiastic applause, especially from the younger members of the female population, it must be said. 

When the, thankfully, short speeches were over, the reception came to an end and John tagged along with Menoneth, Gilladen and Westroth as they made their way through the streets of the town to a hilly region to the south where the family house stood.  Marny had skipped on ahead, and when the house came into view, there were several servants standing outside the main gates in welcome for their master's homecoming.

The house, like most of the town was built of wood, but naturally enough, it was bigger than most others around and was set in a green garden, with a pathway through tall pine trees leading up to the front door.  It was many-windowed and on two levels so that it sprawled across a large area, having a spacious broad aspect, which pleased the eye.  Inside was no disappointment either, the warmth of the wooden construction offering a pleasant change from the cold stony apartment John had come to call home in Wandguard. Though it was more spacious and of country style, it reminded John of his own house back in another life and another time, and he felt a pang of nostalgia mixed with panic as he remembered his body lying in bed as he had seen it when he left with William Stone what seemed like an age ago.  He had seemed to be in a state of suspended animation, and fervently hoped, as he remembered the scene, that he would continue to breathe and function there.  He must have been frowning because he only snapped out of his reverie at the sound of a girlish giggle, and looked up to see Marny watching him with amusement, and a round-faced housekeeper staring up into his face with query, having obviously spoken to him and received no answer.

"Sorry," said John, "I was miles away.  Did you say something?" A warm voice answered, and kind eyes smiled back at him as the housekeeper repeated,

"Can I show you to your room, sir?"

"Yes, yes of course, thank you."

"I'll show him, Macey!  He's in the guest wing, the west room.  Todd took his things up earlier."

"Oh, Miss Marny, your father told me to look after our guest myself, and I wouldn't like to go disobeying him the moment he sets foot in the house!"

"No, that wouldn't do," agreed John with a friendly smile at Marny. "We'll get to know each other later, I'm sure."  Looking disappointed, Marny just nodded and made no further attempt to intervene as Macey led the way up the stairs.

John's room was pleasant and airy, furnished with light wood and decorated in rustic greens and soft yellows, giving it the feeling of a country cottage, though Menoneth's house was anything but a cottage, more like a manor house with many bedrooms, two staircases and a central lobby which led into the East and West wings.  John was pleased to find a bathroom, equipped with towels, soaps and plenty of hot running water, which were a real surprise and a luxury he had forgotten about during his time in Wandguard where icy water served to keep the guards clean.  He soaked for a long time and then showered off with cold to wake himself up a bit, realizing that he had become so used to cold water, that he didn't feel clean without it any longer.

His clothes were road-dirty and he was searching his pack for something to wear when there was a knock on the door.

"Come in," he called without thinking and hastily grabbed a sheet to hide his nakedness as he turned to see who was at the door.  The housekeeper, with a twitch of a smile on her face marched in and kept her eyes firmly fixed on John's face as she said, "You will find clean clothing in your closet, Wandmaster.  I have come for the laundry and to see that you have everything you need."

"Yes," said John awkwardly clearing his throat, "Thank-you very much, umm, Mrs. Macey, isn't it?"

"Just Macey, Wandmaster John, everybody calls me Macey."

"Oh, right, well thank-you Macey.  I'll look in the closet then." John couldn't move without letting go of the sheet, so he was anchored to the spot.  Macey bustled around the room collecting John's dirty laundry and he wished she would go so he could get dressed.  He felt so foolish standing there in the middle of the room clutching the sheet to his otherwise bare torso.  To make matters worse, the door, which Macey had left ajar, suddenly burst open and in a flurry of skirts, an exuberant Marny appeared.  She took in the scene in one, let out an excited squeal and pointed at John's predicament before going bright red and fleeing the scene in guffaws of laughter, made louder by her extreme embarrassment and aided no doubt by teenage hormones.

"She's growing up too fast!" was Macey's only comment and she swept out the door with a bundle of none-too-fresh laundry in her arms.

When John found himself alone again, the first thing he did was to lock his door.  Then he took a deep breath and opened the closet.  It wasn't full, but there were a couple of very good shirts and a two new-looking leather jerkins with matching trousers, soft underwear and socks and a two new pairs of boots.  Someone had been busy on his behalf, it seemed.  He dressed and inspected himself in the mirror on the closet door.  Not bad, he thought, but his hair was too long and was hanging in his eyes, so he grabbed a thong from one of the boots and tied his hair back in a pony tail at the nape of his neck.  The image in the mirror looked nothing short of a character from a romantic novel, and John gave a rueful smile as he realized that was a good description of what he had become.  What would his old colleagues at work have said to see him now, he wondered.  He slipped the wand harness over his shoulder and unlocked the door to go downstairs.  He was sure that the festivities would include some food and he was so hungry that he followed his nose along the hall, down the staircase and across the lobby until he found the kitchen.  This time it was Macey who was taken by surprise when John appeared suddenly in the doorway.

"This is the kitchen, Wandmaster John," she protested, "You shouldn't be here!"

"Where else can a starving Wandmaster get something to eat around here?" asked John with a pleading look on his face.  Shortly after that, he left the kitchen with a huge chunk of bread in one hand and cheese in the other.  That would keep him going till the real food came out, he thought.

Gill and Marny appeared in the central doorway with their heads close together and Gill appeared to be listening amusedly to Marny as she related something to him.  John could guess what it was.  He was convinced when Gill patted him on the back and said,

"Full marks for originality, Wandmaster.  The story of the Wandmaster caught without his underwear will circulate for years to come!"  Marny giggled, went red and excused herself, leaving the two young men together in the lobby. John made a rueful face and replied,

"It will teach me to lock my door in future."

‘What, and spoil all the fun?  I hear Macey went rushing down to the kitchen and downed a glass of cooking sherry in one, and as for my sister, well, it's a good thing she grew up with two big brothers.'

"She didn't even knock!" defended John.

"Marny said the door was open!"

"That wasn't my fault.  Macey left it open when she barged in!"

"Macey said you told her to come in." insisted Gill, grinning broadly at John's attempts to clear his name.

"Well, yes, but I was preoccupied!" protested John again.

"Really?  With what, I wonder?"  John opened his mouth to speak, but realized that Gill was teasing and decided to drop out of the contest.  With a laugh he gave in graciously and gave Gill a friendly punch, saying "You won't let this get out will you?"

"No, of course not.  Marny's already done that!"

"Oh wonderful," sighed John, "The evening's festivities will be something to look forward to now with everyone sniggering and pointing."

"Oh come on, forget it.  It could have happened to anyone." Laughed Gill,

"Yes, but it happened to me."

"Well that's because you're the Wandmaster.  I expect you've been singled out by fate for special treatment and all that!"

"Gill!" warned John, "Let it rest, will you?"

"Come on," he replied, let's go across to the hall and see what's happening there."  John was pleased to feel Gill's arm flop across his shoulders in friendship, and was happy to be guided out the front door, into the garden and down the path toward the meeting hall.  Gill was very relaxed at home and John was enjoying his stay at Kinguard up to now, even though he had lost face a little after the events of the morning.

Evening came after a day of relaxation.  Lunch was served on the verandah with the whole family in attendance, and John had to go through more jibes, from Menoneth this time.  Westroth did not join in, but kept his eyes lowered and did not smile.  He ate hurriedly and left the table with a mumbled word about having a lot to do, and Menoneth watched his younger son with concern as he departed the scene.  He caught John's eye on him and opened his mouth to say something, but changed his mind and reached for a slice of bread, which he munched thoughtfully.  Marny followed the exchanges perceptively, and asked, 

"What's the matter with Wes these days?  Has he fallen out with Jazlyn or something?"

"That's none of your affair, little miss," rebuked Menoneth. "Your brother is not quite himself lately, that's all."

"Then who is he?" retorted Marny, with sharp wit and a twinkle in her eye.  No one answered her, and the truth was that her question, though posed in jest, required a very serious answer that none could supply, especially, Wes himself in all probability.  His brief transformation into a lo had caused changes to his personality, the extent of which were impossible to assess. The conversation at the table died down and Marny looked thoughtful and puzzled but pursued the subject no further.

The time for the celebrations arrived.  The hall was very festive, and hung with flowers and vines, and there was a raised platform at the end where some musicians were setting up chairs and practicing on their instruments. Juniper was very much in evidence, shouting instructions in an authoritative voice, which had helpers scurrying around all over the hall applying the finishing touches. By the time John and the others arrived, the music was playing and there was a warm glow in the room as evening set in and candlelight took over from the subdued daylight of the dark crystal sky outside.

The first couples were dancing and John soon picked out Jazlyn and her friends, suitably informal with coloured shirts but wearing the leather of guardian attire as usual.  Her hair, which John had never seen except braided into a plait hanging down behind her, was loose and cascaded down her back in long black tresses.  He was staring in admiration when she turned and saw him, and she smiled in the knowledge that she had made an impression, but she made no move to approach him, and it was left to John to take the initiative.  Making the first move with girls had never been a strong point with John, and he hesitated, but not knowing what else to do, and being by now alone as Gill and the other men had formed a group near the buffet table admiring the food displayed thereon, John walked over to the gaggle of girls surrounding Jazlyn and said,

"Good evening, ladies, you are all looking very attractive this evening."

"So are you, Wandmaster," replied Maylene, "But I hear you look even better without your clothes on!"

All the girls laughed heartily, and John could do nothing more than be the butt of yet more comments.  The story was getting stale and he was beginning to find it difficult to keep the smile on his face and the impatience out of his voice, so he decided not to respond at all, and just held Maylene in a sidelong look steadily until she dropped her eyes.  Jazlyn took his arm and made to steer him onto the dance floor, but when John resisted, pleading ignorance of any kind of dancing, she warned him very succinctly saying, 

"Well, I intend to dance my legs off tonight, and I'm sure I can find plenty of volunteers to help if you refuse."  With a groan, John gave in and was soon stepping out of time to the music heavily and gracelessly.  She was a good teacher though, and John found that he was beginning to enjoy himself and actually learn the steps after a couple of turns around the hall.  When Jet suddenly appeared at their side and cut in, John was, however, grateful for the excuse to leave the floor and headed for the food and the other guardians.  With a plate piled high, he settled down in a chair to watch the dancing and to eat, and had to admit the food was very good.  There were all sorts of pies and fancy things with eggs, chunky bread and various cheeses, salads and creamy sauces with crunchy bread to dip into them, and for after, an assortment of cakes and fruit, all washed down with a kind of mixed punch containing juice and something potent.  All in all, the food, the music, the dancing, the atmosphere and the change of environment put John into very good spirits, along with everyone else there.  When he had eaten his fill, he put the plate down and was about to go find Jazlyn for another lesson, when he saw her dancing with Wes.  She was holding herself stiffly and had lost the smile on her face, keeping her eyes lowered and away from the intense gaze that her partner had fixed on her face.  It seemed to John that Wes was holding her just a little too tightly and that she was attempting to pull away, but was being prevented.  Blood rushed to his face and he hurried forward to the couple, who were dancing mechanically to a rustic melody, and asked to cut in.  Wes looked at him coldly and carried on holding Jazlyn, around the waist and by the wrist, though he stopped dancing, and addressed John ironically. 

"Yes, I suppose you need the lessons, and Jazlyn is an excellent teacher.  She has taught me many things in the past, though dancing wasn't one of them – still, the basic moves are the same," and he pulled her close suggestively. 

John's fist clenched and he wanted to take a swing at Wes, but Jazlyn had pulled her hand free of Wes's grip and stepped between them.

"Let it go, John,"she ordered. "He's goading you into a fight."  John knew she was right and allowed his arm to relax.  She grabbed his hands, turning her back on Wes and whirled him off, holding him tightly and leaning close to him to whisper in his ear, "Don't let anything spoil this evening.  Please?"

It would be untrue to say that John forgot the exchange with Wes, who was now nowhere to be seen, but he put it out of his mind as best he could and was soon laughing at Jazlyn's teasing as she persisted in her dance tuition.  Marny was leaning against the buffet table watching with a wistful expression, and Jazlyn leaned towards John and whispered in his ear,

"If you haven't noticed yet, Wandmaster, you have collected an admirer."  John glanced in the direction of her nod and caught Marny's eye which was hastily switched elsewhere but not before the telltale blush had bloomed in her cheeks.

"Do you think you've had enough lessons to make a young girl's evening?" asked Jazlyn.

"I'd rather dance with you, but if you think you can't keep up with me, then I suppose I can spread my talents a bit wider afield," replied John, tongue-in-cheek.

"Don't think I'm done for, but I haven't eaten a thing yet and if I don't get to the table soon there'll be nothing left, so let me fill up and I will be back in style to give you further tuition when I've downed a plateful or two."

"Ok, I suppose I can spare you for a while, but eat fast, will you?"  Again Jazlyn laughed and the sound of her voice fell easily on John's ear, making him smile contentedly, and before letting her go, he squeezed her to him and breathed the scent of her hair.

As the music changed to the next melody, John made his way over to Marny, whose feet shifted uneasily as she pretended to be nonchalant, and looked theatrically across the hall in the pretense of searching for someone.

"Miss Marny," said John softly, "Would you do me the honour of dancing with me?" and he swept her a low bow.  With a giggle and a return curtsey, Marny placed herself in his waiting arms and the two set off around the hall.  John was still learning and it was with great glee that Marny took charge of his instruction, and John had to smile as the young girl purposely danced him as close as possible to groups of her peers and slid them sideways looks to make sure they were all watching enviously as she danced with the Wandmaster.  This was something she would make a lot of capital out of with her friends the next time they all got together, and John played along, in truth enjoying the banter and the dancing with Marny. 

After a couple of dances, however, John felt a tactical withdrawal was necessary, and pleaded thirst as he left her close to a gaggle of girls around her own age, who were standing with their heads together and their eyes firmly fixed on them. 

"Thanks for the lesson, Marny," grinned John, "but I'm not as young as you and need a rest."

"Any time," smiled Marny, and released his hand to turn to her friends in triumph, obviously pleased at the effect John had had on them.  Jazlyn was nowhere to be seen, and John decided to take himself out of circulation for a while in case Marny fixed him up for a dance with all her friends and he sought the sanctuary of the cool evening air outside on the wooden porch.

The night was clear and there were twinkling lights above, which John accepted as stars, though in this crystal realm he didn't know which heaven he was roofed by, and he could almost imagine he was back home in his own world.  Night noises could be heard as he stood leaning against the wooden pergola outside the long low hall where the festivities were taking place.  He shifted his feet and leaned his shoulder more comfortably against the post, crossed his arms and sighed, taking in the peaceful surroundings.  His mind often flitted back to his life before the arrival of the crystals but it seemed to him that he was aware of it in the same way he remembered events connected with old childhood photographs; with affection but from a distance separated by a wall of time.

The wand in its wallet across his chest, an ever-present companion, called for his attention, and without a second thought, he reached for it and removed it, holding it in his hand.  It glowed and seemed to hum as though sound and colour were just continuations of each other and there was no real distinction between them.  He allowed his eyes to close and he drifted off into a place where there was nothing but peace and warmth, and he felt a sensation of correctness as though things couldn't have been any other way but the way they were now. 

A scene appeared before him and he peered into it with interest as he recognized elements from his past which jarred his memory, and he found himself looking around a room which once had been his bedroom – still was he supposed, in some far off ‘real world'.  He saw his body lying in his bed, as he had seen himself as he glanced back over his shoulder before returning to the Realm, except that now, all around his bed burned candles, and the crystals from the wooden chest had been placed on his body at different points, reflecting the candlelight in glimmers around the room.  He saw a figure standing at the foot of his bed watching his sleeping form, and knew this man was responsible for the placing of the crystals and for the candles.  He didn't recognize his general shape, and when the form turned round and looked into his face, John saw the unknown, broad, craggy features of a middle-aged man and in his mind, a voice whispered 

"Honour to the Wandmaster.  Luis Estervan, at your service."

"Honour," replied John mentally.  The craggy head bowed and turned away, back to the vigil over John's recumbent form. 

John had no idea who Luis Estervan was, but he was sure the man was a friend and ally, and that his ministering to John's sleeping form was beneficial.  He wondered where he came from and how he had got into the house, but though there were no answers forthcoming, he felt relieved that he was no longer alone in his other life and that someone was beside him. William Stone's voice whispered a hushed, "The keeper watches," somewhere in John's consciousness and he found himself nodding in acknowledgement.

He had not passed through the crystal wall, but only looked through it at the scene, as though he were dreaming, and he was still very much in the dark crystal realm.

The sound of the festivities grew momentarily louder and then softer again as the door to the hall opened and closed and someone came out.  John took a deep breath and turned to see Jazlyn standing at his side looking into his face. He smiled warmly at her.

"Stargazing?" she asked,

"No, just thinking," he replied.

"About me?" she teased, fluttering her eyelashes in exaggerated bashfulness.

"No, actually.  For once I wasn't" he laughed, and traced the line of her cheek with his fingers before tilting her face up and planting a tender kiss on her lips. "But I am now," he 

breathed into her hair as he pulled her close to him. "Can't we go somewhere?" he asked.  Jazlyn smiled, picked up his arm and draped it around her shoulder, taking a step down off the porch and tugging him after her.

"Yes, we can," she replied, and together they slipped away into the darkness.

Westroth had been drinking heavily, and was sitting in a corner of the hall in shadow trying to drown his bitterness.  It was all the more obvious here in Kinguard that Jazlyn had switched her affections to the Wandmaster and that he, Westroth, was just a past entanglement.  He would have to accept it, however hard, and he winced as he remembered that he would have to witness its progress every day in his capacity as ‘bodyguard' to the mighty John Stone.  Marny, having become very popular as a dance partner with curious young men wanting more information after her appearance on the dance-floor with the Wandmaster had tired and was looking for something less strenuous, but equally interesting to do. 

"What's up Wes?" she asked as she spotted her brother in the corner and approached him.  He looked up at her from his chair blearily, and gave a half-hearted smile. "Have you seen the Wandmaster or Jazlyn anywhere?" she continued, indiscreetly and then realized her mistake as the expression on her brother's face turned into a sneer and he answered,

"I'm not a chaperone."

"But aren't you supposed to be the personal protector of the Wandmaster and all that?  At least, that's what Gill told me."

"I'm off duty.  Now scram and let me get drunk, little sister.  As you can see, I'm in no mood for company."  Marny stood her ground and studied her brother.

"Are Jazlyn and the Wandmaster… you know…. sort of…. together then?" she braved.

"It would seem so, wouldn't it?"  retorted Wes, and took another swig of his drink before rising to his feet and placing his hand on his sister's shoulder.

"Leave it alone, sis," he pleaded. "This is hard for me, ok?"  Marny nodded, and watched with concern as Westroth made his unsteady way across the hall and out into the night.




Chapter 18


All Hell

Not five minutes after Westroth's departure, the festive climate in the hall changed abruptly as a shriek drowned out the music, causing all dancing and talk to stop and the musicians to cease their music-making and allow their instruments to drop to their sides.  All eyes turned to the source of the sound, and there, in the center of the hall stood Melindra swaying from side to side, her head back, as though in a trance, an eerie high-pitched cry issuing from her throat.

"She comes!  She comes!  The Akryd, stealer of souls!"

Vilma was standing at Melindra's side, and took her sister's hand.  She closed her eyes and allowed her head to flop and shortly afterwards, opened them again and spoke above the shrill notes still issuing from the tall gaunt woman at her side. "Menoneth, sound the alarm!  The Akryd is abroad, and evil is approaching fast."   As people began to run in panic out into the night, Menoneth shouted orders to Jet to restore some order and muster the Guardians for action, and then turned back to Vilma, who was looking round the hall, searching for John. With dismay she realized that he was not there. 

"Where is the Wandmaster?" she demanded of all those still left in the vicinity, and only Marny, rooted to the spot in terror, could venture a reply. 

"He is outside somewhere, with Jazlyn," she said simply.  Menoneth and Vilma exchanged glances, and Menoneth asked the next obvious question.

"And where is Westroth?"

"He left a little while ago," again volunteered Marny. "I don't think he was feeling very well."

Menoneth blanched for a moment in a mixture of anger and tension, but then flew out of the hall in search of his men.  Over his shoulder he gave the shouted command.

"For pity's sake stop that woman from wailing and keep Marny safe!" and then he was gone.

Outside in the cool evening air, Menoneth cursed under his breath as he hurried off to find Jet and set emergency procedures into operation. "Why hadn't his scouts reported any unusual activity?" he wanted to know.  Seeing Jet firing orders at the Guardians to prepare defences, he yelled, "Jet, why was there no warning?  Where are our scouts?"

"Those who have been out report nothing untoward, My Lord.  I have sent out a fresh group who have orders to sweep the area and to go farther afield this time, but it appears that Melindra may have foreseen an event which has yet to unfold."  Menoneth relaxed a little at this, but didn't like being caught unawares, and was still in a highly agitated state, mostly due to the cries of Melindra, which had been deeply chilling and still sounded in his head. 

"Have we located the Wandmaster yet, or Westroth?" he demanded.

"No, My Lord, no sign of either of them or Jazlyn, I'm afraid."

"I am putting them all on report when they turn up.  Do you hear me? All of them!  They have no right going off like that and putting themselves at risk, and everyone else with them!" 

"No, My Lord," agreed Jet.

A group of Guardians came running up to Jet, out of their colourful shirts and back into uniform, swords buckled on and ready for action. 

"Armsmaster, where do you want us?" asked one of them, who Menoneth recognized as Ethan.

"To the towers!" shouted Jet. "We need you there to watch the perimeter!" 

"At once," replied another Guardian, but Menoneth intercepted.

"Not you, Honeth, I want you to find my son Westroth," said Menoneth. "You are a friend of his, aren't you?"

The young man flushed a little and looked troubled before answering, "We used to be good friends, but he … hasn't been talking much recently."

"Don't take it personally Honeth.  He doesn't talk to anyone lately,"  said Menoneth quietly and held the young man steadily in his gaze. "Do this for me, will you Honeth?"

"I'll do my best, My Lord," he answered.

"Do better than that.  I really need to find him.  You could start at the house.  He may have gone there if he wasn't feeling very well."

Honeth hesitated a little, and then ventured, "I believe he has been drinking rather heavily this evening, sir.  I hope he hasn't passed out anywhere."

Menoneth let out a long slow breath between his teeth, and then said simply.

"Find him, Honeth.  Just find him." Jet, who was listening said, "Take Maylene and Josh with you, and stick together!"

The evening air was cool and a gentle breeze lifted the tresses of Jazlyn's hair as it lay on John's shoulder.  They had strolled quietly through the trees at the edge of the clearing around the hall and then had taken a little pathway tunneled by overhanging branches, which formed a pleasant roof of softly whispering leaves overhead.  John had never been one for romance, mostly because he had been bashful around women as a rule and also because he had never been in anything like a close relationship before.  He found he was enjoying the tantalizing excitement of being alone with Jazlyn, which promised to become so much more.  At the edge of his consciousness, there was a niggling little presence, which was not the wand, but he dismissed it as nerves and squeezed Jazlyn tighter in an attempt to vanquish it altogether.  The whispering darkness was punctuated with the rhythmic call of a hoot owl, which only served to heighten the atmosphere and John could wait no longer.  He whirled her around without warning and brought her into his arms, searching for her lips with his own and pressing her to him urgently.  She responded to him, and the heat rose in both of them, pushing all other thoughts out of their heads.  Shared colours flashed before their eyes, and coursed through them in streams and all thought of propriety fled.  

As they lay in a springy bed of dry leaves, Jazlyn gently tracing lines and circles across John's chest, the ‘otherness' once again entered John's mind, and this time he didn't ignore it.  He sat up suddenly, and reached for his wand sheath, abandoned some time ago on the leafy ground.  He knew instinctively where it was in the dark, and was responding to its call when he made to grasp it.  What he wasn't expecting was the hand he found already upon the wand when he tried to pick it up; a long, thin-fingered, bony hand whose strength surprised John almost as much as its presence.  There was a struggle, and John strove desperately to keep hold of the wand, but took a kick in the stomach, which winded him badly and forced him to let go of the precious object. Jazlyn, hair loose and lithe-limbed in the night, was on her feet in an instant and joined the fray. Her guardian training came to her aid and she launched herself at the disappearing back of a barely visible shape making off between the trees. The shape tried to throw her off but she wrapped her legs around its waist and gripped tightly while clawing with her hands at the face and keeping her own head well tucked in and as out of range as possible.  Strangled grunts, and nasal yelps issued from the combined bodies of the two forms which wrestled there, and John, who had recovered sufficiently was soon on the scene, clutching his stomach and cursing.  He heard Jazlyn give a cry of pain, and then heard the thud as she hit the forest floor, thrown off by the thief, and as her voice whimpered and groaned gutturally at a place somewhere near his left foot, his anger rose within him and he felt for the wand with all his will. 

Like a beacon, the wand flashed into his mind, and he aimed himself in a long rugby tackle at the source, not knowing what he was leaping into and uncaring.  He caught two knobby ankles and brought his quarry down face first, but then received a kick in the head, which temporarily caused him to relinquish his grip. Mad with rage he roared and came to his knees again as the figure he was manhandling also attempted to rise.  John knew he had to catch the thief and retrieve the wand, if only to help heal Jazlyn, and though his head was pounding, he once more threw himself at the figure and pinned it to the ground with all his weight.  The body beneath him squirmed and fought, trying to turn and force John off him, but keeping one long arm extended and out of reach.  John sensed the wand and frog-hopped higher up the back of the tall, gangly and awkward shape till he could reach the outstretched arm with two hands and grabbed the fingers, forcing them painfully to open and to release the leather straps they held.

He had it in his grip at last, and with a yell of triumph, drew the wand out of its sheath and raised it above his head.  Its strength pulsed down his arm and he managed to stand, the wand giving off a confusion of light and colour, which showed the now cowering form on the forest floor clearly.  A spindly of course.  It had been obvious from the first contact, but John was taken aback when a voice wheedled out of the mouth in a nasal plea of

"No hurt Nya!"  John was still in a state of extreme agitation and his one thought was to find Jazlyn and tend to her. 

"Get up you skinny bastard!"  he roared, resorting to language he knew but had seldom used.

"Get up now.  Do it!" he screamed, and kicked out in anger.

He shoved the spindly form roughly before him and set off back the way he had come.  Nya offered no resistance now the wand was once again in John's possession, and allowed himself to be directed. John was able to find Jazlyn's crumpled form, pale and still, lying in a glade of grass.  She was not moving, and he dropped to his knees at her side, taking her hand and trying to see her face in the light of the wand.  She was very cold, and he thought for one terrible moment that she was dead, but as he held her hand, she made a slight sound and he lifted her gently into his arms to warm her and hold her close to him.  Nya stood some distance away whining softly. "Nya not want to hurt.  She hurt Nya. Nya want to hold wand is all.  Only that."

"Shut-up Nya!" and John started to work with the healing blue colours all around Jazlyn, calling them up and applying them in strength.  After a short while, the soft, dark eyes opened and looked up blearily into his.

"Did you get him?" she whispered "And did you get the wand?"

"Yeah.  Got them both," he answered, "but don't talk now.  Save your strength."

"Mmmm," and then "I'm cold."   John cradled her in his arms, warming her with his body, unsure where their clothes were and unwilling to leave her side to go look for them. 

As he peered around in the growing light, more desperate than hopeful, he was surprised to see a shuffling Nya approaching with a heap of clothes in his arms, which he dropped wordlessly at their side.  Though he was still incredibly angry about the attack, John was grudgingly grateful and set Jazlyn gently down in the dry leaves in order to reach for the clothes.  She looked so frail.  In the end a body is just a collection of moving parts and there is little so humble.  He felt only remorse and guilt at having caused Jazlyn to become weak and, throwing a shirt over his own bare chest, he set about dressing her.  Like a small child, she tried to assist by offering arms and legs and wriggling into her clothing, and pretty soon she was covered and warmer, managing to sit up a bit and smile. 

Just as he was standing at last reaching for his own leather trousers, he heard noises behind him in the trees, and into the clearing burst Gill and a group of guardians. John was able to pull on his pants in the nick of time, which was a blessing as he was not keen on being the butt of yet more jokes about being caught with his trousers down.  Gill called back over his shoulder 

"It's them!" and then turned to take in the scene, his practiced eyes scanning the forest clearing.  Todd, Zak and Tye came up behind Gill and also surveyed the situation.  John noticed that their swords were drawn and that they seemed very agitated. 

"Are you two alone here?" questioned Gill.  John swept a look around the clearing.  No sign of Nya.  The spindly had gone; silently, unobtrusively, gone.  He could have left at any time, it occurred to John, and in fact he had chosen to stay and even helped them.  John's feelings were very mixed, but most of all, he felt stupid and inadequate.  He had almost lost Jazlyn's life for her, he had allowed their assailant to escape, and he had come very close to losing the wand. He opened his mouth to speak, but Jazlyn was there before him.

"We were attacked by that spindly Nya!  I thought he was safely under lock and key at Wandguard," she continued, "He stole the wand and knocked me senseless."  She was angry and back in charge of her senses if not her tongue. "What idiot let him get free?"

"Stole the wand?" gaped Gill "You lost the wand?" he yelled first at Jazlyn, and then stared in disbelief at John.

"No, thankfully we have a Wandmaster worth his salt," continued Jazlyn. "He saved me and got the wand back."

"What in all crystals were you two doing out her alone anyway? Don't you realize the danger that you put yourselves in, not to mention the wand?  Lord Menoneth has instructed you both be put on report."

Here, Jazlyn had no answer, and opened her mouth to fire back a retort, releasing nothing but a huff of breath, after which she screwed up her face into a frown.

"Todd, Tye, get out there and track this Nya creature," ordered Gill. "I will get these

 two back to Lord Menoneth or my life won't be worth living. Zak, come with us."

John, who had been staring silently at the ground, looked at Gill thoughtfully and said,

"Nya won't be far away.  He is drawn to the wand and he's clever.  He won't be caught unawares like we were.  No, if you want Nya, you'll be wasting your time tracking him.  He will come to me, you'll see."

"That may be so, Wandmaster," said Gill with cold correctness, "but with all respect I must perform my duty as I see fit."  Turning to Todd and Tye, he said "There's no need for me to tell you how things stand.  Be careful and bring back information.  There are worse things abroad than this spindly by all accounts, and I don't want to see your ugly faces coming at me under a couple of lo-heads!"

Both John's and Jazlyn's heads shot up to Gill's face with a questioning look, but his only reply was to turn about and head into the trees from whence he had come.  With no answers forthcoming, the couple exchanged glances, and walked into the forest after him, slower than any of them would have liked, but unavoidably so.  They had been through quite an ordeal due to Nya, and were physically drained.  Besides which, John was still harboring a deep disquiet about the whole situation, not least his own part in it and the failings he was still blaming himself for, which made his feet leaden.  Somewhere in the deep jungle of his mind was the knowledge that on some level, all this, the whole preposterous situation, was just an illusion, but it was a convincing one, and for the present, his only reality. Zak, who was bringing up the rear, tried to keep pushing them on so as not to lose sight of Gill, but soon gave up and shouted to his captain to slow down instead.  They made their way laboriously through the undergrowth and stout tree trunks, making hard work of the relatively short distance back to Kinguard. 




Chapter 19

Floodgates Opened

Through the tall black marble portals leading up from the underground lair of Ataxios, the ranks of his fighting force filed out.  In orderly regiments, his foot soldiers the spindlies lined up, their weapons honed and dangerous in their long reach.  Then there were the 'lo's'; male and female miscreants, each with the hideously distinctive, chalk-white features so feared and familiar throughout the Realm. Their assembled strength was in the hundreds, but more were needed.  Captured too young, and they did not reach maturity; they had to be spawned into when their human form was in its prime, for they ceased to grow when the transformation took place.  They were chosen for their physical characteristics, their height, strength or agility, and apart from a degree of thickening of the skin and musculature, they remained unchanged. They needed to be supplemented and replaced continually, and for this purpose, forays were regular; whenever the Akryd was ready to spawn. From time to time, Ataxios would weave some magic over a 'lo' that he could make good use of, take Gnath for example, he just went on and on and Ataxios had granted him the gift of speech.  He would do something similar for this new young Wandmaster when he caught him. 

This expedition was going to be different.  For one thing, unlike the routine collection raids, Ataxios himself was going with them.  With his presence inducing fear and his knowledge of dark magic, the balance would be overwhelmingly in their favour. The sniffers and their handlers would not just be hunting possible subjects, they would be hunting for one in particular, the new young Wandmaster, a strong man, who was linked to the out-crystal world, where some part of him still remained.  Ataxios had plans for this young man when he was a 'lo'.  He would use him to track down all the active crystals in the realm, burying them, covering them with darkness, until none remained.  Maybe he would be able to use the link to the out-crystal world to expand his power, and direct the Wandmaster to do his will there too.  The restoration of speech had given Gnath longevity for some reason, which would be another advantage if the same were true of the Wandmaster.  Ataxios schemed from behind his mask as he surveyed his army.  It wasn't a great army, but it was a fearsome one.  He would turn the Realm of the Dark Crystal into a black nothingness, where life would crawl on its belly, 

It had been a night of frantic activity on all levels in Athrak.  spindlies worked at fever pitch to ready and sharpen their weapons in the knowledge that they were going to battle. 'Lo's' checked their armour, and tended the sniffers which would go with them, and saw to it that they were underfed and irritable.  The lo captains met in a large central chamber deep in the craggy underworld of Athrak under the leadership of Gnath.  A very dim light was permitted when Ataxios was not in the vicinity, and a silvered suggestion of it reflected on the 'lo'-faces, white as bones, creating an eerie floating sea suspended like lanterns in the gloom, and a confusion of high pitched whines, interspersed with rhythmic ‘click-click' sounds filled the brooding atmosphere. It wasn't conversation, but it sufficed to instill in all of them the sense of ‘group' and imminent purpose.  Gnath had reverted to the whine-click tongue in order to reach his 'lo's' and was aware of the insect-like swaying of his own lo-head during the exchange.  Around him, others moved with the same pulsing lurch in a kind of primal dance, during which, a common consensus formed without the necessity for words.  Each one of these captains would leave the hall with a certain knowledge of his role in the coming assault and that of his wider group, and it would be diffused from 'lo' to 'lo' spontaneously from that point on.

Ataxios had not been idle, either.  Long hours had he toiled in the Temple of Athrak under the mountains, where no light penetrated.  His voice had wailed and chanted black and evil spells, conjuring up demons of darkness, and these he had taken into his aura and absorbed for later use.  He was angry and spoiling for a battle; and was relishing the thought of challenging the latest Wandmaster, who would be unworthy as they all were.  His beautiful Akryd was ripe and full of spawn; pampered and cosseted by her workers, and it was time to take her out on to the plains to breed into a new crop of 'lo's'.  How entertaining it would be if one of them were this new Wandmaster. The image played again and again in his head and as it once again entered his mind, a sickly smile spread across his slack mouth, and a throaty cackle issued from it in a spray of spittle.  He ran his hand over the crystals on the altar, emitting from them an emanation of oily shades, which ran into each other and spilled over into the blackness.  He could see them sinking to the ground like shadows of deeper darkness and the pools they formed lapped around his feet as he traversed the Temple floor. In the totally light-deprived environment of the Temple of Athrak, all the crystals were the same.  Their qualities were imprisoned within them and they were impotent and under his sway, which was the way Ataxios liked it; dreams of doing the same to the Wandguard Crystals filled his head and it would be so much easier with the Wandmaster out of the picture, or even better, under his control.  With the light shut off from the crystal trove in Wandguard, they would not only lose their properties, but their loss would infect the whole of the dark crystal realm, which once had been a bright place, bathed in scintillating light;  reflecting off all the rock faces, part of every stone and pebble.  Even the tall mountains had joined in the rejoicing of light and beauty and the inhabitants of the Realm had been insolent and carefree. Until the day that Ataxios had hidden the Athrak crystals from the light and caused the half-lit days, which now were the natural state of things.  But it wasn't enough.  He was tired of constant challenges and a succession of Wandmasters standing between him and the Wandguard crystals.  It was time to finish the job; a dark, dank world was so, so desirable, and it would give Ataxios the freedom to move around the whole of the dark crystal realm without the curse of light or the stain of humanity ever touching him again.

In order to leave the comfort of his tunnels and their darkness, he would have to prepare.  His eyes, now colourless and almost blind would have to be protected, as would his putrid skin, which had turned pappy and moist, like that of a scale-less fish or a worm, unused to the drying effects of weather.  Long spindly hands aided in the preparation.  Nya was correct in calling them ‘numbers'; the sameness of the spindlies was the result of long deprivation and they had left the word ‘hope' behind them long ago together with their childhood in the brief days before being taken to Athrak.  Mindlessly they ambled along the dark underground passageways performing some duty or just simply existing.  They rarely bickered and never laughed; they simply existed to be battle-fodder when required.  Silently, but for the padding of their feet on the stone floor, three of these ill-fated creatures cloaked him in soft garments, spun from the silk-like substance which oozed out of a wall-clinging grub and was gathered and worked for this sole purpose.  Into the strands, the very stuff of darkness was entwined, robes of night for Ataxios, the walking nightmare.  The last two items of dress were gloves, whose fingers had been made long enough to accommodate the long, curling claws, and the headdress.  That he had designed himself, and had been fashioned on the locust-like head of his very own beloved mother beast, with black crystal-worked eyes from behind which his own pale ones could witness the progress of his plans in safety and comfort.  A mirror was of little use in a world without reflections but Ataxios visualized how terrifying his appearance would be to the enemy, and he sent an image to his seeing orb, which he would relish at some later time; in the course of the expedition, he would collect and savour many an image and he smiled a sickly grin at the thought of recalling them one by one from his orb when he had all the time in the realm to do so.

The little priest had escaped though. He frowned as he remembered the empty cabinet and his frustration and disappointment welled up inside him once more, issuing from him in a throaty growl.  He was still unclear as to how it had happened but after his initial outburst he had reasoned that of his minions, Gnath alone had the words of power and the key to the cabinet, and if he had done such a foolish thing as to help the little man get away, the big 'lo' would have had enough sense to be a long way from Ataxios when he eventually opened the box.  No, there was the feeling of the Wandmaster's hand in this, and Ataxios experienced a fleeting unease at the realization that his defences had been penetrated in a way he couldn't fathom, and that the little priest had been seemingly stolen from under his very nose. Well that couldn't be allowed, and Ataxios would see to it that the Wandmaster paid; that everybody paid.  

At the fore of the fully assembled force were 'lo's' with sniffers, four to a man, straining for the hunt to begin.  All was in readiness.  The black box was trundled out on wheels pulled by worker beasts, locust-like but smaller male versions of the Akryd borrowed from caring for their mistress in order to work for Ataxios.  But she had plenty of suitors and labourers, and could spare a few.  Ataxios himself was in a chariot pulled by more of them, and he admired their smooth black shiny carapaces and their many-legged forms.  Only one member of the army was missing now, the most fearsome of enemies and the most dreaded sight in the whole of the Realm, the She Beast, the Mother Beast, the Lomaker, the Soulstealer; she was known by many names to those whose dreams she haunted or whose sons or brothers she had turned into 'lo's'.  Two 'lo' guards on either side of the towering entrance to Athrak emitted a high pitched whine, their feelers moving and their heads swaying as the sound filled the air.  One by one, their comrades picked up the cry, and Ataxios himself let out a soft hiss of anticipation as he leaned forward to watch his precious Akryd emerge.  The locust-like head began to show, at higher than man-height in the doorway, looking around, predator-like with enormous compound eyes on each side of the mandibles, which snipped in the air before her.  Her movement was slow as she cleared the exit way with care, easing her bulk out into the exposure of the dim light.  Her belly was swollen and ripe, and she glistened.  When all of her shape had emerged, she half sprang, half ran into the center space which had been left for her, swift as a spider, surprisingly so for her size and girth, and Ataxios relished the sight of her.

He threw back his helmeted head and shrieked his war cry, and was answered by his Akryd and his 'lo's', so that the whole Realm seemed to be filled with an insectivorous cacophony, which threatened such peril that none who heard it could remain unafraid, and the legions of Ataxios formed ranks behind their leader and his Akryd as they led off south, away from the sanctuary of their underground lair in search of prey, and one victim in particular. Only Melindra was witness to the gathering, a long way off in Kinguard, and her terrified screeching did not do the horror of the scene justice.




Chapter 20

Home From Home

Tyloren had stopped in his tracks, transfixed, with eyes wide as he repeated again and louder, "You're a lo, aren't you?"

His heart had sunk when he first saw the moving lump on Loman's shoulders shifting independently, but it was nothing to how he felt when the awkward shuffling of the man halted and fingers fumbled to untie the neck of the all-encasing robe.  Loman's eye never faltered as he stared back at Tyloren and allowed the garment to fall to the ground revealing the characteristic features of a lo between his shoulder blades.  It was the weirdest sight; this two headed being, but whereas the other lo's Tyloren had seen were always dominated by the cruel, ghost-white features of the implanted lo head, in Loman's case, the humanity in the eyes of the man half was strongly apparent, and the lo was just a hideous appendage.  It swiveled its head from side to side on a stumpy neck attached to its carapace, striving to look around it, but Loman snatched back the cloak and covered it again with a practiced sweep of his arms and in a flash the chalky white features were once again shrouded in his cloak.

"Yes, Tyloren," answered Loman, "I have that misfortune, but don't judge with your eyes alone; feel with your heart, and in any case your choices are limited, I would say."  Tyloren knew that to be true, but was not about to put himself in the hands of the enemy again, especially not willingly or knowingly.  Loman sighed, and raised his hands in a gesture of resignation, saying, "We are all what we are.  I can be no less than the hand life has dealt me.  You must decide whether you can trust me or not, but you must decide now, because they may be after you and it would not do for me, either, to be found out in the open.  I must get out of sight, and I advise you to do the same.  I have offered you the hand of friendship, but I cannot make you accept it.  I will go now, and I strongly advise you to come with me.  I feel that we have work to do together Tyloren, you and I, but If you do not come with me now, I will not return and you will have to fend for yourself here."

With that, Loman turned away and started to move off through the trees.  Tyloren, still clutching his basket, hesitated for a moment, but knew he had no real option and tagged along behind.  Anyway, he thought, all his instincts were telling him it was right, and they hadn't failed him yet.  Loman set an acceptable pace and Tyloren had no problem keeping him in sight in the beginning.  After a while, however, his physical condition began to slow him down, and he called out to his guide that he was in need of a rest.  Loman turned and looked at the little priest, and with a troubled scan of the area in which they now travelled, nodded his agreement.  Gratefully, Tyloren dropped down to sit at the side of a boulder and lifted the lid of his basket to take out what he knew he had left from his surprise breakfast.  He bit off a lump of bread and another of cheese, and chewed happily, savouring the tastes and the opportunity to regain his strength. Loman stood at a distance, waiting patiently, and Tyloren was touched by guilt seeing him there. 

"Would you like to join me in a bite to eat?" he eventually asked through a mouthful.

"No thank you, you need it more than me," replied his companion.

"Then would you like to sit down a minute while I finish off.  It's hard to eat with someone standing over you, you know," Tyloren chided.  Loman raised one eyebrow and waited for Tyloren to continue before deciding how to respond, unable to judge the little man's mood.  Tyloren stopped chewing and sighed, raising his eyes to Loman with a smile. 

"I'm afraid I may have misjudged you and I apologise," he conceded. "But you must admit, you have certain characteristics which may have contributed to my earlier assessment."

"Caution is a very commendable trait and I do not take it personally, but I am pleased you now feel more able to trust me.  I will indeed sit, if you will allow me," replied Loman, and moved closer to Tyloren, to take a place at his side leaning up against the boulder awkwardly and slightly askew as the passenger on his back would not allow him to sit straight.

The hump was very disconcerting in its independence, and Tyloren found his eyes darting to it frequently until he could resist no longer and asked, "Exactly how do you manage to be so normal with that thing between your shoulder blades? Why doesn't it control you like the others?"

"The truth is, I don't know.  I only know that the implantation didn't ‘take' with me as it was supposed to and I managed to retain my faculties.  What was responsible is unclear, but I kept out of sight till I had an opportunity to escape and then I ran off, though my friend here nearly got me captured by shrieking at the top of its voice, I may add," he said, indicating the hump with a thumb waved over his shoulder.

"Is that why you keep it hidden?"

"Yes, and also because it's not the most pleasant thing to look at either I think you'll agree, but the main reason is that it is weakened and disoriented by being kept unaware of its surroundings."

"Our Wandmaster removed a lo from the back of one of our young Guardians, you know," said Tyloren, "but there is some question as to the young man's recovery; he seems to have retained a certain …. belligerence, let's say."

Loman looked directly at Tyloren with undisguised interest. 

"I didn't think it was possible to reverse the process.  I have never heard of it being done before.  I would like to meet this Wandmaster of yours.  Indeed I would.  As for the young man in question, it is said that the implanted larva from the Akryd heightens the characteristics it requires and smothers those it doesn't. It can't create what isn't there, only strengthen what is."

"Hmm," mused Tyloren thoughtfully, "What about in your case?  Maybe you didn't have the right qualifications, Loman.  Maybe you weren't evil enough." 

"Some very good people have been turned into very bad lo's, Tyloren.  I don't flatter myself that the reason is my superiority.  No, something was different with me, but I haven't been able to work out what it was, though I have tried, believe me, I have tried."  Loman took a flask of water from inside his cloak and offered it to Tyloren before saying, "We've delayed enough.  Come on, we still have a way to go."

After an afternoon's march through a changing landscape, the two unlikely companions emerged from the trees at the base of a chasm.  Tyloren had noticed the downward tilt of their passage, but hadn't until that time realized just how far down they had climbed.  Before him was a sheer rock face, stretching up so high that he couldn't see the top,  and to his left and right similar rock walls with just a break between the east and west portions through which they had emerged. At their feet ran a lively river which poured through the gorge on its way north, presumably some branch of the Suryana. 

"What river is this?" asked Tyloren, trying to remember his geography.

"We call it the Diathus," answered Loman, "but I don't know if it even has a name on your maps.  As far as I am aware, its existence is unknown except to us.  It emerges out of a rock face in our valley, and travels through it before disappearing into a fissure at its far end."

"Us?" Asked Tyloren warily, "I thought it was just you."  He had begun to feel uneasy again.

"Now, little man, you do have a tendency to be suspicious, don't you?" came the response.  Just as Loman finished his question and smiled enigmatically, Tyloren heard voices and turned to see where they were coming from. 

"Bright Crystals alive!" was all he could think of to say at the sight that met his eye.

A shape, roughly man-sized, and crowned with a mass of bright red hair emerged into the clearing before them. From a circlet of some dark metal, strings of crystals hung down to the floor among the hair and clacked together as the strange personage bobbed up and down in some kind of dance while keeping up a continuous chant.  There was a strong aura of power about the figure and Tyloren couldn't take his eyes off the scene before him, not least because this strange apparition stood surrounded by a crowd of child-sized people, all chanting and thrusting spears in his direction.  The mass of hair and crystals halted and Loman moved into the space that divided Tyloren from the reception committee, whose intentions were none too clear, but Loman bowed and greeted the figure with a smile, and held his hand out in Tyloren's direction.

The wildman ceased his dance with a foot planted heavily on the ground and silence fell.  The spears were lowered and an expectant silence fell on the scene. Loman spoke in a loud and melodic voice, addressing those gathered before him.

"Mahoo, great seer, mage and wise one, may I present Tyloren, who I found wandering lost after escaping from Athrak."

Tyloren did not know how to respond, and plumped for civility.  He bowed low to the hair and crystals, and to the person under them, by proxy, though he could see nothing beyond the suggestion of a nose dividing the hair at a point roughly facing him. 

"I am honoured to know such a wise and powerful mage, and I greet you, Mahoo, I thank you for your welcome."  Mahoo gave a nod and adopted a more relaxed pose, raising his hand in a gesture of peace.  A thin wavering voice came from behind the cascade of hair, and Mahoo said "I bid you welcome, Tyloren."  Tyloren decided to respond wordlessly and bowed his head in polite deference.  The exchange appeared to be over, and Mahoo moved off with his band of warriors, who were called 'slints', as Loman informed him.  This place was full of surprising inhabitants.  Loman then turned and said, "I offered you the hospitality of my home, and I think it would be a good idea if we made our way there now.  I would like you to meet my family."

"Your family?" queried Tyloren in surprise,

"Yes, my wife and children will be expecting us.  Come."  Loman set off down the gorge and Tyloren followed, wondering who could possibly be Loman's wife and what kind of children they might have produced.  Nothing would surprise him, he decided, and he would not repay Loman's hospitality with rudeness by appearing to be critical, whoever he was married to.  Even so, when Loman introduced his wife to Tyloren, he was hard-pressed to keep his composure.  She stood twice his height and was thin, thin, thin! She was a spindly, though the first female Tyloren had ever seen of the kind, but nonetheless a spindly.  As she extended a hand to Tyloren in greeting, and smiled, the spindly who had captured him came strongly to mind, and even more so when the nasal voice said, 

"Greetings, and welcome to our home." 

From the hut at whose door she stood, came the voices of children, and three young boys appeared at their mother's back.  The two younger ones met him with smiles on their faces, but the eldest of the three was sullen, probably to be accounted for by his age as he was in his teens.  All three appeared to be normal in every way as far as Tyloren could see. 

"My children," said Loman simply, and my wife Lenora.

"I am very pleased to meet you all," said Tyloren having to overcome so many preconceptions that he was afraid he would not be able to maintain his external calm. "I would like to thank you formally for the food and clothing you prepared for me.  I was desperately in need."  Lenora gave an angular smile and replied, "You are very welcome, but please come inside and I will prepare you a proper meal while you talk with Loman and get to know the boys."

"You are very gracious," said Tyloren, and he meant it. ‘Looks can be deceiving, he thought.  Yes indeed!'

The sun broke through the crack in the shutters and poked a finger of light at Tyloren as he lay on a reed-stuffed mattress, covered with a soft warm blanket.  He opened his eyes lazily, thinking, for one moment that he was back in his little room in Wandguard with its comfortable bed and clean sheets.  Then he blinked and took in the unfamiliar surroundings, searching to remember, until, like a window opening in his mind, the where and how of things, hit him.  He felt refreshed and safe, something he had not felt for a considerable time, and he thanked his lucky crystals that he had managed to reach this safe haven.  He stretched out his arms and legs and then relaxed, luxuriously snuggling into the security of his cozy bed, and tried to remember as best he could the series of events that had brought him there.  He had been out in the hills around Wandguard early one morning as he often was, enjoying the first rays of the sun as they filtered down through the gaps in the clouds, and he had just trekked up a hill when he saw a moving shape in the hollow, away below him and to his left.  He knew Westroth was missing, and decided it was probably him, and so had set off down the slope in an attempt to reach him and maybe talk to him.  The young man had been troubled since his release from lo-dom and Tyloren had wanted the chance to speak to him.  He owed it, first of all to Menoneth, but he also wanted to assess, for himself, Wes's mental state.  Why was he here wandering alone in the hills anyway?  Was he trying to quieten his mind like Tyloren, or was there another reason?

On descending the slope, he had entered a copse of trees, into which he had seen the figure disappear, and on hearing a sound at his right and slightly behind him, he had turned with a smile of welcome, and Westroth's name on his lips.  But it wasn't Westroth at all, it was a spindly, who had quickly and easily overpowered Tyloren and half-dragged, half carried him out the other side of the copse to a clearing where a company of the gangly things were gathered around a tall black cubicle.  There was some disagreement about what to do with him, Tyloren remembered, but the big spindly who had captured him had insisted on putting him inside the cubicle.  Surprisingly, Tyloren could feel think-talk from the spindly, and tried to appeal to him, but he met Tyloren's eye with a scornful glance and snorted a nasal laugh before pushing him inside.  From then on, things went from bad to worse.  The box was pitch dark, and totally insulated.  Tyloren could neither hear, nor see, nor sense anything outside apart from the bumps and jerks of transport as he was wheeled along over rough terrain and he was unable to connect with thought to Vilma, or indeed to anyone.  Then at some point, the box had come to rest, and Tyloren had hoped that the door would be unsealed, and that someone would appear to talk to him, even to mistreat him, just so as to be able to get his bearings, and to know where he was and what he was up against.  But there was nothing.  No sound, no food, no light.  There was a supply of water in a tank within the closet, which he drank sparingly, as he didn't know how much of it there was or how long he would be in the box, and hour by hour, he had felt his body becoming weaker. 

He turned over in the bed and a small moan escaped him as he recalled his hunger, his despair and the sapping of his physical strength.  Time had gone by, but he had no idea how long.  All was darkness and silence.  Sensory deprivation.  Eventually he passed beyond despair, and into his mind, came a quietness; a state in which he sought to find light in the darkness, and he had resigned himself to die, trapped in his own private nightmare, from which he could not awaken.  His mental faculties had heightened, bright crystalline lights and colours played in his head, and he retreated from his physical predicament by turning inwards and in that state he survived the last days, hours, he didn't know how long, until, in the midst of a huge emptiness, he was suddenly aware of a burst of power, and the door to his cabinet being sprung.  In an extremely weakened condition, he had taken his chance and staggered out of the box into an incomprehensibly unguarded room, through heavy black doors, which slammed behind him and the rest, as they say, was history.

Panic gripped him once again as he turned over in his bed, and he opened his eyes and found some comfort in the warmth of his blanket, reassuring himself that he was no longer hungry, cold or isolated.  Homely warmth spread through him and he sighed, becoming aware of sounds outside his room, kitchen sounds!  Family sounds, children's voices and the rattle of plates.  A herbal tea smell wafted through his door to him and he sighed, yet again in contentment. 

"Tyloren," came a voice in his head. "Tyloren, I can feel you are better."  A warm feeling of concerned friendship enveloped him and he responded.

"Vilma!  I am much restored now.  I have been fortunate and am in a safe house for the time being."

Vilma and Tyloren communicated as much information as they could briefly and Melindra's vision disturbed Tyloren greatly, while Vilma was very wary of Tyloren's host family, but intrigued at the same time.  They severed the connection, and Tyloren stretched and rose from his bed, attracted by the sounds and smells of breakfast.

The scene in the kitchen was bizarrely ordinary.  Mother was at the fire preparing flat bread on a stone griddle, and eggs in a pan, and the three boys were sitting at the table, the two youngest ones squabbling over the jam pot.  All appeared very normal, except for Lenora's appearance.  To her boys, of course, she was just, 'Mother', or 'Mama', as they called her and her expression was all human mother-love.  A wide smile split her angular face as Tyloren entered, and the children edged further along the bench against the wall, to make room for him at the table.  At once, a plate, some fresh baked bread and the jam pot appeared under his nose, and the children watched him from under interested eyebrows as he set about eating.  A cup of steaming herb tea appeared instantly, and Tyloren thought he was in paradise.  "Mam says you're a priest of the crystals at Wandguard," piped up the middle son, Jared, by name.

"Yes, that's right.  I was High Priest of the Temple."

"What's a temple?" asked Tolly, with jam around his mouth

"It's the place where the crystals are," explained Jared.

"Like Mahoo's cave?" asked Tolly.

"Yeah, but bigger," explained Jared to his younger sibling, making a large outline in the air with his sticky fingers.

Braedon, the eldest of the three, and around 17 years of age ate quietly and listened.  Tyloren saw the beginning of manhood in his features, and the introversion that goes with it.  Braedon, feeling Tyloren's eyes upon him rose from his seat, took his plate to his mother, and then excused himself and left the house. Lenora watched Tyloren's gaze follow her son out the door and explained.

"He's older, you see.  We have explained a lot to him," she said

"He knows what we are, and he understands our danger."

"What's dangerous, Mama?" asked Tolly, eyes widening with the suspicion of fear.

"I am, if you don't finish your breakfast and go wash your face!" she replied waspishly, and the little lad pushed the last of his breakfast into his already bulging mouth and sucked his fingers loudly, one by one while struggling to chew at the same time.

Jared and Tyloren laughed, and despite herself, so did Lenora.

At that moment, the door opened and Loman appeared, blocking most of it with his bulk.

"Ah, Tyloren, I'm glad to find you awake.  When you have finished your breakfast, we must go to Mahoo.  He is expecting us.  We have plans to make, and from what I hear, time is getting short."

"From what you hear?" 

"Yes," replied Loman shortly without volunteering any details.

"I'll be right with you."  And Tyloren, also in the possession of unsettling information from Vilma took himself off out the back of the house into the outside bathroom; a place shrouded by bushes, affording a wealth of water that gushed out of a rock face as a spring, and which had been directed to flow away through the vegetable garden, high with produce.  The latrine area was some way off, so as not to contaminate the spring water, but was served by a narrow channel, which, in turn ran away into a small, but extremely lush wood.

"Very civilized," he muttered cheerfully to himself as he turned to go back to the house to meet Loman.

"Does that surprise you?" The question was posed by Loman's son, Braedon, who was glaring sullenly in his direction.  Tyloren considered rising to the bait, but instead answered simply,

"After being deprived of such creature comforts for quite a while, I am just delighted to find them available again.  That's all."  He kept his eye level and his voice gentle as he spoke.  The lad coloured a bit, but offered no response other than to continue his own path to the latrine, and Tyloren left him to his privacy.

Some way along the gorge from Loman's house was a well-trodden path that led through some light shrubbery to a cave entrance.  From outside, a pungent aroma of burning herbs greeted them, and the entrance to the cave was hung with more strings of crystals, much like those Mahoo had been wearing when Tyloren first saw him.  The crystal-hung curtains parted at their approach, and they were admitted to the cave by two of Mahoo's very small slint helpers.  Inside the cave, the smell was even stronger, and Tyloren soon felt heady, and a little drunk, the herbs were probably some kind of hypnotic or hallucinatory drug, he thought, and swept his eye over the cave trying to ascertain where the source was.  Tyloren was well versed in the enhancing power of certain herbs during meditation, and allowed himself to sink into their fragrance.

Mahoo was seated in the depths of the cave on a ledge of rock, candles burning at his feet, and in niches all around him, so that Tyloren saw him surrounded in a warm glow.  Beside each candle was a large piece of crystal, which caught the dancing flames and played with them, sending echoes of light chasing off in all directions.  Tyloren was entranced.  Mahoo himself had his long red hair tied behind him and the only crystal visible on his person was a large blue stone at the center of his forehead, held in place by a circlet of leather.  His face, now visible, was pale, slim and sensitive, and the words, which issued from his lips, were uttered in a soft, low, melodic voice. 

"I am very honoured to welcome you to my own small temple, Tyloren, priest of Wandguard," and with a wave of his hand, he indicated the cave.

"The honour is mine," Tyloren bowed his head deferentially.

"Will you take a seat and share minds with me?"

"Again, I would be honoured."  He looked around the cave, silently observed by Mahoo, and noted a similar alcove, in which a shelf of rock was set centrally, and he stepped up to take his seat, sitting cross-legged on the flat surface in the same fashion as Mahoo. He began breathing deeply and slowly in order to quieten his mind.  As he took his third deep inhalation, candles of various shades and sizes sprang into flame around him so that his own space rivalled that of Mahoo, who nodded in approval at Tyloren and then closed his eyes and let out a long slow breath. 

"The world of reflections holds the mystery of what was, what is and what will be."  Mahoo spoke in a slow, soft voice, and cast a sprinkling of dust before him from an indentation in the stone on which he was sitting.  It scattered on the cave floor, and, like tinder, kindled a circlet of tiny flames. "The tree of dreams shows many images, some are truths, some are falsehoods, but all are possibilities," and he cast another sprinkling of dust, out of which grew the apparition of a tree in the center of the circle. At least, it had the shape of a tree, but its slender trunk was of twisted silver, which separated into elegant branches, on which hung stones of every hue whose colours captured the firelight.  Tyloren, who thought he had never seen anything so beautiful, fixed his eyes on it from under half-closed lids, and felt great tranquility.  Whether it was the result of the aromatic herbs, he couldn't tell, but as he sat transfixed, the colours swam into one another, creating a swirling prism, in the center of which, images began to form.

Mahoo, suspended in the air, supported only by a cloud, and beneath him the tree of silver and coloured gems; Tyloren himself standing in the mouth of the cave he had found as he quit the dark tunnels of Athrak, his hand placed upon the bright crystal of its walls in fondness; a scene from his own Temple in Wandguard, his hands raised, and colours flying between the new Wandmaster and the old, encased in his wall of glass behind the altar.  He saw then, in quick succession several things, which disturbed him; a spindly, furtively quitting a room in which a body lay on the floor in a pool of blood, the Wandmaster, spread-eagled, face down, receiving into his back, the spawn of the Akryd, as he struggled and squirmed to escape the lo hands that pinned him down; Ataxios, for it could be no other, staring out of a mask through eyes of black glittering glass, entering the Temple of Wandguard.

Tyloren lost his composure and cried out, causing the images to cloud and blur, and Mahoo whispered urgently,

"Soft, Tyloren, be easy and let the images flow!"  With great effort, he stilled his mind again and the blur came back into focus.  Two scenes followed quickly in succession; a world of darkness, rank and lifeless, where Ataxios stood with arms raised in triumph, and a world of light, where nature, dressed in its finest flowers and a rich diversity of greens more vibrant than anything Tyloren could imagine in this Realm of the Dark Crystal. Both images swam together and became a vortex of darkness and light, which swirled and twisted into a cyclone, to disappear, eventually leaving only the tree, its silver trunk and gemstone fruit, twinkling in the candle light before disappearing finally from view.

A deep sigh of exhaled breath escaped Mahoo, and he opened heavy eyelids to survey Tyloren, still ensconced on his flat rock seat.  There was little need to discuss what they had seen; the implications were obvious.  Tyloren dearly wanted to communicate the pictures to Vilma, and as the thought entered his head, Mahoo nodded and closed his eyes once more, indicating that he understood and that he too, would like to be part of the link.  Connecting was easy, the level of consciousness having been attained and the link was made.  Vilma was impatient, and had to calm herself to receive the imprint of the new personage in the thought chain, wanting to send to Tyloren as swiftly as she could, the vision that had sent Melindra into a frenzied, wailing state of terror.  The exchange of images took place, seeming to confirm each other and create a climate of imminent threat and enemy movement.  Mahoo, who had communicated nothing but his presence and his openness to the two, suddenly interjected to link the Wandguard crystals, his own crystal tree, and then, a dark place in which the essence of crystals could only be sensed, not seen – where they were kept, hidden in the darkness in the temple of Athrak.  He showed how they should be brought into the light, and then he showed them in their brilliance, brightening the half-light of the realm, and thus banishing Ataxios to his dark underground retreat, deprived of the Athrak Crystal Trove.  He offered his help and that of his small-bodied slints, and of Loman. Tyloren, sensing Vilma's confusion at the image of a lo sent by Mahoo, imprinted on it the feeling of friendship, and her surprise and suspicion came back strongly, in a negative surge of panic.  It took some doing to convince her that all was well. The connection was ended with cordial greetings and Vilma was soon off in search of Menoneth in order to tell him of the mind meeting with Tyloren and his new allies, Mahoo and Loman.




Chapter 21

Facing The Music


Vilma arrived at the Manor House just as Gilladen, John, Jazlyn and escorts emerged from the copse of trees into which the young couple had walked, so carefree, the previous evening after the celebration.  Taking in the tired and guilty expressions on their faces, and the determined one on Gilladen's as he carried out his duty, Vilma did not need explanations, and muttered under her breath as she sped to intercept their progress to the house.

"Well, at least you're safe, if nothing else."

"Maneera," said Jazlyn with a plea in her voice.

"Head up, girl. Look your problems in the eye!"  and she nodded in resignation as John looked on wordlessly.

"Same goes for you Wandmaster."

John grinned weakly, despite himself, but quickly lost his recovering humour at the sight of an irate Menoneth standing at the door of the Manor with a steely-eyed glare flashing in his direction. 

"You two, in here, now!" he demanded, turned his back and disappeared inside.  Weary with lack of sleep and the night's adventures written on their faces, the two climbed the wooden steps and entered the house.  Vilma followed them and saw them admitted into Menoneth's study, but she, herself was greeted with a door closed in her face, outside which stood Maylene, with her arms folded barring entry.  She had not really expected to be included in the meeting, but she had thought it worth a try.  Seeing her attempt run aground, she chose to accept it gracefully and to hover around within earshot if her daughter should call out for her.  It was no surprise that it was not Jazlyn's voice, however, that reached Vilma's ears.

Menoneth's voice resounded through the door and left no one in the vicinity in any doubt at all about his wrath over the events of the night.  Explanations were offered in subdued mumbles by the two protagonists, but these were barely audible, short interruptions in the tirade, which Menoneth directed at them. John could never remember being so humiliated and repentant about anything in his life, and Jazlyn quaked, ashen white and fought back tears as she struggled to stay upright.  When Menoneth told her he was removing her from duty with the guardians, she reached her limits, her legs failed her and she crumpled in a heap to the floor, the results of the attack she had sustained finally betraying her. 

Menoneth stopped in mid-sentence, and was stunned to silence as the face before him suddenly disappeared from eye-level and sank to the floor.  John immediately picked her up, cradling her in his arms, and then his voice was the one that roared through the door.  It flew open and revealed a now subdued Menoneth standing in the doorway and Vilma was in the room and at her daughter's side in an instant, looking with concern into her eyes, which were rolled up under her eyelids when she prized them open.  Together, John and Vilma worked, laying hands on the pale, troubled brow and the wand was placed on Jazlyn's weakly beating heart.  Menoneth paced the room and continued berating everyone, still too angry to stop, though his tone had softened in concern and his face was showing signs of coming off the boil.  He shot anxious glances at the healing taking place as he strode back and forth like a caged lion.

John, in his anguish, turned on Menoneth, from his position on the floor.

"You happy now?  This what you wanted? Well you got it so now what? How would you feel if this was your daughter?  Didn't you hear what I told you?  She was knocked unconscious in the night. What are you trying to do?  Can't you see she's hurt?"

"You are the one responsible, Wandmaster.  You! Not I, nor anyone else!"

"What happened last night was foolish, I admit that,  and I will take all the blame, but it was not done deliberately.  What you just did was unforgivable given the condition she was in, and I hold you personally responsible for her lying now on the floor in this state."  John had stood up during the exchange and now stood eye to eye with the older man, his finger pointing at Menoneth in accusation.

Fortunately, Jazlyn chose that instant to flicker her eyes open and groan. Menoneth, whose mouth was open to fire back a counter-attack, remained silent and bent over the prostrate young woman with concern as John once again sank to his knees beside her.  Vilma spoke now in agitation.

"Stand back and give her air, you two. Come my little one," she crooned softly, "Come back to us.  All will be well. Don't be afraid."

Tears coursed down Jazlyn's cheeks and she refused to look at anyone.  She reached for her mother and turned her face towards her and away from the two angry men. Voices in the hall announced the arrival of Melindra and two strong guardians with a stretcher of sorts, and Jazlyn was quickly and efficiently removed from the study, to be taken to the healery.  Vilma shot unreadable glances at both men before following her daughter out. 

"I have important news from Tyloren when you are able to hear it," and then she carefully closed the door behind her as if to show that she expected them to make their peace and put an end to the matter man to man.

In the silence that loomed between them, John thought carefully about his position, and realized that an apology was probably in order, but when he opened his mouth to speak, Menoneth waved him silent, and said,

"Sit Down Wandmaster.  It has been a busy night and morning." John did as he was told, and when he no longer had to hold himself on his feet, he sagged heavily, allowing his weariness to emerge.  Instead of the angry words, which had come so readily to his mouth a few moments ago, there was now just a sad emptiness as he reviewed his actions and his current position.  His thoughts turned to his past life, before the crystals, before the Realm, before Ataxios, before Jazlyn.  He pictured himself sitting at his workstation at Prowess and Dibbs, reading his newspaper on the bus, and wandering round the supermarket shelves; so domestic, all of it.  His present situation had an intensity he had never experienced in ‘real' life and wherever he was now caused his immediate concerns so that all the past seemed insignificant and pointless.  He found that he didn't really care much any more about his past, or whether he would ever go back there.  In fact, he felt he belonged here now with these people and in these times, as if he had been shaped by who knows what factors to be just who he was, to do exactly what he was doing.  Maybe it was his emotional state, maybe his near-exhaustion, but in that moment he knew, truly knew that he was John Stone, Wandmaster of the Dark Crystal Realm before he was anything else, and he breathed deeply, staring at a point on the wall across the room as the knowledge soaked into him.

When he eventually turned from the wall and looked at Menoneth, there was a new depth in his gaze, and he blinked slowly without averting his eyes. 

"My Lord, Menoneth," he began, addressing his senior very formally and correctly. "I ask forgiveness for putting my people and my Realm in jeopardy with my thoughtless selfishness.  I behaved as John Stone, not as the Wandmaster.  From this day on, I swear I will be, in whatever way I can, and at whatever personal cost, a worthy Wandmaster.  I have come of age, Lord Menoneth and I will make no more impetuous, adolescent mistakes."

Menoneth had templed his hands before his face and was watching John with great interest as his lips pouted on his fingers.

"No one said this was going to be easy, John, but I don't think I had realized until today just how hard things must have been for you.  You have been changed by your experiences here and you have, at last become John Stone, Wandmaster, in your own mind.  This means that you have responsibilities, which are very heavy, and they must take precedence over your personal life.  I too, must ask an apology of you for not fully comprehending how much of a sacrifice we are asking of you.  To us, you were that man from the first day you arrived in the Realm, and that was our mistake……and it was an unforgivable one.  I realize that we have no right to demand from you the level of commitment and sacrifice required at this time, but I,  Menoneth, do demand this of you because I must; Ihave no alternative.  I will say only this; with you at our side, there may be a chance for our survival against the evil Ataxios, but without you there is none, and all those you have met and shared experience with here during your short time with us will fade and disappear under the cloak of darkness which will spread through our Realm."

John held Menoneth's gaze and said slowly, "My place is here.  My time is now.  Let the past lie, and let's hope that the future will be kind enough to allow us a few more pages in its book." John's eye was steady, and Menoneth saw with relief that he now truly had a Wandmaster.

"So be it."

"So be it," echoed John, and the two men clasped hands across the desk in a handshake, which sealed a new level of friendship and trust between them.

"And now, some much-needed rest for you, Wandmaster, I think, after a very eventful night."

"Before I sleep, I would very much like to hear Tyloren's news from Vilma," answered John, making no move to rise.  Menoneth studied his Wandmaster's face, seeing not exactly resistance, but determination, and he nodded assent.

"Maylene!"  The door opened and the strong form of the guardian appeared in the doorway. "Get Vilma for me, and make it quick."

"Yessir!"  She disappeared just as quickly as she had appeared and within a few minutes, Vilma came bustling in.  John was relieved to see her calm and to receive a thought message showing him a quietly sleeping Jazlyn.  The door closed, and Vilma drew up a chair to impart the contents of the latest information she had received from Tyloren. 

In fact, it was quite some time before John stood up to quit the room.  Not only did the interesting story of Tyloren unfold before him, but it was also revealed, this time by Menoneth that Westroth was still missing and hadn't been seen since the welcoming party, when he had been observed to be heavily drunk.  In addition, there was the report of the tracking party, which had been dispatched to try to find traces of Nya in and around the area of his attack of the previous evening.  By all accounts, he had simply disappeared.  But the news which shook John more than any other, and threw him into turmoil, was the report sent by Tabbareth to Vilma of the savage killing of Althea in the Healery back in Wandguard.   John had failed, up to that point, to take the spindly seriously, being slightly amused by his nasal laugh and gangling gait.  When he considered the events in the forest with Jazlyn, his heart ran cold at the thought that they had been face to face with a callous murderer, who had no compunction about taking life.  He felt saddened and somewhat ashamed as he remembered how he had toyed with Althea to make Jazlyn jealous, and had led her on only to drop her unceremoniously and cruelly when she no longer interested him.  Her sweetness and unselfishness now seemed to him even greater, and he couldn't forgive himself for his treatment of her.  She was dead, Jazlyn was lucky to have escaped serious injury, and he felt responsible for both, though it hadn't been his hand that caused these two separate incidents.  At that point, he took an oath to make Nya pay if he ever got the chance, though he knew it would not relieve him of the guilt he was feeling.  He never wanted anyone to pay the price these two women had paid just for the privilege of his attentions.  It was better to concentrate on his role in the coming battle with Ataxios, and that was what he intended to do from now on.  No more entanglements.  No more mistakes.

Having slipped away from the party before Melindra's vision, John was unaware of the scene and of the terror her wailing had instilled in all present.  On learning from Vilma and Menoneth exactly what had occurred, it came home to him just how agonizing his disappearance must have been at that time, with pandemonium and confusion rife; was there no end to reminders of his misdeeds?  There was a knock at the door, and Maylene ushered in Honeth, who looked in need of a shave and some sleep.  He shot a look at John, and addressed Menoneth,

"Permission to report, sir?"

"Yes, Honeth, report freely."

"No news I'm afraid.  I managed to pick up a trail, which I thought might be Westroth's but it petered out in the rocky steppes leading off towards the North.  It looks as though he may be bound for Athrak, and I felt it unwise to follow him any deeper into enemy country without reporting back first and maybe putting together a search party."  Menoneth had listened to the whole report, but had seized at one word.

"Athrak? Why would he be going to Athrak?  Has he gone completely mad?  Alone and at such times as these!"  Menoneth, in his agitation, rose suddenly from his chair and sent it crashing to the floor behind him.  Everyone's nerves were shot and John found himself holding his breath as Menoneth and Honeth got in each others way as they both attempted to right the piece of furniture.  Once again, John felt responsible.  If he hadn't come between Wes and Jazlyn….A sharp rebuke flashed into his mind and Vilma was suddenly in his head

"Do you think you are responsible for everything?  Did you turn Westroth into a Lo? Did you create Ataxios?  Give yourself a break, and see things as they are.  You have done only what you had to do because you are the man you are, John Stone, Wandmaster and it is your humanity which may yet turn things around for us if you don't lose faith – especially in yourself."

Menoneth had been re-established in his chair, and was looking from John to Vilma, apparently waiting for an answer to something he had said.

"Am I interrupting something?" he asked in an impatient voice.  Vilma stared back calmly at Menoneth and asked,

"What will you do about Westroth?"

"What can I do?  Other matters are more pressing and I can't afford to waste men tracking down my wayward son at the moment.  I will have to hope that he stays out of danger and out of the hands of unfriendly forces, but I am truly concerned about his mental state and fear his judgment is impaired."

"Everyone has his own destiny," said Vilma quietly "and it is not for us to alter the way the dice fall.  We can only take what circumstances surround us and proceed.  Westroth is doing just that, and we must allow him to do so, while we prepare our people here for hard and dangerous days.  I think the time has come for Kinguard to work its magic and keep our families safe while we go off to find our enemy and play out our hand against him.  It is inevitable and we must face it stoically.  Our most powerful weapon, and here she stared directly at John, is ready, I think, to go to battle."  John didn't reply, but held her gaze and nodded solemnly.

The next few days saw systematic preparations taking place within the village, and John was called out early from his bed to join Jet in some training.  He had not forgotten what he had learned in the early days, but he was not so quick in his reactions as he had been then.  However, the trek from Wandguard had helped to tone him up and he was looking good, and feeling strong.  He made the most of his training sessions, and was able to hold his own in sparring contests with other guardians, but the old comradeship was lacking now and he tried to see it as a natural outcome to his acceptance by the men as their Wandmaster.

The villagers likewise were preparing, and there was a lot of carrying of supplies and movement of livestock out of the area.  John had no idea what the village could possibly do to defend itself against Athrak, and supposed that there was a mountain hideout off towards the south in Felderland, which was the direction John's eyes sometimes swept as he tried to trace the ways back to his first appearance in the Realm so long ago; for it was from there that Gilladen had led him to Wandguard.

Two or three days passed in this fashion until one day, instead of being called out for training in the morning, he was woken by a soft knock on his door, and a pale, serious Jazlyn was suddenly standing in his doorway melting all his resolutions and reminding him of all he had been trying to forget and keep from surfacing.  He mustered all his self control, and inquired gently,

"How are you?" with concern in his voice.

"Much better now," she answered, and closed the door behind her, crossing the room to him and holding him close.

"Jazlyn," he sighed, detaching her from him and holding her at arm's length, "This is not the time, and I can't contemplate any move to claim you until my task is done and things have been resolved in one way or another.  Please understand. I am not about to endanger you again because of your entanglement with me.  You hear me?"

"Yes.  That doesn't mean I have to like it though, does it?"  She looked up at him sideways and the little smile he liked so much spread across her face. "I will not be going with the Athrak party when you leave.  Menoneth considers me too big a risk for you, so I am to stay here and look after the villagers and the farm animals."

"You've no idea how relieved that makes me feel," exhaled John, and then exhaled some more as Jazlyn sharply thumped him in the stomach playfully, and placed her hands on her hips, staring at him with mock anger.

"Don't think you can go off and get yourself killed without me!  I want you back here in one piece so I can show you how to milk goats, and become domesticated in times without Ataxios and all his horrors."

"Yessir!" he replied and allowed himself to hug her with all the warmth he really felt.

"Now it's time to be Wandmaster here in Kinguard.  You have to help us disappear," she said, laughing softly at his puzzled expression, "And this is the last time we will see each other at close range till you come back, so here's something to keep you warm.  She kissed him tenderly and he responded in kind, till they separated and just held onto each other in a warm hug that eventually ended.  Then, John passed the halter with the wand over his shoulders and followed Jazlyn out of his room in Menoneth's house, down the stairs and out into the subdued light which had come to feel so natural to him now. He and his wand were needed for something, and though he didn't know what exactly, he sighed to himself as he thought how 'normal' it now seemed to him to be called on to do the unusual time and time again. 

Jazlyn led John to the center of the village, and there assembled were Vilma, who was dressed for travelling, Melindra, who was standing tall and straight, in severe skirt and shawl, Menoneth and the village priest Cammaneth.  Jazlyn took her leave of John with a gentle squeeze of the hand, and moved back to the outer ring of the village square where the remainder of the villagers stood.  John had not noticed before that the village was built around a hexagonal area, in the center of which he now stood, and that the angles where the edges of the hexagon met were aligned with the watch towers of the village.  These towers were now visible in the morning light, but their wooden exteriors had been stripped off, revealing six, tall crystalline structures at the boundaries of the village.  In the center, where John now found himself, the fountain which usually played, had been stilled, revealing yet another crystal structure. 

Menoneth motioned for John to stand beside him and addressed the people of Kinguard.

"These troubled times have come about through no fault of our own, and we have no choice but to face them.  Our Wandmaster is at our side, and the hour is approaching fast when he will be called on to fulfill his destiny here in our Realm.  Our future rests on the outcome of the confrontation shortly to take place, and we must try to prepare ourselves for what may come.  It is for this reason that the village of Kinguard is going down – a procedure, which has not been instigated in many life-times, but our Guardians will be at the Wandmaster's side, as will I, myself, and it is my firm belief that we will all be better able to play our roles if we know that our loved ones are safely hidden from unfriendly eyes, and that there will be a continuance here, no matter what.  Menoneth's eyes strayed to his daughter Marny, standing close to Jazlyn, and then to John.

"I therefore, bid you all farewell, my kinsmen and women, and would ask for your thoughts and your love at this time."

As one, the assembled villagers raised their hands above their heads and their voices were joined in a response.

"Honour to the Wandmaster.  Honour to our houses.  Honour to the Crystal Trove, and victory to the Righteous."

"Your voices have been heard,"  said Cammaneth and he closed his eyes and appeared to be muttering prayers under his breath.

"Captains, lead out your Guardians!" called Menoneth, and the ranks of young men and women in their leather garb broke the circle and headed for the wooded area leading off north. 

"Village keepers, lead our families out to the safe haven."  The villagers began to move out, Marny and Jazlyn staring wistfully back over their shoulders as they joined the remaining inhabitants to follow in the tracks of those who had left the previous days.

Soon there was an eerie silence as the only people remaining in the village were Vilma, Melindra, Cammaneth, Menoneth and John. "It's time," said Cammaneth, seemingly having completed his prayers. "Wandmaster, your wand is required."

John removed his wand from its sheath and felt its power emanating in waves. 

"We, who are in this place today, are the only ones who will be able to penetrate its secret location.  Anyone else will pass through without sensing its presence at all, but its influence will shield our folk, now gathering in the friendly hills of Kavernor Heights.  The power we create this day will confuse and befuddle any who come this way searching to find our kin." 

John felt the familiar call of the wand and opened himself to its power.  He stood at the center of the hexagon and allowed the power to flood through him and out the tip of the wand, and as he focused his eyes, a beam of light shot out of the crystal wand and struck the central column, bounced back to strike the nearest crystal tower and then join them all together in a string of zooming light which passed like electrical charges between them till they were all connected.  The light seemed to generate speed, creating a continuous glow around the five within the center, until, with a sudden loud bang, like a whip crack, the light, the towers and everything within their bounds disappeared, just ceased to be there.  John looked around at Menoneth and the others, and they all appeared to be standing in a green but totally empty glade.  There were no houses; there were no towers, just an empty space where Kinguard had once stood.  It had been swallowed by the light and was now hidden.  Despite his part in the miracle, or perhaps because of it, John let out a gasp of wonder.  Slowly he lowered the wand, unsure if he was supposed to, and was relieved to find nothing altered. He and his companions were standing in an apparently empty space.

After brief goodbyes, Melindra and Cammaneth left to join up with their fellow-villagers, and Vilma, John and Menoneth departed in the opposite direction to join the Guardians, all assembled and waiting at the edge of the forest, ready to take whatever lie in their path on their journey into the heart of Athrak.

Into the wooded gloom, the line of guardians threaded.  The events of the last two days had subdued the high spirits, which had been so much in evidence on their arrival in Kinguard, and especially in the case of those who had seen Melindra's terror and heard her shrill screams as she experienced her vision at the welcoming festivities.  John, filled with an intense mixture of feelings, struggled to keep his mind off both pleasant and unpleasant memories while at the same time trying not to think about where he was going and why. This left little for him to think about and he consciously brought images to the forefront of his thinking which had nothing at all to do with the dark crystal world.  From time to time he felt the nudges of a mind at the edge of his consciousness but shut all doors, not wishing contact with anyone, not even Jazlyn in his present state.

Menoneth and Vilma were in the leading group and when John looked up, he often saw them exchanging looks and comments, but he had no desire to know what they were talking about.  He was sure he knew and none of the subjects they were bound to be concerned with were pleasant as far as John was concerned.  Indeed, it was difficult to find a topic he could safely think about without feelings of guilt, anger or fear creeping in, and he found himself taking shelter in the old familiar grind of his life in what he now thought of as ‘the other world'.  Pictures floated back into his mind's eye that gave him a comfortably solid place of refuge, and he tried to convince himself that they were important.  Try as he might though, the supermarket, his house and his job at Prowess and Dibbs could not hold his attention long enough for him to forget Jazlyn, the Akryd and Ataxios.  Which was real and which illusionary, was not now the question perplexing him, but rather, which reality he belonged in most, and if he, in fact had now separated into two entirely different people and belonged to both worlds equally.  It was all beginning to give him a headache when a voice at his side asked,

"Are you alright, Wandmaster? You're not looking too good."  John looked into Maylene's concerned face, and smiled his first smile that day. 

"I've had better days, Maylene," he answered ruefully.  She thumped him heftily on the shoulder and grinned.

"If this is as bad as it gets, you have nothing to worry about.  I think you might need that serious look later.  Meantime, chin up and be the Wandmaster you are.  There are a lot of us here who need to see you strong." She was right.  John accepted the rebuke and resolved to put on a better face.  He had friends and he had to care for them.

The countryside was unfolding before them.  They trekked, mostly in silence steadily northward, and as the day wore on they found themselves in a grassy area of open land with little shelter.  Jet called his guardians to a halt and engaged in conversation with Menoneth.  Then, he raised his voice to address them all.

"This is not a good place to rest or set up camp.  It's too exposed.  We'll carry on for an hour or two yet, till we reach the foothills of the Heghlin range.  We'll settle there and set out tomorrow morning to take the pass to the east up to the Fourways.  John remembered the charts Maplin had shown him of the Fourways plain.  It was many metres high, and a waterfall cascaded down into it from the western face of the Heg, the highest peak in its perimeter.  The waterfall was known as Thunder Falls for the sound of its roaring force.  Its waters formed a large lake, which emptied into four different rivers, the Suryana, the Athra, the Yealder and the Mallenin.  The rivers coursed through the land, in various strengths, collecting water from sources on their descent and building into the mighty Suryana to the south, or into the Athra which, as its name declared, flowed north into Athrak, and the two lesser rivers which moved off roughly east and west.  A tidy arrangement on the map, John recalled thinking when he had studied the geography of the realm.  He was curious to see it at first hand.

Night fell, and the company was audible rather than visible now.  They were all weary and there was little conversation as they marched on empty stomachs and tired feet, feeling hungry rather than sociable.  Where they would get supplies was a mystery to John, once the rations they carried on their backs ran out. 'If an army marches on its stomach, we're not going to get far,' he thought, recalling the old adage.  After what seemed like much more than a couple of hours, the terrain changed and the going became more unpredictable, so that they had to slow to avoid stumbling over hummocks of rock and coarse shrubbery. 

Once more the company halted, and they all sincerely hoped they had reached a safe campsite.  They had marched their fill and were tired and ready for rest.  Thankfully, the foothills afforded many sheltered nooks and there was a supply of fresh water, which ran in little rivulets, providing cool drinking springs, which were more than welcome to the company.  They made camp in groups, where they found suitable shelter and eagerly unwrapped their rations of cured meat, cheese, bread and dried fruit.  It wasn't very warming, but it was filling at least.

John's group consisted of Maroth, Zak, Tye and Todd, whether by accident or planning, four of the older and most serious guardians.  He liked them but they were not the liveliest of companions, which was probably for the best as he himself was still not in the mood for small talk. So, after the meal and a visit to the designated latrine area, he laid out his bed roll and snuggled as best he could into a not-very-comfortable position in a craggy nook, and thought ruefully ‘Between a rock and a hard place, in more ways than one'.  

Just as he was dropping off to sleep, a high-pitched whine broke the night, far away in the distance. It was unlike any sound he had heard before, and it meant something to him deep within his sleep-confused head, something threatening and sinister, like a siren blasting a warning. And he knew it was all for him.




Chapter 22

Into The Shadow


As the days went by and the landscape changed, it struck John that the guardians were sparsely armed and that they were all infantry.  It wasn't like any army he had ever read about and the lack of tanks, heavy guns, air transporters, bombers and all the accoutrements of modern warfare made the whole thing seem archaic and unreal, which maybe it was, he pondered as he trekked his way northwards near the head of the company.  It was more like being a chess piece than a soldier, and his role in the game was central, which made him the King; if he fell, the game was lost.  He had always felt that the King on the chessboard was hampered by his inability to move more than one square at a time and hoped that in this particular game, the crystal wand would give him an added advantage.  What kind of dark magic would Ataxios have to hand to counter the wand?  Images of the Akryd played before his eyes like a movie, as he had seen it in a vision in Menoneth's garden back in Wandguard.  He shuddered as he remembered Westroth in his lo state, and envisaged the horrifying process he must have endured during the transformation into the two-headed beast.  John remembered how he had fought to restore the young man to humanity again, and how much strength it had required.  How much more would it demand to tackle the Akryd, let alone Ataxios himself?  John felt unequal to the task and even though the Guardians and all their training backed him, he felt that the enemy had the upper hand by a long margin.

Althea's smile flashed before his eyes in pale clarity, and anger surged through him for her murder.  Nya.  The spindly, clearly lacking in humanity, had mercilessly killed her, but guilty as he was, he was yet another product of the terrible evil of Ataxios.  Where, John asked himself, did individual responsibility take over from an upbringing rooted in perversion and cruelty?  Where was the cut-off point between what a man was forced to become and what he might otherwise have been?  Whatever the answer to that question, the fact remained that Nya had killed Althea and that classified him as dangerous and meant that if John came up against him again, he would have to treat him as a murderous felon and not as the whimpering and mistreated child John had seen being abducted in his insight into Nya in the temple.  With shame, John acknowledged to himself that his own treatment of Althea had been anything but sensitive, and his own guilt made him even angrier at Nya.  The fact that he had also endangered Jazlyn by putting her at risk and almost into Nya's hands together with the wand of power left him feeling weak-kneed, and a groan escaped his throat as he relived his experiences of the night with Jazlyn in the forest. 

Up and ever up they climbed, and the cold began to bite as they trudged the footpaths that wound along the rock faces.  As they gained height, the plains and forests opened up below them and the geography John learned from Maplin began to take on form and shape.  They were headed to the Fourways, and the mighty water sources, which spewed from the mountaintops and fed the Realm's rivers.  On one of his pauses for breath, John detected movement in the rocks below the party of Guardians and called to his companions.  They scanned the low lands to their rear, and Todd and Zak separated from their small group and slipped, almost invisibly back down the track to check things out.  John, Tye and Maroth closed the gap on the company ahead of them in order to pass on word of their suspicions to Menoneth and Jet.

At their approach, the leading group halted and menoneth's eye came to rest thoughtfully on John, as though he were assessing his worth, and John didn't blame him if he had his doubts.  He, himself was none too sure of his attributes.  At the report, Menoneth just nodded, as though he was expecting it, and turned to Jet.

"Time to make camp?"

Jet looked around, and motioned to a track about 100 metres higher up which seemed to disappear into the rock face.  It reminded John of the way into Wandguard valley when he had first entered the crystal and met Gill, and he was not surprised when the path meandered around and into the boulders, emerging onto a broad plateau which overlooked a rocky plain. Little springs opened and poured down the sides of the rock walls at the outer edges of the shelf, providing fresh drinking water, and the whole area was surrounded and invisible to enemy eyes.  As John emerged onto the shelf, he relaxed and realized just how tense he was becoming as he got ever closer to Athrak.  Here he felt secure, though he supposed it would be easy to ambush if its whereabouts were known.  For the moment, anyway, John felt that was unlikely, and wandered across to the nearest spring to quench his thirst with cool clear water.  Icy to the touch, it hurt his teeth and when he splashed it on his face, the cold wind bit into his wet cheeks and left him smarting. And very hungry!

He rummaged into his pack and pulled out a little stale bread and cheese forlornly.  Maylene was a big girl and her appetite equaled any man's, but she wasn't fussing in her bag or looking concerned about food.  She was perched on a flat rock looking down into the plain, waiting patiently.   John sighed, and moved over to join her. He asked the inevitable question.

"What happens about food, Maylene?"

"It's on the way," was all she said, but that didn't answer John's curiosity.

"On the way how?'

"By special delivery," she grinned.

"But nobody knows where we are, do they?" he asked.

"Oh we have our communication lines.  I'm surprised they haven't asked you to help in sending directions, but you are a bit preoccupied I suppose.  Vilma has no doubt been busy."

John remained puzzled.  Even if thought messages had been sent, the distances they had covered were great, and supplies would take days to arrive, he thought.  He was pondering the problem when Maylene suddenly pointed into the distant sky above the plain, and announced.

"Here comes supper!"

Following her pointing finger, John saw a cloud of movement on the horizon, even though it was dark.  It was a denser shade of black, and it glinted in the light of the night stars and the moonlight.  What it was, John couldn't see. It wasn't an aeroplane, it was silent, at least so far, but as it drew closer, he could hear a soft whirring of wings.  It was something like a cloud of insects, each one large enough to carry a man, and John thought about the Akryd in panic. Were there other enormous insect beasts in this strange place that he was unaware of? These were more like dragonflies he saw and, indeed, the leading member of the group was being ridden like a horse by a rider who was holding reigns and appeared to be scanning the rocks in search of where to put down.  The plateau where the guardians were encamped was large enough for one or two, but not for all of them.  And then it started to rain bundles of supplies as the cloud of dragonflies circled above them, releasing their burdens one by one, apparently at the directions of the rider on the lead beast.  The guardians began darting into the plain and scooping the bundles out of the way and stacking them at the rocky sides of the drop site until they stopped coming and the insect-cloud started to move off into the distance. 

The rider of the first dragonfly circled the plateau, and gently led his mount down to land.  As he dismounted, the guardian uniform became visible, and in a flash of recognition, John saw that it wasn't a he but a she. 

"Jazlyn!" he exclaimed.

She acknowledged him briefly, with more warmth in her eye than John could have hoped for, and moved off to speak to Vilma, who kissed her on the cheek, and Menoneth, who was shaking his head in exasperation.

"It had to be me," she was explaining. "There was no-one else who could hear the thought directions.  The usual flyer had a head cold and couldn't be healed quickly enough to bring out the supplies from the hill camp.  Call it fate."  Vilma was wearing a half smile, and Menoneth was looking as if he felt he'd been tricked.

Food was being unpacked and handed out, but John's attention was now elsewhere, and Maylene suddenly thumped him on the back, bringing him back with a jolt.

"Thought you were hungry, Wandmaster.  Here, have a chunk of pie!" She smiled, and put a large wedge of savoury pie in his hand.  It melted in his mouth as he took the first bite, and in no time at all, he had finished it in hungry gulps, and he soon turned his attention to filling himself up with the newly arrived supplies.  The dragonfly was jittery and its reigns were being held by one of the other guardians while Jazlyn gave her report, the other members of the cloud of insects having flown off, presumably back to base.  But, all the time John was eating, his eye was constantly searching for Jazlyn, watching her familiar movements, the toss of her head, the shrug of her shoulders, the way she stood. 'Get a grip, man, now is not the time', he scolded himself. 'It would keep,' he thought. 'Yes, it would keep.'  As Jazlyn extracted herself eventually from Menoneth and Vilma, she turned to search for John and found his eyes fondly glued to her and waiting, which made her feel hot and breathless, and the smile that spread across her face was like the warmth of the sun to John.  Memories and feelings filled both of them and as they approached one another, the need for contact was irrepressible.  They touched fingers and Jazlyn interlaced hers with his lightly for a moment before releasing her grip and stepping back away from him.

"I have to go. But listen for me.  I have been sending to you but you have closed down.  You need to use all your senses now.  Don't cut your communication lines."  John realized he had been doing just that.  His guilt had clouded his instincts and he had lost his ability to hear in his head.

"I'll try to be more receptive. Are you ok?" he asked concernedly.

"Better for seeing you," she replied. "I don't know if I'll get another chance like this as I've been banished to the hill camp, but I hope so.  In the meantime, keep safe and think of me.  I'll be with you in your head if you'll let me in, no matter how far apart we are."

He answered her with his mind in a flood of affirmation whose heat made her flush, and she returned it in kind. They both laughed at the intensity of their thoughts and then she reached up and pecked him on the mouth, gently touching his cheek with her hand.

"Come back to me when all this is over."

He didn't reply.  Just nodded and smiled.  Then she was mounting her oversized dragonfly and taking off into the night sky, silhouetted against the black.  That night, John slept well, his stomach full, his head resounding with Jazlyn, and for once, his fears subjugated by other more pleasant thoughts.

The backpacks were heavier the next morning, but the knowledge that there was food in the extra weight made it a very acceptable burden.  Hunger is not a traveler's friend, and strength soon wanes on an empty stomach, as does courage and John had begun to droop before the arrival of the food supplies both physically and mentally.  Today he was fed, and grimly determined to keep to his task.

The pace was a little quicker and, even though the going was rough, by late morning, the roar of a great falls was beginning to become audible as they trekked on ever higher.  Small rivulets began to appear, coursing down the hilly slopes and they often had to jump them in order to make progress upward.  The voice of the falls becoming ever louder awakened something within them and they started to increase their own volume, shouting remarks to each other as they went, and in the midst of the now excited babble and banter, a strong voice lifted in song. 




Over darkened vales

Where the cold wind wails

And there's never a comfort found,

We'll walk on strong

And it won't be long,

Till we reach the battleground

Till we reach the battleground.




Through forests deep

Where the tree folk sleep

And the shadows are all around,

We'll forge a way,

Till the fated day

When we reach the battleground

When we reach the battleground.




Under starlit skies

Where the nightowl flies,

And the horn of Ataxios sounds,

We'll give our all,

Though we may all fall

On the green, green battleground,

On the green, green battleground.







By the Diamond light,

Of the wand so bright,

In the Master's steady hand,

We will thrust and clash

And our swords will flash

On the bloody battleground

On the bloody battleground.




We will free the light

Of the crystals bright,

In the Athrak temple bound,

Re-establish right

And repel the night

From the Dark Realm's sacred ground!

From the Dark Realm's sacred ground!




The song wasn't hard to learn or sing, and its marching rhythm raised the spirits of the guardians, John included.  He knew what was expected of him and when he sung the words about "the wand so bright in the master's steady hand," he truly hoped he would be able to live up to the expectations it harbored.  He wondered how long ago the song had been written and how many Wandmasters had failed before him.  His own relative, William was encased in a crystal shroud in the Temple at Wandguard, having died in the trying, no doubt.  Now it was his turn, and it was very possible that he would die too.  How many of his ancestors had lost the battle, he could not know.  Even so, he had no choice but to play out his role, a pawn in the hand of some invisible player, and take the consequences.

The song had helped take their minds off their tired feet, and they had reached a point now high up in the craggy peaks, where the wind bit and probed into every exposed inch of skin.  Their brisk march had kept them warm, but as they climbed, they wrapped their arms around their upper bodies in an attempt to conserve the warmth they were generating and to prevent it from being sucked away from them.  Then they heard a distant, low roar, which grew in intensity as they continued and was soon distinguishable as the sound of a large body of water falling.  They were approaching the Fourways, and soon they would be at the highest point of their journey before making the descent into the Athrak plain beyond.

Together with the cold came the damp, which hung in the air in a heavy mist, spreading across the mountain peaks and forming low cloud, obscuring vision and clinging with clammy fingers to their bodies.  They struggled on, following the lead group of Menoneth, Jet and Vilma, who showed no signs of flagging, until they reached a high narrow pass which forced them to proceed single-file, and out of necessity, the pace slowed as they had to concentrate on keeping their footing on the mist-slippery rocks.  John was in the second group behind the leaders and was brought to an abrupt halt when he bumped into the guardian in front of him, who happened to be Honeth.  Behind John, other guardians also stopped and peered around, wondering what the hold up was.  It was then that John lifted his eyes and was astounded to see that he was standing on a ledge which ran above and around a high waterfall, and that below his feet was a sheer wall of water tumbling down in boiling white fury. The thunderous voice of the falls had been growing so gradually that it had become a familiar companion and they now had to shout if they wanted to be heard by their immediate neighbour.  The majesty of the falls took John's breath away, and his heart swelled within him, giving him the certain knowledge that his journey had been worthwhile if it gave him nothing more than this.  He slowly lifted his eyes from the dizzying, churning water below him and searched the distance as best he could through the mist-haze for signs of the barren black-lands of Athrak.




Chapter 23

Making Plans

Tyloren's recovery was remarkably quick in the maternal hands of Lenora and the family comfort of the home she shared with Loman and their children, and he soon found his attention drawn to the next inevitable stage of the developing pattern of events which was about to engulf the Realm.  Urgency gripped him and he sought out Loman and Mahoo in an attempt to plan some sort of strategy in order to be of support and practical use to his Wandmaster and the force or Guardians with him.  So few, he kept thinking, up against so many. 

The Realm had never kept up large armies, as in the main its population was small and consisted of scattered hamlets of farming communities, who lived their lives peacefully, troubled only by the occasional raids of Ataxios's spindlies to kidnap young in order to swell their ranks.  This, of course, was terrifying, and could have been reason enough to go to war, but it had long been the practice, and had seeped into the psyche of the inhabitants as being somehow unchangeable.  Stories were told to small children warning them about being out too far from home, but the disappearances were generally of tots too young to really understand the danger, who had somehow managed to slip the attention of their mothers. On some level, it was tacitly accepted, almost as if this offering would confer on the remaining community some kind of immunity from anything worse.  Parents consoled themselves with the thought that, at least their children were still living some kind of life elsewhere, and were not dead.

Only the Guardian forces had been kept up with determined effort by one or two strong family lines who had traditionally had contact with the chain of Wandmasters finding their way through the barrier between the two worlds and into the continuing story of the Realm. Vilma and Melindra came from a nomadic tribe known as the Wildlanders, and their warriors were fierce and cunning.  When called on, they would lend their strength to Wandguard in battle and they were feared, even by the lo's and spindlies.

"The thing is this," explained Tyloren to his two new companions, "There is not much we can do to aid the Guardians on the battle field, but maybe we can organize a distraction for our host, the Lord Ataxios, which will draw his attention off them for long enough for our Wandmaster to complete his task."

"And what exactly is this task?" asked Loman solemnly, "Is he to destroy Ataxios, bring the Athrak Crystals into the light, or both?"

"Well, hopefully both," replied Tyloren, "But it's a tall order, of course."

"We could help him by removing at least one of those tasks from his shoulders," volunteered Mahoo, "it has long been my wish to enter the underground kingdom of Ataxios and rescue the crystals.  I should very much like to try, at least.  Tyloren, could you find your way back in again?"

Tyloren's flesh crept and his mouth went dry at the memory of his desperate flight from hunger, thirst and darkness, but he could see the logic of Mahoo's thinking. 

"I think so, and in fact I think the very rock of the mountains aided me in my escape, so I would hope to be likewise guided in my return if I were to attempt such a task."

"This time, you would not be alone, nor would you be without supplies," vouched Loman, and smiled grimly.  Mahoo leaned his thin face closer to Tyloren and spoke softly and firmly, as he looked him in the eye. 

"We can do this, you know.  We three make a good team.  We could enter the mountain lair of Ataxios himself, steal his precious crystals from under his nose and light up the battle field with their glow." The air hung thick with conspiracy as the three men drew up plans in the evening twilight.  Eventually, Loman stretched and stood up, shifting the burden on his shoulders awkwardly, so that Tyloren once again became aware of its presence.  It was funny, he thought, that when you knew someone well enough, difference became so unimportant.  Tyloren did not immediately accompany Loman back to the family home, choosing to remain with Mahoo and share some herbs and a little quiet time in order to consider better the ‘feel' of the plan they were cooking up.  It would either feel right or wrong, and he would know what to do and how to proceed.  He was unsure as to whether he should share their plans with Vilma and Menoneth, feeling that the fewer who knew, the better. This he would also meditate upon. He seated himself in the now familiar alcove on his flat stone, and the little candle flames flickered to life around him.  As he concentrated, he allowed his thoughts to consolidate and take shape, so that by the time he was ready to seek out food and his bed for the night, he was sure beyond doubt of his course of action. 

The hidden valley at the foot of the chasm where Tyloren now found refuge was peopled by the race of slints, and these slender, childlike inhabitants went about their daily chores, and accepted their strange assortment of guests without apparent question.  Mahoo was accepted as one of their kind, though his height was slightly greater than those who gathered around his abode in the evenings to listen to his tales and seek his wisdom.  He was also alone in his colouring, his dark auburn hair and freckled skin making a sharp contrast to the black hair and berry-brown complexion of his companions, but he was their wise man and their seer, and they paid him due respect.  His origins were unclear, and he did not volunteer any information about them; perhaps he didn't know. The slints took little interest in Tyloren, but had daily dealings with Lenora, Loman and the boys as they traded foodstuffs and crafted items between them.  Lenora's jams and other delicacies were in much demand, and she was always making and cooking.  The whole unlikely situation was so domestic that Tyloren felt he could almost have settled and felt at home there.  But he knew that time pressed and that he would soon once more be in the cold, dank, fearful tunnels of Athrak.

Around Mahoo's fire a meeting was called, and the tribe of slints was represented by an individual of uncertain age, intelligent eyes and well-formed features, who listened more than he spoke, but nodded and agreed or disagreed in his fashion from time to time.  His name was Tollaman.  Tyloren was also there, as were both Lenora and Loman, and their eldest son, Braedon.

"We have come together in order to plan our next move, or indeed to decide if we should, in fact move at all," said Mahoo, "and I would like to ask you, Tyloren to speak to us this evening to tell us how you see the situation in order for us to better understand and come to a decision."

"I will try to be brief, and before I begin, I call on the wisdom of the crystals in all this Realm to enlighten our minds and clarify our thoughts," replied Tyloren, pausing to take a deep breath and search his mind for inspiration.  He began to speak in an even tone, saying

"Like tides on the great distant seas, and like the seasons of our Realm, so the process of preparation for confrontation with Ataxios continues.  Through many generations of our people and the comings and goings of Wandmasters, we have striven to live in peace.  But our children are regularly stolen, our young men turned into lo's and the light of our world is dimmed by the evil of Ataxios who has hidden away the crystal trove of Athrak in darkness and thus robbed them of their power to light and cheer us." 

At the mention of lo's, Tyloren saw Loman hang his head and shift the load on his shoulders.  Braedon flushed red and shot an angry look at Tyloren, who was able to feel as well as see it.

"I am not speaking ill of your father Braedon," he said gently, "Know that I have found in him a friend and protector I never hoped to stumble on in my poor diminished condition fresh from the halls of Athrak, and I mean no criticism, but he is the only one I know who has managed to retain his humanity after the implantation.  I honour your father, Braedon, and I do not speak of him when I speak of lo's but of the transformed and evil servants of Ataxios I have had the displeasure to meet."

"You are young yet, son," said Loman, looking at the youth beside him, "and you have had no contact with fully transformed lo's.  Don't be deceived into thinking they are in any way like me.  They have lost every vestige of humanity and live only to do the bidding of their master.  They are no longer men or women but vessels for the housing of malevolent entities.  They do not deserve even your pity."  Lenora squeezed her son's arm and smiled at him. 

"Spindly for a mother and lo for a father.  Who can blame you for being sensitive about your family?"  Tyloren carried on. 

"Many times have we been provoked by Ataxios and many times have we made moves to protect ourselves from his handiwork, but the balance has always been in his favour.  This, I feel, is changing.  With the coming of the new Wandmaster, John Stone, I witnessed a surge of power from the Wandguard Crystals that I have never seen before or even heard about.  This young man is gifted with such strength that the light of the crystals becomes his very thought and acts out his wishes.  It is remarkable to see, and for that reason, I believe we may have a unique opportunity to do something we have never done before, to defeat Ataxios and restore the Crystals of Athrak to the light.  I also believe that it is not by accident I find myself here in your company, and that I have been put behind enemy lines, as it were, in order to play a part in fulfilling the potential in this new conjunction of events."  He paused and looked hard at Braedon again before saying very softly,

"I can't think of better companions for blending in with the background in the tunnels of Athrak than a lo and a spindly, and I am going to ask your permission, Braedon, to lend me both your parents in this effort to repair our Realm." 

The boy's head shot up and he looked from one parent to the other in disbelief.  They maintained his gaze and he realized he had been brought to the meeting in order to be prepared to take over as head of his household if things should go ill.

"Mother, Father, are you really going to do this crazy thing?  Think about it, we're safe here.  We have a life beyond danger and we don't have to be involved in this, think about us! Think about Jed and Hal – what will they do if anything happens to you?"

"Braedon," said Loman gently, "Your mother and I have seen what Ataxios can do.  We both, by the grace of some good force, managed to escape our terrible fates and we have lived this last period of our lives in happiness, bringing into the world three strong children, of whom you are the eldest.  We cannot sit with our hands in our lap while there is a chance to change the fates of so many others who were not so fortunate as us and remain slaves and worse in the evil domain of Ataxios." 

"But it's so dangerous.  You could be killed, and then what? What will become of us?"

"If that's the end that awaits us, we must face it.  You see, I also think it is no coincidence that Tyloren, your mother and I have been brought together at this time and in this place.  I believe we have a unique part to play in the events that are about to unfurl and we cannot refuse.  Should the worse come to the worst, we leave three descendants we are proud of, and the responsibility for passing on the lessons we have taught you will be on your young shoulders.  We believe you are strong enough."

"No.  I don't accept this!  I'm not ready to lose you – either of you!" he yelled angrily and turning on Tyloren he said, "This is all your fault!  Leave!  Go back where you came from and leave us in peace!  We don't want you here."  He was on his feet, standing in front of Tyloren and pointing his finger in his face.

In a flash, Loman was grappling with his son, trying to turn him away from Tyloren. 

"Look at me Braedon!" He commanded. Braedon struck out with his hand in anger and as Loman gripped his son's arm, the cloak slipped from his shoulders revealing the lolling head of the Lo attached thereto.  The hideous whiteness of the face and the sick-eyed smile, which spread over its slavering mouth, was shocking.  It had taken on life in the heated exchanges, and Loman choked back a cry of anguish as he struggled to overcome his emotional outburst and regain his calm.  The head emitted a screech, which unsettled everyone there, and Lenora with tears in her eyes, leaped to her feet and ran to her husband's aid.  Loman made an attempt to grab her hands and prevent her, his own head being bowed to his chest as the implanted thing between his shoulders gained strength and fought for control but she swept up the cloak from the dust, throwing it over her husband's shoulders to blind the monstrosity rooted there, and wrapped her long arms around Loman's shoulders to pin his arms to his side, calling to him.

"Come back, Limya, come back to us!"

Loman, hearing his wife's pet name for him began to thrash about less, and slowly his own face, contorted by his struggle with his lo half and beaded with sweat, began to calm as his movements normalized and his breaths became longer and deeper till he won his own personal battle and sighed heavily.

During all this, Loman had Braedon's wrist in a vice-like grip and the boy's face had blanched to almost the same colour as the Lo head on his father's shoulders.  Horror was written in his eyes and when he could eventually free his wrist, he stood, rooted to the ground, unable to move, and then he sank down in a heap on the floor and hugged his knees close to his chest.

"Do you see now?  Do you understand?" Loman inquired of his son in a strangled voice. "You have never understood what I fight every day of my life.  You may have seen my ‘traveling companion' from time to time when I was not careful enough to hide it, he smiled ruefully, and pushed his thumb in the direction of his shoulders, "but you have never known it's evil as I do, and I hope you and your brothers never will.  It is for you that your mother and I want to go; for you, your brothers and for all the others like you in this Realm.  Somewhere, this has to stop!"

Mahoo, who had been silent during these events, sat thoughtfully with a grim look on his face, and he now spoke, so that all eyes moved in his direction, and in this way, the intensity of the feelings was diminished. 

"I too, Braedon, have wondered about the wisdom of the proposed plan," he said calmly and thoughtfully, "but I am now sure that we have no option but to do it – whatever the cost."

"That's easy for you to say," said the youth with a shaky voice, quieter now but still not entirely pacified, "They're not your parents."

"True," came back the reply, "but I remember my own parents, and had they asked of me a thing of such importance, I would have heeded them.  You are young yet, and wisdom has not had time to mature your thinking, but you must learn to accept the greater wisdom of others until it does, and not least of all that of your parents who do this partly for you and your brothers, so you will have a better tomorrow.  And if you are too close to them to be able to see that, then I ask you to respect my judgement in this."  In a last reaction, Braedon tossed his head in the direction of Tyloren standing at his shoulder and said,

"Everything would have been all right if he hadn't come here."  Mahoo became stern and answered firmly, "Tyloren is not the reason for our problems.  He has been put in this place by the hand of an unseen player, call it fate if you will, and indeed has passed through despair and reached the very doors of death to get here.  There is some other design at work behind this union of ours, and I am becoming more and more aware that some force is moving in our favour to give us a chance to defeat Ataxios and regain the crystals of Athrak.  You, Braedon, and all of us here are just stones being moved around on a game board."

"Let's hope luck is on our side," said Tyloren.

"Only by playing out the game will we find out," said Mahoo, "and time is growing short.  If we delay, we may interfere with the flow of events mapped out for us, and that would be very unwise."

Loman placed a hand on his son's shoulder, pulling him into his embrace and a stifled sob escaped the boy's throat.  Lenora, who had not spoken during all this exchange moved up and took her place on her son's other side.  She looked at Tyloren, and said softly, "My son would like to apologise to you for his quick words.  He is a very worthy young man and we are proud of him, but he has much to learn."

Tyloren lifted a hand and shook his head, meaning to say that an apology was unnecessary, but Lenora silenced him with a slight smile and a determined look.  Slowly, Braedon raised his head a little, but didn't meet Tyloren's eyes. "Sorry," he said simply, and Tyloren answered, "It's already forgotten."  His words were greeted by a smile from Lenora, and she excused herself from the rest of the meeting to go home, taking Braedon with her talking softly to him as they left and moved off into the woods towards their home.

Tollaman had engaged Mahoo in low conversation, seated beside him so that their two heads were close together, and in a language strange to Tyloren, the two men nodded and conferred for some minutes.  Then, the slight form of the slint stood up and stared long and hard, first at Tyloren and then at Loman before giving them a nodded acknowledgment and taking leave.

"Our friend Tollaman has seen and understood much today and will now brief his tribe on all that has taken place.  They may be of some little help to us, at least in guiding us back to the crystal cave, which led you out into their world.  They know all this valley like the back of their hand and will be able to keep watch and lead us stealthily and safely back there without being discovered.  From time to time we see small groups of spindlies in exploratory expeditions, but so far, they haven't found our valley."

"That means there is probably an easier access way in and out of the Athrak tunnels than that found by you, Tyloren," mused Loman.

"Yes, Tollaman and his folk know the exit point," agreed Tyloren, "but as far as they know, the way Tyloren came out is as yet undiscovered by the spindlies."

"That gives us an advantage," added Loman speculatively. "Lets hope we can use it wisely."

 


Chapter 24

Kavernor Heights

Life as a guardian had its drawbacks.  Long marches, days without a decent shower or change of clothes, short rations, guard duties and all the other things that went with the package, but it was at least a way of life.  You knew what you had to do every day and where your responsibilities lie.  Jazlyn, after her flight to deliver supplies to the other guardians, was now restless.  She was a doer not a sitter and she spent many hours bitterly resenting the fact that she was trapped here in the hills in the mountain village nursing the people of Kinguard.  Someone had to do it, she knew, but the fact that it was her, and the knowledge that it was punishment made it very hard to take.  She had taken to walking in the hills around the encampment on the pretext of keeping watch.  She often wandered farther from the encampment than wisdom should have allowed, but there wasn't much else to do and there was no-one to tell her not to do it, so she did.  It gave her time to think and she certainly had a lot to think about.

First and foremost on her mind was one John Stone, Wandmaster.  A smile often crept across her face when she remembered their walk in the forest before the long stringy Nya had come on the scene and spoiled everything.  And then there were the consequences!  The scenes afterwards with Menoneth and with her own mother, Vilma reminding her that her head was for thinking with and not losing at the first opportunity.  Had she realized how close she had come to disaster, not only for herself, but also for the Realm?  The Crystal Wand was almost lost, and for what?  For a frolic in the woods?  Was it worth it?  Well, no probably not.  But it came a close second.

"And now where am I?" she said aloud, stuck here mollycoddling a lot of villagers.  Her footsteps took her on and up away from the settlement to the highest point of Kavernor hills, to a spot which overlooked the Realm and from which point she often scanned the landscape towards the north and Athrak sending out thoughts to John, and indeed to her mother.  From where she stood, she could see the dragonfly fields where the beasts were grazing on some tall vegetation, flitting from one flowering stem to the other, tended by a keeper.  She wondered why there were not more flights; the creatures could be used perhaps for spying out the land.  The truth was that the flyer she had replaced was not that young any more, and anyway, the guardians had their own traditions, their major role being the protection of the Temple crystals in Wandguard and the Wandmaster himself.  That was work you did on foot, and seldom did the flyers come even to Wandguard.  It was far more common for provisions to come in from Kinguard through the secret pass on foot or on pack animals. 

She heard a voice behind her. 

"Hey, Jazlyn, wait up!"  As she swung round, her braided hair standing out from her head, she saw Marny running up the hill behind her.

"I should have known!" she muttered to herself.  More and more often these days Menoneth's young daughter had been turning up at Jazlyn's side on her walks, uninvited and full of chatter.  Jazlyn had a suspicion that Marny had been fascinated by the events surrounding the affair of her moonlight escapade with John Stone, and being a teenage girl with lots of energy, she felt attracted to Jazlyn as a person involved in the forbidden.  She was hoping for some insight, maybe even a shared confidence about the events of that night.  She was, in short, displaying a natural curiosity for her age.

"I thought I was never going to catch up with you!  Boy, do you walk fast!" laughed Marny breathlessly.

"I was strolling.  You haven't seen me when I'm going fast,"  joked Jazlyn and set off away from Marny at the fastest walk she could manage so that the youngster was left to race after her giggling and calling for her to stop.  Eventually Jazlyn turned, putting her hands on her hips with a look of feigned boredom on her face, and pretended to yawn while she waited for Marny to catch up. 

"You're not normal!  You walk like other people run. How am I supposed to keep up with you in all these skirts?" Marny panted, "at least you've got your guardian pants on and you've got freedom of movement.  I wish father would let me wear pants and start training to be a guardian.  I'm so sick of hanging around doing nothing."

"You're a bit young yet for guardian training.  You have to be 18 summers before you get taken into Wandguard.  How old are you now?"

"Only 15," groaned Marny. "I'll go crazy waiting for three years to pass.'

"We all had to wait, you know."

"Yeah, I suppose so, but I was born at the wrong time."

"What in crystals does that mean?" asked Jazlyn.

"Well, if I'd been born a few summers before, then I might have been a guardian in Wandguard when the new Wandmaster arrived, and then I could have been his one and only and not you!"  Marny had such a cheeky grin on her face when she said this that Jazlyn found it hard not to laugh.

"Keep your little fifteen-year-old nose out of my business Miss Curiosity! I'm not getting into a discussion about him with you so forget it.  Now, if you want to walk with me then let's talk about something else, ok?"

"What else is there to talk about, now let me see, oh yes, my brother.  What about Wes?"

"Marny!" Jazlyn turned on the teenage girl, now genuinely annoyed. 

"What?" returned the girl, "I just wondered what happened between you two.  He's been missing for so long now.  Have you heard from him?"

"No," answered Jazlyn shortly, and turned her face away, ‘"to tell you the truth I'm very worried about him."

"Father says he's got a lot on his mind.  He thinks, well, he thinks it's got something to do with what happened to him, you know, when he was a lo." She said the last two words in a whisper and looked around nervously. "He says that Wes changed."

"Look Marny, I'm not comfortable talking about this to you, ok?  Ask your father not me."

"Well you told me to talk about something else, didn't you?  That's what came into my head. Sorry."

"It's ok.  So many things have happened recently, there aren't many safe things to talk about I suppose.  Come on, let's head back to the camp.  It'll soon be lunch time."

The two girls turned on their heels and started back across the green open meadow, which led to the small glade of trees they had to go through to return. 

"What was guardian training like?" 

"Oh, you know, drills, guard duty, and miles and miles of hill trekking. Our feet are our first line of defence, you know.  We walk everywhere and run if necessary for long distances."  Jazlyn continued to tell Marny about guardian training as they walked, and related various episodes as memories popped into her head one by one. Suddenly there was a presence in her mind, a familiar one, but not a welcome one, and she spun round on the spot scanning the trees, going silent and raising a hand for Marny to do the same.

"What is it?" whispered Marny with wide eyes.

"Sshhh!" spat out Jazlyn, and motioned for Marny to come close, then she grabbed the girl's hand and started to run as fast as she could dragging her along behind.  Marny, without knowing the reason, could sense Jazlyn's panic, and did her best in her long skirts to run, but she didn't manage much speed.  Marny, in her fear, looked left and right of her as they reached the copse of trees, searching out the danger she couldn't see. "Don't look round!  Run!" yelled Jazlyn as she felt the girl falter and turned to see what the reason was.  She let out a gasp as her eye fell on the tall gangly form of Nya pushing aside the greenery in an attempt to reach them.

"Oh! Crystals save us!," she shouted and wished she had a sword on her, but she had nothing.

They were clear of the woods and had the settlement in sight, but Jazlyn knew he would reach them before she got to safety, so she turned to face the spindly, pushing Marny out of the way.

"Get help!" she yelled to the young girl, and then turned to face the spindly coming up fast. "Run, Marny, run!"

Marny only hesitated for a moment, and then she took off as fast as she could, shouting for help.

Jazlyn stood her ground now, and waited for the arrival of Nya, who was loping towards her with long-legged strides.  His mind was strong, and bent on her, but she repelled him as best she could from her head, and at the same time sent a panic signal herself.  John Stone, standing high on a rocky pass watching the tumbling of the great falls heard her, and so did Vilma.  They shot a look at each other, and immediately Vilma went off into a kind of trance, sending mental pictures of Jazlyn and Nya, to her sister back at the settlement with the feeling of urgency she had got from her daughter.  John didn't know how to help Jazlyn from such a distance, but he acted on instinct.  He withdrew into himself, sending his love and strength to her, and he pulled out the crystal wand he had strapped to his chest and held it on high, all his attention directed into it.

Melindra was already gathering whoever could bear arms as Marny came charging into the settlement, and was cursing the fact that they were so unprepared.  All the fighting men had left with Menoneth, the safety of the settlement being based more on secrecy than on force of arms.  It had never been found before. 

Jazlyn, two-thirds Nya's height, stood firm.  She planted her feet firmly and faced him.  John was with her, she knew, and she ceased to be afraid.  Nya slowed, but approached cautiously, looking to see if she was armed, making his plans. 

"Draw your sword, Jazlyn," came John's comforting voice in her head.

"I'm unarmed!" she replied.

"No. You're not.  Draw your sword.  Trust me!"  Without taking her eyes off Nya, Jazlyn reached for where her sword would normally be strapped, and her hand closed around the hilt of an invisible weapon.  She drew it out of its sheath and raised it before her, closing her other hand around it also so that she held it defensively, aimed at Nya.  Raised before her, she could see the outline of a sword, but it was not of steel, it was of light, a dazzling sword-shape created from reflections, like the scintillation of a million jewels.  Breathtaking, but at the same time deadly, she was sure.

Nya gasped and drew back, and Jazlyn advanced, wielding the sword as if it were solid; she had the strength and confidence of her beloved Wandmaster with her. 

"You will not take me!" she cried.  The sword sung as she stroked it through the air, as though its light had become sound.  It cut and sliced, twanging, shrieking, howling and flashing as it sought its prey, and Jazlyn felt energized.  She leapt forward, took a slash at the spindly, and caught his thigh.  Immediately, a deep gash appeared in his flesh, and he caught at it with his hand, just as a stab caught him under the ribs and he went down.  His blood was flowing profusely, and Jazlyn was enraged.  She had learned how he had killed Althea, violently, and without mercy.  She remembered her struggle with him in the dark at Kinguard, and suddenly she was the righteous executioner.  John's decisiveness was in her.  He wanted this creature dead, wanted to cut him deep and take away what little life he had.  He wanted to protect Jazlyn and she felt the sword lusting after Nya's blood as she advanced again.  It would be so easy to bring it down on the scrawny neck and end it all.  Nya knew his end was inevitable, and from his throat, a thin whiny sob escaped, his ugly face screwed up and contorted in pain and despair.  John in her head and in the sword was clamouring for death, but Nya was pleading for life in his last moments.  He was a wounded animal in eye-to-eye contact with his hunter just before the deathblow, and Jazlyn was ready to deal it.

"Yes. Death, yes!" sang the sword, and Jazlyn would have heeded its call if a hand behind her hadn't stayed her arm before it had a chance to fall.

Marny had run as fast as her legs would carry her, sobbing as she ran, out of fear both for her own safety, but especially for Jazlyn's.  Her heart beat fast in her chest and her breath wouldn't come as she choked on her own tears.  She hadn't reached the entrance to the settlement when out came Melindra, closely followed by Cammaneth, and by the guardsmen whose job it was to watch the entrance.  They were armed, and when she saw them, Marny started to shout deep from her throat as she coughed her way towards them.

"Quick! Get to Jazlyn before he kills her!" Her voice was distorted with terror.

"Who? How many are there?" asked Kortyn, one of the watchmen, a former guardian.

"Just him.  Nya! Nya, the spindly!"

Kortyn was already heading off towards the copse, and shouted over his shoulder, "Pandrik, Shaklen, come with me."  The three men set off at a very fast pace, due to their guardian background, despite their maturity, and soon reached the woods and disappeared inside.  Marny was gathered into Melindra's arms and led back to the settlement while the remainder of the men followed Kortyn's small party at a slower pace. 

"Calm down and tell us exactly what happened!" ordered Cammaneth.

"We were walking……sob…. And ……suddenly he was there….sob. He must have been hiding in the woods.  He wanted Jazlyn!" 

"What in Crystals were you two doing out there all alone anyway?  Don't you know why we're here?  You may have endangered all of us with your stupidity, not just yourselves."

"I didn't ……sob….think….we were doing any harm.  I thought we were safe here!"

"Nowhere's safe!  And if you didn't know that before, then know it now and pray that Jazlyn's training helps her stay alive.  That Nya creature has already killed."

In the settlement there was uproar as the remainder of the inhabitants gathered together to wait for the return of the men.  The news had spread and women were anxiously doing a headcount to see if anyone else was missing.  Marny was taken to wash her face, drink a little water and then Melindra found a quiet corner and sat her down on a low wall, drawing a low chair up before her.  She spoke to her slowly and softly, trying to glean any information she could from the young girl, and she shot anxious looks at the woods as the minutes slipped by and the men hadn't returned with Jazlyn.  Delay was a bad sign.

About half an hour passed, and Pandrik was seen trotting back from the copse alone.  Everyone froze and the babble turned to silence as he arrived in the settlement and stopped, breathless.

"There's no sign of either Jazlyn or the spindly," He said simply.

"The others are still searching, but they sent me back to get Marny so she can show us exactly where it happened, but…" and he paused, "we found blood and signs of a struggle."  Marny was already on her feet, her tear stained face pale.

"Quick.  Let's go.  He's not having Jazlyn!" and she was off, skirts hitched over her knees and Pandrik trailing after her along with Melindra. 

"She's alive, Marny," said Melindra, trying to keep up with the young girl. "I can feel her even though I can't reach her.  But she's alive."

"Yes, but for how long?" asked Marny, and her fear had turned to determination. 

John was in the sword of light, he wielded Jazlyn's arm, he gave her his strength, he was in her head.  He wanted to kill, and the anger was tempered with a cold determination; light made steel. He raised his arm to strike. 

And then there was nothing.




He stood, his wand held high above his head emitting light like a storm cloud, and around him was a field of energy, which increased his height and girth so that he was more than a man.  When Jazlyn's arm was stayed, John's power to strike was removed, like a spell broken, and he lost contact.  The sudden cessation of activity hit him like a short circuit and the rebounded power was sucked back into him, throwing him off his feet and onto the hard rock face at his back.  He let out a cry of anguish, and slumped down, the wand humming in his loose hand, as if trying to soothe and calm him.  Vilma, who had been aware of the outline of events, if not the detail, had been watching, and was quickly at his side.

"Don't touch him!" she cried and the guardians hung back, some whispering among themselves, others just staring gravely at the heap he formed, propped awkwardly against the rock face.  And still the falls tumbled on, down and down with the rumbling roar that had now become familiar, and the mist haze hanging in the air probed with clammy fingers of fear through their clothes.  The Wandmaster was down.

The ledge they were on was narrow, but Jet came and took command of his guardians, leading them across and away to the other side where there was a wide flat area, too small to be called a plain, but large enough for them all to be contained, and here they waited.  Vilma was seated at John's side crooning softly under her breath with her eyes closed, and Menoneth was standing beside her watching tensely.

"What in bright crystals is going on, Vilma?  Can you tell me?"

Vilma spoke in a low, distant voice,

"I am needed here.  Allow me to work.  We will talk when it is time."

Menoneth knew it was pointless to argue. 

John could hear Vilma's low rhythmic voice from a long way off, and one part of him could feel her, but he had split now into fragments of himself, another piece hovered around Jazlyn.  She was not dead, but he couldn't see what had happened, nor was he able to hear her.  She was sleeping, he felt; sometimes at night he would feel her unawares, peacefully drifting, and they would come together in a world of dreams and walk together, who knows where.  He couldn't understand what had happened to him.  The wand was calling to him and he could feel its life coursing through him, nurturing him and recalling him, collecting the strands of his being and knitting them together with light. He searched the unfamiliar landscape, free of the tethers of his substance, and found he could fly where he would.  He began to master his new lightness and freedom and hoped he wasn't dead, but even if he was, he decided to go and find Jazlyn.  He thought of her with intent, and he was there, with her…….. she was indeed sleeping or unconscious, and……… she wasn't alone.  Others were with her.  Two others.

"NO!" he gave a voiceless scream, and it pushed him off and away; he wasn't able to see her any more.  He fought to return, but now he felt another pressure, one that filled him with cold dread.

He was being sucked through a dark wormhole into a new place, and it was black there, grey there, cold there, empty there.  Vilma's voice was even more distant, and the wand was singing at a higher vibration, working harder to retain him and piece him together. 

He was walking now, along a snaking tightrope, leading ever on into the dark.  He knew he ought to leave this place, but there was a part of him urging him on to the finish. 

The tightrope ended, and he was standing on nothing, looking down on a sight that filled him with dread.  The Akryd, the huge mother beast was scurrying along, dragging her bulk, being herded by Lo's.  There were other lo's with some kind of dog-like creatures, noses to the ground, howling and yipping, and there were many, many tall spindly foot-soldiers coming on behind.  As he watched, his eyes were drawn to a high stage of flat rock and he was locked on to it.  He was magnetized, unable to retract his own eyes from the mask of the creature before him.  It was wearing a counterfeit version of the head of the Akryd, which leered, with slit insect eyes, sucking him towards it.

"Feast your eyes on my lovelies, Wandman!  You will soon be seeing them close up and my beautiful Akryd will give you her precious gift of life!"

John, in his confused state was unable to respond, and Ataxios pressed on.

"You've lost your little guardian maid, I see.  She will make a fine lo, and if you're very, very good, I may let you see her from time to time when you have also made the transformation!"  A cruel and hideous laugh penetrated John's skull and shocked him into activity. Being faced with his enemy, John's anger started to resurface, and he felt himself coming together.

"That will never be Ataxios, You are just a bug, and I'm going to crush you underfoot before you get the chance to set your fat-bellied lady friend on anyone!"

Ataxios continued to cackle, but his hold on John was breaking up, and the wand's voice reached its master and overrode that of the abomination in the dark reaches of evil, and light shone out.  From the depths of his being, John called forth his colours, his light, and mostly himself.

"Looking forward to meeting you too, Bug!" boomed John's voice, and he saw Ataxios clutch at his ears, and all the collected creatures throw their heads around in discomfort, setting up their own cacophony of whines, clicks and hisses, staring madly around them in fear.  His voice was a mighty roar.

Having pulled himself together, he slid back along the wormhole, gathering together more and more pieces of his broken self, and slid back into his body with a jolt.




Chapter 25

The Convergence


Tyloren inhaled the freshness of the morning air outside the little house by the trees in the hidden ravine, and hoped he would savour many more such mornings, but he was by no means sure of that.  He had stepped outside not only to take in the view, but also to give the family inside a chance to talk.  He knew that his prospective travel companions, Lenora and Loman were taking a huge risk in coming with him, and their hearts would be heavy with worry and sadness.  From the most unlikely of bad beginnings, they had escaped two miserable lives of deprivation and degradation, and had somehow found refuge in this small forgotten paradise.  There they had raised three fine boys, who were not yet old enough to fend for themselves, and now these two unlikely parents were risking everything for a cause, to maybe prevent others from suffering the fate they had in their younger years.

The eldest son, Braedon, some 17 summers old, the two younger brothers, Jed and Hal, about 10 and 5; no age at all to be left alone in the Realm to fend for themselves.  Lenora had been snatched at a much earlier age to serve Ataxios. The spindlies were taken not much older than two, in order to be raised in the dark tunnels of Athrak.  The lack of light and the poor food sources caused them to grow tall, thin and lanky, with pale lamp-like eyes and sunken cheeks – in other words – spindlies.  Lenora, who had stumbled accidentally into Dianthus Valley, Nithrania from the Athrak darkness at the age of 17, had not panicked, like most who chance to find an exit.  She had made no attempt to get back into the tunnels, and had been found wandering in the trees, much as Tyloren had been found.  The race of tiny people, the slints, whose garden Dianthus was in the valley of Nithrania, had tracked her for a couple of days and when they were sure she was not an enemy spy, they had brought her before Mahoo.

There was no fooling the slight ginger man.  He could see souls, and he saw that Lenora was a gentle, kindhearted individual who had suffered badly.  He became her protector, and she became his housekeeper, learning shyly from the slints all the secrets the wild valley offered.  She flourished and lost some of the angular characteristics of the classic spindly, her smile spreading across her wide mouth often, so that despite her height, she was adopted as a slint, often helping to gather fruit at heights they could not reach.  And so time went by.

It was Lenora who had, in turn, stumbled upon Loman, a ranting beast fighting with the lo head planted firmly between his shoulders, like some lunatic who on the one hand wanted to damage himself and on the other to escape the terrible beast that controlled him.  Lenora at once pitied him, and saw in his eyes a kindred spirit.  She kept him hidden in the forest for a while, providing him with food and attempting to reach the man she felt was still within.  The wicked eyes of the lo-face taunted her every time she approached, but she kept her own eyes averted and fixed only on the human face struggling to contact her.  In frustration one day, she had thrown a cover over the grotesque, sickly head of the lo, and it had at once lost its power and its orientation.  Loman, as she had named the human part of her find, then looked at her for the first time with only his own eyes, and saw the same qualities that Mahoo had seen.  He had reached out for her hand, and she had taken his in trust.  And the rest is history, as they say. 

The cottage door opened and the family emerged to join Tyloren in the early morning light.  Three packs of food and water had been prepared and Loman hoisted one over his shoulder with difficulty, while Braedon presented one to Tyloren.  The lad was grim, and his younger brothers were sticking close to their mother for as long as they could.  Tyloren thanked Braedon simply and the boy nodded before taking a step backwards and leaning into his father's chest.  Loman placed his arm around his son's shoulders and kissed him on the top of his head.  In a gentle voice he soothed him,

"You're our hope here, Braedon.  When we're away we will have one less worry knowing that you are taking care of the home for us.  Do it well, and when we return, I know we will find you all safe.  That thought will help us through whatever we find."

"What will help us, father?  What thought shall we have to help us while you're away?"

"That we love you and that what we are doing is for your good as well as for the Realm in general.  I never want to see any of you become a lo.  And you must know that while Ataxios and his Akryd are powerful, it would always be a possibility."

The two smaller children were silent during this exchange, but listened carefully.  They were not too young to be afraid but they did not fully appreciate the implications.  Tyloren had memories of his own childhood, and this family, though unique in its fashion, was not that much different from his own.  As a priest, he had devoted himself to the study and protection of the crystals in the trove in Wandguard, and had never considered marrying or having children.  Watching the painful separation before him, he was at once both grateful and sorry for that turn of his life.

"Well," said Lenora eventually, "It's time we were going, I think.  Come along boys, give your mother a farewell kiss and hug."

Tyloren moved off with his pack on his back, leaving them time to say their goodbyes, deeply regretful that he was playing a role in their parting.  He gazed off into the treetops, reluctant also to quit this haven of safety.  He felt he would not return.

After a few minutes, Lenora, sniffing softly, and red-eyed, joined him with Loman at her side, and the three of them set off in the direction of Mahoo's cave.  A strong smell of burning herbs was wafting out of the dark recess and Tyloren stepped inside. 

"Ah, you've come.  The crystal tree shows many possibilities this day, yes, many possibilities, and some of which I sincerely hope will not come true. But it is good to know what might be in order to guard against it."

"I suppose so," agreed Tyloren, "but when a situation arises, you act on instinct I think, and to an extent, freedom of choice is just an idea we like to cherish to make us feel we're in control.  I'm pretty sure things happen as they are meant to happen and that there's little we can do to change them."

"Then I suppose we must go and see where this adventure takes us." 

"We are going because we have to.  We were brought together as a small group here with very particular characteristics, and I believe that what happens around us or because of us will have more to do with who and what we are than why we go."

"You are a wise man, Tyloren."

"I only know that what must be done must be done and if today I am wiser than I was yesterday, then wisdom tells me this is a continuing process, and I will be wiser tomorrow because of my actions today, for good or for ill."

Mahoo chuckled, and came down off his rock to stand at Tyloren's side.

"Let's walk through the door to the next scene, then, and see what new wisdom we shall gather there, Tyloren my friend.  It will, at the very least be interesting."

Emerging from the cave, Mahoo gave a soft bird-like call, and from among the trees stepped his slints, bronzed, armed with spears and dressed in leather girdles and crossed chest straps, so that their lithe muscular limbs were free, though, Tyloren thought, horribly unprotected.  They were small and slight, but despite that, menacing in their lack of protection, as if they felt it unnecessary to defend themselves.  In the subdued valley light, Tyloren observed that Mahoo was dressed in a lightweight jerkin and loose pants, his hair was braided and hung down his back and on his brow was a twisted circlet of silver which held a deep purple stone in the centre of his forehead. 

The company was now assembled, and the slints formed a small forward company, which led off at a brisk trot to the secret exit from the hidden valley and into the region of Nithrania, which bordered on and led to the subterranean world of Athrak, from where Tyloren, Loman and Lenora had all escaped.  It occurred to Tyloren that he had never asked Mahoo for his own story, but there was time for that and it wasn't now.  Tollaman was directing his slints, who penetrated the trees on either side of the group of four, and returned periodically.  All was well, and Tollaman was satisfied that they could move ahead safely. They made good time and presently emerged into Nithrania, leaving behind them the hidden valley. 

For Tyloren, the reality of the situation began to loom as the party made their way through the dense forestation and memories of his hardships there came flooding back giving him a deep sense of trepidation, and he was not alone in his misgivings.  Lenora and Loman were also going through their own private recollections of their escape from Athrak and their wanderings in the thick vegetation before their eventual and respective rescues. 

The slints came and went, and Tollaman continued to direct proceedings, urging the party on.  They made camp at midday and settled down beside a brook to eat some of their provisions and sip the cool water.  They were subdued, and conversation was limited and in low voices.  The slint scouts were efficient, darting off in small groups and returning periodically with reports for Tollaman, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to relate.

"There are few expeditions into Nithrania from Athrak at the best of times," explained Loman to Tyloren. "It is usually assumed, I think, that when a Lo or a spindly goes missing, they either return or die."

"I assume Ataxios has his will bent on the Wandmaster," replied Tyloren, "and it may not have occurred to him that there is any other threat, but we cannot take that for granted.  We must be wary; I know he is a powerful seer and he may have sensed something of our coming."

"We are being wary," interjected Mahoo. "But the sooner we get out of the open and into the tunnels, the sooner we can try to find the Athrak crystal trove, and then we will have a very strong card in our hands."

"Do you think it likely that it will be unguarded?  I doubt it very much," said Tyloren, "and I don't know how well prepared we are to take on Lo guards. There won't be more than one or two, I'm sure," said Loman. "Mostly, the Crystal Trove is unprotected,  because not many would be prepared to enter Athrak of their own free will and face Ataxios and the Akryd, but there will probably be a few spindlies, and they are good fighters.  We must be careful not to draw attention to ourselves."

Tollaman, serious and intent, urged the party to their feet after a short rest and soon they were on their way again.  The journey was uneventful, belying the perilous nature of their venture.  At nightfall they were led into an area enclosed on three sides by craggy rocks and approached by way of a meandering path through the greenery.  It was, they were told, a hideout known only to the slints, and guards were posted at vantage points so that the company could enjoy probably the last night of sleep in the open air before they reached their destination.  The crystal cave which had been Tyloren's exit point was well known to the slints, but none had been aware that there was access into the tunnels of Athrak from there.  Tyloren was not sure he could find his way back in, and the thought nagged at him as they approached.  His night's sleep was disturbed by intermittent nightmarish scenes where he was alone, hungry and thirsty in the pitch dark, and waking fears of leading his companions back in and losing them in the gloom.  It was a responsibility he had to bear, and he hoped he would be able to recognize landmarks or at least ‘feel' his way in with the help of the very rock, which he was certain had helped him to find his way out.

Morning broke with a silvery light and hung, sullenly in the cold air.  It had not been a comfortable night and Tyloren felt stiff and cramped after uncomfortably trying to sleep curled up in a blanket on the hard ground.  One by one, the party emerged and took themselves off into the surrounding greenery for a little privacy before setting off once more.  Tollaman was up and flitting from place to place, communicating with his slints, and Tyloren wondered if these little balls of energy had slept at all.  He doubted it.  On the all clear, and having packed up their bedrolls and broken the night's fast, they stood ready to set off again.

"Tollaman says we seem to be undetected, as yet," said Mahoo, "so we can move off directly towards the crystal cave now.  We should reach the foot of the rock face by lunchtime, and then if all is well, we can make the ascent and should have completed the climb a couple of hours later, in the early afternoon."  Tyloren had climbed down from the cave, and apart from a few steep slopes, it had been relatively quick, he thought.  Although he had been very weak at the time, and his timekeeping had probably been pretty inaccurate, his only thought had been to get down into the cover of the vegetation below, and he had not lingered.  The way back up might be a different matter.

Lenora and Loman walked side by side, their heads close together in low conversation, and from time to time, Loman placed a protective arm around his wife. Tyloren heard gentle sniffs from Lenora and he hoped, yet again, and very dearly that he wasn't leading these two devoted parents and partners to their destruction.

"Crystal fire!" he thought, "Ataxios has a lot to answer for!"

The party picked their way through the paths opened before them by their slint guides, and they had just reached a clearing, which looked vaguely familiar to Tyloren.  He stopped to look around, and suddenly heard the sounds of swift footsteps heading back through the greenery.  Tollaman emerged first, and called something out to Mahoo in a hoarse whisper, his eyes darting left and right of the clearing as if he were looking for somewhere to hide. Then he motioned to Tyloren, Loman and Lenora to follow him and headed off to the trees on the right.

"Quick!" hissed Mahoo, "We are not alone!"

As one, they dashed for cover, following Mahoo, who was in close pursuit of Tollaman.  The slints had evaporated into thin air, it seemed, and all was silent apart from their own heavy breathing and what seemed to Tyloren their very loud heartbeats as in the roots of tangled shrubbery, the five tried as best they could to find cover, being totally ignorant of who or what was in the forest with them.  Tollaman motioned to all of them to lie flat and make no sound, and they felt very exposed, as there was little ground cover apart from a few ferns and grasses.  They would just have to chance to luck that they would not be visible to who or whatever was now very loudly crashing through the bracken.  The tall bushes at the southern end of the clearing now parted, and a broad Lo emerged, in his hand a leash and attached to that a large ugly beast called by the lo's a sniffer.  A second lo followed on, and the two chalk-white faces conferred in a chatter of whines and clicks that sent terror into Tyloren's heart.  The beast between loman's shoulders started to writhe and Lenora struggled to bind it closer to his body with the cloak as quietly as she could, but it started to emit muffled sounds in answer to those of the two tracker lo's with their sniffer. They peered around them, and the sniffer stood rooted to the ground, its large nostrils straining in all directions as it scanned for scent.  It turned its leathery head in their direction, and the lo's followed its gaze.  Just as they made to move towards the inadequate refuge afforded by the low bushes where Mahoo and the others were hidden, a sound of voices and running footsteps came clearly from the opposite side of the clearing, and the two great lo's lumbered off in that direction.  A small scout group of slints was causing a diversion it seemed, and the sniffer was dragged, at first reluctantly, but then eagerly after the more obvious target.  Loman lifted his head and his eyes were rolling, his face beaded with sweat as he struggled to control the beast on his back. He was not alone in wondering just how he would fare in Athrak when he planned to remove the cloak from his shoulders and feign total Lo-dom.  Would the entity be controllable, or would it betray them all?

Tollaman, who had left them momentarily, now reappeared, and motioned to them to follow, leading them off quickly deeper into the forest.  He was furious that his slints hadn't picked up the trail of the lo's in time and he jabbered to Mahoo in a low voice as he led.  The episode meant they had to choose a different, more indirect route, and it slowed them.  The slints came and went in agitated clusters, and urged their charges on at a fast pace. 

"The scout group managed to lose the trackers," Mahoo informed the others, "but we must be careful.  They are still out there somewhere, and the sniffer picked up our scent.  It may yet lead them to us!" 

The going was tougher and the day was passing hour-by-hour as they continued.  They were now taking a circuitous route to the rock face and they could not chance stopping, so their stomachs felt empty and their legs tired as they struggled on. It was very evident that this was anything but an afternoon stroll.  It was worrying that lo's were out searching the area, and they didn't know if there were others, or if reports had been sent on to Ataxios of activity in Nithrania.  Whatever the answer to those questions, they had no other option but to continue and they plodded on relentlessly.  When they eventually reached the foot of the rock face, it was at a more easterly point than the one Tyloren had climbed down at.  The slints formed scout groups at the base and Tollaman set about giving Mahoo directions as to the best way to reach the cave mouth high above them.  Mahoo nodded, and then called the others close to him in a whispered command.

"The slints are going to remain in position until we are far enough up the face to be fairly hard to see, and then they are going to split up and return to the valley.  If they see any signs of our pursuers, they will try to head them off," he said. "We must be swift and as silent as possible.  Food will have to wait."  Hurriedly they all said their goodbyes and thanked Tollaman, who solemnly acknowledged them with a nod of the head.  They could see from his eyes that he was far from confident of their success, but he and his slints had played an invaluable role in their progress so far, and they had almost certainly protected them from harm. 

Mahoo, being strong and lithe, set off first at a rapid pace, and the others followed on.  Lenora's long legs made the climb less arduous than it was for Loman's bulk, but he was strong.  Tyloren found himself last in the line, and had to work very hard to keep up.  As he started to climb, he looked back and Tollaman was staring silently up at him, his hand raised in salute.  Then he was gone, disappearing swiftly into the bush.  Mahoo stopped every so often, searching for the easiest route, trying to remember everything that Tollaman had told him, and rock-by-rock they made their way up.  The light was failing fast now and the going became increasingly difficult.  More than once they stumbled, and Tyloren's hands and feet were sore from grappling rocks and stones.  He stopped to look back and felt both encouraged and queasy at how high they now were.  Surely the cave mouth would not be much higher.  He sensed rather than saw movement at the foot of the rock face, and strained with all senses to grasp what it was.  Unfortunately, there was little doubt, and his skin crept in the knowledge that the lo's and the sniffer were still on their trail.  He was losing touch with the remainder of the group and picked up his pace in order to close the gap, hoping fervently that the trackers would not take it into their heads to scale the rock face after them.

At a point where an outcrop of trees grew on a wide plateau of rock, Tyloren caught up with his companions and found them seated.  Gratefully, he also sank to the ground, his back to a young tree, and leaned his head on its trunk, feeling nauseous from tiredness. 

"Eat and drink something, Tyloren," said Lenora kindly, "you must be very tired."

"They're still after us," was all he could answer. "I felt them at the foot of the rocks as we were climbing."

"Loman felt them too," she said patting her husband's arm, "we are almost there now and must enter the cave by night, but none of us will be in any position to carry on if we don't rest a while."  From his water bottle, Tyloren took a long swig, reached into his bag for a little bread and cheese and in between mouthfuls, answered,

"If they catch us, we won't be entering any caves.  We must press on."  His hurried meal in his hands, he came shakily to his feet, and shouldered his pack again.

"You're tougher than you look, Tyloren!" grinned Mahoo, "and of course you're right.  If you can carry on, then so can we." He stood, and turned to Loman and Lenora. "Are our friends close, Loman?"

"My 'passenger' has quietened down," he replied, "so I don't think so."

"What about you Tyloren, what do you think?"

"I don't know, let me concentrate a minute." He took a deep breath and allowed his mind to empty in an effort to pick up traces, and was at once aware of a flood of think-talk coming to him.  He knew in an instant that the balance of things was very wrong.  Mahoo saw his agitation, and also closed his eyes, sinking deep into the crystal positioned on his forehead.  His help aided Tyloren to extract meaning from the jumbled impressions.  This was not good; Jazlyn was lost, the Wandmaster was unconscious and Vilma was very concerned.  Tyloren and Mahoo witnessed all this, and were affected by the confusion coming through.  It threw them off guard momentarily, and that mistake was costly.  Into their mind's eye came a terrifying vision.  A man-shape, pitch black and with an insectivorous head, swaying from side to side, bug-eyed and taunting.  It stared straight at them, and Mahoo and Tyloren joined forces to eject the vision from their minds, it slowly faded, leaving behind it only cold, gut clenching fear, which froze their hearts.

"Ataxios!" breathed Mahoo, and looked gravely at Tyloren, who nodded and replied,

"Let's hope he doesn't know what we are planning, or where we are, but even if he does, we still have to try."  So they put tiredness behind them and climbed.   The way was manageable with care and they made progress up the face, though Tyloren doubted if he would have been able to find his way alone … although…. there was at the back of his mind a nudging, welcoming invitation to return to the crystal cave.  The touch of the crystal on his memory had left an image in some corner of his mind; after all, he had been trained as a priest of the Wandguard Temple, protector of the crystal trove there.  He had trained his senses to recognize their different 'personalities', and could tune his mind to them.  The crystal cave was an enormous geode and he had stood in its heart, and briefly he had come to know it.  As he brought this memory back to the forefront of his mind, a glow shone forth in the gathering dark from a point above and some distance left of where the party now stood. 

"Look", he said, pointing to it, "the cave is revealing itself for us".  The others looked in the direction of Tyloren's finger and saw for themselves the gentle halo of light around the cave entrance.  As they stood, they heard a faint scuffling sound from down below, which woke them from their reveries. 

"Come on" urged Loman, "or we'll have unwanted company and then things will really get interesting."

In a final burst of effort, they forced their tired legs onwards, and Tyloren found he now led the way, being attracted by the crystal cave waiting to welcome him back into its heart.  It was a comforting call, and he knew it was not malicious, simply a mass of energy, which he was able to feel and respond to, as if he, himself were part crystal.  The warmth of the force seemed to feed his being with strength and Tyloren drew upon it, sucking it in and growing in reserves. 

"WELCOME," it resounded to Tyloren's receptive mind.

"ENTER."

He found himself at the mouth of the cave and his heart sang in harmony with the tune he heard.  His face broke into a smile as he breached the threshold and he was at once uplifted; on his heels came his three companions, and Mahoo was also riveted by the power coming from the ancient crystalline walls.  Though Loman and Lenora admired the soft glow in the dark of the evening, they were not attuned to the energy in the same way as Tyloren and Mahoo, and Lenora begged,

"Tyloren, show us the way!  They are on our trail!  There's no time!"

On hearing her words, Tyloren used his training to detach from the connection with the crystal cave and regain his faculties.  He didn't need to, however, because the cave gently detached from him and allowed him to function.  Now he searched the cave, trying to find the way out and back into the tunnels of Athrak, probing his memory as to where he had first emerged into the glow.  There was no light, and he had to feel his way.  He was sure the geode guided his footsteps as he moved unsteadily forward.

"Come on, Tyloren!  We will be caught!"

Instinct took hold of him, and he stretched his two hands out in front of his body, using them as antennae, detecting delicate changes in the energy field.  He paused at a point in the depths of the cave on the right and moved forward, his three companions pressing in behind him.  He slid his hand onto the sharp crystal clusters on the wall and found a smooth glass-like surface, which he recognized.  His hands moved up and down and further around the crack in the geode's wall, and he slipped silently out of view and into the total darkness of the rock passage behind it. 

When he was sure he was retracing his footsteps, he re-emerged and motioned to the others to follow him. 

"I hope you will fit", he said to Loman. "I was very thin when I got out of Athrak, and I'm not exactly porky now!"

"I will breathe in!' came the reply, ‘but you three had best go first, so that if I block the way, it will prevent those we do not wish to follow us, and not keep you skinny ones out!'

Tyloren's discovery of the way out of the cave into Athrak had lifted their spirits, and despite their peril, they chuckled as first Tyloren, then Mahoo, Lenora and finally Loman squeezed their way through the crack, and sidled along the glassy walls into the total gloom beyond. The crystal cave, as if in answer to their need, dimmed its light and  became a dark cave in the side of a hill once more.

Tyloren was relieved to slip between the rock faces and into the opening in the depths of the geode cave even though it was pitch dark, and the others soon followed, though Lenora, due to her ungainly height had to stoop, but she whispered that she had been doing that all her life, and that she had developed a technique of walking with her knees bent which still enabled her to go quite quickly.  Loman, however, was large and had two heads, so that if he bent forward, his own head scraped the opposite wall, and if he stood upright, the lo head crashed into the wall behind him, and as he was well-built with broad shoulders, he found the going very uncomfortable.

"I don't think I'm going to make it the way you got out, Tyloren.  You were nothing but skin and bone then, and I'm twice your size now even though you've regained a bit of flesh.'

"Well you seem to have squeezed yourself through so far, so let's keep hoping and in the meantime, let's move down this passage a little further.  I want to get some distance between us and any possible trackers.'  Mahoo chanted low under his breath and took four crystals out of the leather pouch at his waist; a soft blue glow emanated from his hand.  He seemed to be holding some kind of light source, and he passed one each to his three companions.

"They are sun-catchers," he said simply. "If you leave them in the sun, they build up light hours and you can awaken them when you need."  Tyloren was impressed, and looked at the small crystal giving out its soft glimmer in his hand.  It felt warm, despite its blue colour, which suggested ice.  With the aid of their sun-catchers, the small group progressed deeper into the heart of the mountain, Tyloren in the lead desperately hoping he would be able to remember his way.  He too was doubtful that Loman would be able to squeeze through all the little nooks and low passages that he seemed to remember scrambling along in his escape.  After about half an hour they came to a dark passageway, which intersected their path.  It went in two directions, and Tyloren was pretty sure he had come from the left, but didn't want to risk making mistakes so soon, so he motioned for everyone to sit down and rest a while in order to ‘feel' which way to go.  They sat in silence while he concentrated, and from back along their own narrow passage came the sound of high pitched whines and clicks.  Loman's hump started to writhe, while he himself became very still.

"They haven't found our exit point from the cave," he said eventually and in a whisper. "They probably think we carried on up the rock face.  The sniffer is our only problem.  If it can find a trace of us at the back of the cave, then it may help them to discover the opening.  But it's dark in there now, and it's going to be very difficult for them to see anything."  They stayed silent, listening, and in time the hump on Loman's back settled into quietness again.

"I think they've gone," he said simply, "but that doesn't mean they won't be back.  They may decide to send a sniffer down after us to see what it roots out, and they've got sharp teeth and extremely bad manners, so let's get going."

"If they do, it probably won't be till morning," said Lenora, "they seem to have written off the cave for the moment."

"In any case we have to get moving," said Mahoo, "Tyloren, can you feel which way to go?"

"I'm pretty sure I came from the left, but I have a very strong impression that I should go right here.  I don't want to lead you into danger, and I don't know what to trust, my instinct or my memory."

"Yes, you do, it was your instinct that got you out of this hell hole and into Nithrania," said Lenora gently. "Let the mountain lead you Tyloren."

"And if I'm wrong?"

"Then you're wrong," said Loman.

Mahoo had been standing with his two hands placed on the walls of the rocky tunnel in silence.  This place doesn't speak to me, but I don't feel it is unfriendly.  Trust your instincts Tyloren, and we will take our chances with you."

There was a general murmur of agreement, and Tyloren took a deep breath, which he blew out anxiously.

"Very well then, we'll take the right hand tunnel and see where it leads us.  Come on."  They had no thought of sleep, food or drink.  All they wanted to do was to get far enough away from the cave as they could, and into the mountain's heart hoping Tyloren would be able to lead them to the crystal trove of Athrak.

The light-catchers glimmered frostily in the total darkness of the tunnel, and from somewhere way off there was the sound of water, probably some underground stream.  Tyloren knew without a doubt now that this was not the way he had taken when he had escaped, and felt the terrible weight of responsibility on his shoulders as he led these three fine people with him into the unknown.  His thoughts returned to the boys left behind by Loman and Lenora, and he shivered at the thought that he might be depriving three young children of their parents, and not just temporarily. 

The tunnel was fairly easy going, high enough that Lenora only had to stoop slightly, and wide enough for Loman to traverse comfortably. 

"This tunnel is not natural.  It has been worked," said Loman, "and I fit so comfortably that it was probably dug out for Lo's."

"That means we should be very careful.  We might come up against some here.  Maybe it's their way out into Nithrania.  The group hunting us must have got out of the mountains from somewhere," said Mahoo. "Do you feel we're going into or out of the mountain, Tyloren?  Is it possible that the rocks are trying to guide you safely out again by another route?" 

"No, I don't think so." 

"Nor do I," whispered Lenora. "The mountain feels like its crushing down on me, like it's getting heavier.  I spent fifteen years in these tunnels and I got to know them well: their drafts, their damp. I'm pretty sure we're heading inward."  Loman placed his hand on his wife's shoulder, and said, "We'll get out again Lenora."

Mahoo was standing at Tyloren's shoulder and both men felt a chill air to their left. Turning towards it with their light-catchers, they could see that here was a wide opening, but were unable to see deep into it because it went a long way back.  The sound of water was louder, and the walls were damp, which suggested also that they were approaching a cascade of water into an underground pool.  Tyloren paused and hesitated, not knowing if he should proceed, and trying to feel his way forward.  In this dark place, it would be so easy to make a wrong choice and doom them all.  Lenora and Loman came up behind the two leaders, and as they were waiting, another sound began to be just audible over the falling water.  It was faint, but had the regularity of footfalls moving at quite a pace.  Loman's hump began to writhe, and he knew without doubt the identity of the company headed in their direction.

"There are lo's coming," he said, "Get us out of this tunnel, Tyloren.  Quick, which way?"  The slightly built priest now pushed the light-catcher out in front of him and bent his attention on it. "Light our footsteps, he instructed.  Light our way and lead us."  As he held the crystal before him, it emitted a single bright beam and Tyloren scanned the emptiness, where the sound of the water came from, and then he pivoted round so that the beam fell on the continuation of the tunnel they were following, but saw and felt nothing. Turning once more towards the large opening, he felt an attraction, as if pulled by some magnet, and he allowed his feet to follow. 

"Keep close behind me," he said and slipped into a large cavern, hugging the wall and feeling with his feet for every step he took.  The others followed on behind him, and some distance in, was a space behind a tall stalagmite, into which Tyloren squeezed himself, and called to the others in urgent whispers to do the same.  They heard the footsteps growing louder, whines and clicks excitedly chattering.  Loman's passenger started to emit sounds, and Lenora smothered them with the cloak, hugging the excitedly moving hump.  Loman himself was trying to control the thing he bore, but the surroundings and the sound of other lo's acted as a catalyst, and it was taking all his strength.

Mahoo concealed the light-catcher, and the others followed suit, so that it was pitch dark in their hiding place.  The lo's were getting closer, and the whines and clicks took on patterns that suggested communication.  Mahoo, who was nearest the entrance to the hidden alcove, began to be able to see the first glimmer of a lantern lighting up the tunnel they had recently left behind.  As he watched, a lamp appeared, and two bulky shapes were outlined in the cavern entrance.  One of the lo's held the leash of a sniffer in its hand, and the animal was showing interest, sniffing the ground and slavering.  It strained to enter, and the lo's started to chatter excitedly, but they didn't venture in.  One of them, though, started back along the tunnel and left his companion with the sniffer to guard the entrance.  They had been detected, that was clear, thought Mahoo, and he ducked back into the alcove to explain what he had seen, whispering so that the sound of the falls covered his voice. 

"We haven't got much time, I don't think, and we have to act fast," said Loman. "Lenora, remove my cloak.  It's time to test out the theory."  Her hands trembling, she kissed him tenderly on the cheek, and uncovered the hump.  Immediately, the lo head began to chatter and whine, and Loman bowed his own head to his chest, allowing the lo head freedom.  Its agitated clicking reached the lo in the cavern entrance, and the sniffer pulled at the leash of its handler.  Loman squeezed his bulk out of the narrow hiding place, and moved towards the lo.  Taken off guard, the creature in the doorway was unsure.  Loman was approaching, the lo head on his shoulders clicking and whining in happy recognition of both the environment and the presence of another lo.  The sniffer could smell that there were others beside Loman and it strained at the leash, but the lo held it fast, uncertain what to do.  It clicked in agitation, and Loman's lo-head continued its chatter in reply, as Loman lumbered on.  He acted swiftly when in range of the entrance, stood upright, forcing his lo-head behind, him and drew a long sword.  On command from the tracker, the sniffer lunged forward with open jaws. In one swoop, Loman sliced at the neck of the sniffer, which snapped at him with razor-sharp teeth and foul smelling breath, and as the animal fell dead, he raised the sword a second time.  The lo dropped the lantern in his other hand, but was outlined in its light as it hit the tunnel floor, and Loman caught sight of the once-human face of some poor unfortunate who had been transformed into the lo he now faced.  Its lolling useless head was now just an appendage, and the lo-face shone white and deadly in the glimmer of the lamp.  Loman wanted to strike the thing dead, but felt compassion for the part of it that used to be human and that made him hesitate.

The astonished lo bombarded Loman with a high pitch whine, which was loud and penetrating, and deafened his human ears.  It raised its own sword, and would have slashed at Loman with its well muscled arm, but another sword came into play, as Lenora, with a leap that put her between the lo and her husband, stabbed upwards into the throat of the human head that hung so sickeningly from the chest, and she pushed the blade home for all she was worth, forcing it into the body of the lo and into the second head at an upward angle.  The creature, after several spasms gave a choked cry, and crumpled to the floor, oozing blood and ending its existence there in the darkness of Athrak.

"Quick!" pleaded Lenora, "the other one will be back soon and he won't be alone.  Loman! Come on!"  She threw the cloak over his ghost-white lo-face, and in doing so, felt the malice of its desperation as it bared its teeth and rolled its shining eyes at her.  She shuddered, but smothered it under the folds of the material and then raised her husband's true face to look at her. "Loman! Loman! Come on, we have to get out of here!"

Mahoo and Tyloren had arrived and were standing behind Lenora and Loman.

"Don't slip in the blood," whispered Lenora. "Tyloren, what do we do now?" But it was Mahoo who took charge. 

"Lenora, get Loman into the Lo uniform.  Keep the cloak."  Seeing the logic, Lenora set about undressing the lo lying on the floor of the tunnel, and shouted instructions to Loman.

"Get undressed!  Come on, help me!" she insisted.  The usually gentle behaviour of the spindly had given way to urgent activity, and Loman, seeing his wife removing the uniform of the Lo lying dead on the passage floor, suddenly came to his senses.

"Tyloren, help me drag this stinking beast into the cavern where it can't be seen," said Mahoo, and the little man bent immediately to the task, dragging the sniffer by its scaly legs into the cavern.  Give me some light!"  Tyloren picked up the lantern in the doorway, and shone it around him.  There was a ledge just behind them and the deep blackness beyond it told him there was a drop of some distance just beyond.  He set the lantern down on the floor, and helped Mahoo.  Neither of the men was tall nor well built, but they were both strong and wiry and they humped the large beast to the edge and rolled it over.  It dropped into the blackness, and they heard a thud over the sound of the water as it landed somewhere lower down.

Wiping his hands on his jerkin, Mahoo now turned to Tyloren. 

"I'm going to see if Loman's all right, Tyloren.  Use the time to find us a way out of this mess if you can.  We need to know which way to go and we need to know now!"

Tyloren had no time to compose himself, to calm his mind and concentrate, and his stomach was sick with the fear that he was going to get them all killed.  He was desperate, and in his despair, he found himself back inside the black cabinet, where no light shone, no sound apart from his own heartbeat and breathing could be heard, and no food passed his lips.  In that darkness, he had surpassed fear and had become more aware than at any time in his life of his connection with the realm, its crystals and all the elements that had converged to keep him alive against all odds when he had been a prisoner.  Maybe he had even wandered the endless tunnels of Athrak in the periods when he drifted dreamlike between sleep and death.  The awareness that had constituted his only reality then came back to him now, and as he stood watching the flickering shadows of his companions dragging the dead lo to the edge of the same precipice to join its hound in the depths of the cavern, the knowledge came to him.

As if his brain held an internal map, he ‘saw' that the cavern could offer them a way out.  Mahoo returned with Lenora looking white and grim, and Loman, now dressed in the uniform of the lo's of Athrak.  From the tunnel, the first sounds of pursuit could be heard and three anxious faces stared at Tyloren.

"I think the mountain is starting to get the message, he said with quiet confidence.  Follow me," and he set off into the blackness of the cavern with the lamp. "Keep close to the walls! This is a circular ledge, which runs around a very deep hole.  If you meet stalagmites or stalactites, stay on their left side." And he was off, the others following on after him into the very heart of the underground kingdom of Ataxios.




Chapter 26

Shock Waves

John was reeling.  His eyes opened, but he couldn't focus and he felt he was in motion though the hard rock beneath him and at his back was solid, jagged and immovable.  His eyes rolled and his voice emanated from his throat in a low, wordless growl.  Vilma placed a series of crystals from the leather pouch she carried on her belt at his crown and on his forehead and throat, and chanted low.

"Back to the land of half-light, come……

To the crystal realm, return…….

In the air of life, breathe……..

With the pain in your flesh, feel…….."and with the utterance of the last phrase, she twisted a sharp crystal point into the palm of John's hand till it let blood.  He groaned and tried to remove his hand from the source of the pain, but it was an instinctive jerk, and Vilma held him fast, twisting the crystal deeper and deeper into the wound she had created, chanting the lines over.  At some point, through the mist of his confusion and nausea, the pain bit, and he bounced back into consciousness, violently wrenching his hand from Vilma's.  He opened his eyes, and let out a yell, his reaction being to strike out and it took all Vilma's strength to keep him at arm's length. 

Then realization dawned, and he searched Vilma's eyes for clues as he recalled the events surrounding Jazlyn.  There was a distant sleepy echo of her in his mind, but she was neither strong nor aware, and Vilma answered him with a shrug of her shoulders.

"I don't know," was all she said, and she released his hand, "You'd best heal that, you're bleeding."  John looked at his left hand and focused mistily, still holding the wand in his right, he raised it unsteadily and touched the gash with the tip.  A gentle sensation of warmth flowed into him, the flesh closed and the skin renewed under his gaze till all that was left was the mess.

"It was Nya," he breathed, allowing his hands to drop and his head to loll back on the rocks behind him, "we were fighting Nya, and we had wounded him.  He was down and we were about to strike…….and then something stopped us……. Something broke the connection, or someone.  We couldn't move our arm.  But I didn't see who or what it was.  Then I was gone.  I couldn't gather myself together, I lost Jazlyn and I was thrown towards Ataxios."  Here he paused, and his voice broke from him in despair.

"What in all the heavens am I doing here?  This horror can't be real!"  An involuntary tear broke from him and closing his eyes he spoke bitterly, "William Stone, your legacy was a curse," he muttered coldly "and I will die in this place and I will not die alone, because when I go down, many others will go with me, and my name will mean death when I am remembered."

The form of William Stone appeared in his head.  He stood before John and gazed at him, calmly but seriously.  He could not speak to his nephew, but he indicated with his arms left and right, and two doorways were drawn in the background.  They both swung open, and through the door on the right was John's old life, images following on one after the other, his flat, his office, the local shops, himself sitting alone in this living room or eating a microwave dinner in the kitchen.  The other door showed his life in the Realm, his guardian training, Althea, Nya, Menoneth, scenes from the forest with Jazlyn, Tyloren, Ataxios and the Akryd, and himself wielding the crystal wand.  William stone left the two doors open and then drew a dark crystal shape, man-height, with his own wand, and beckoned John to approach.  William Stone was giving him a clear choice. He felt he was free of the body lying propped up against the rocks on the high pass and free also of his pain and despair.  He walked to the crystal and placed his two hands on its walls, which dissolved into softness and he stepped inside. To his left and to his right were the two doorways and he could clearly see and hear things from each, as though he were standing just outside in the hallway of his home, or watching a film about the Dark Realm.  He could take the way back home if he wanted to and leave all this nonsense behind.  Images of Ataxios and the Akryd came to the fore in the door on the right, and he knew this was an opportunity to avoid facing their evil.  He might be turned into a ‘lo' and become a servant of Ataxios forever.  It was obvious which door he should choose.  Self-preservation raised its logical head, and he knew what he had to do to ensure his survival. But there was inside him a deep reluctance, which gripped his gut and wouldn't let him relinquish his new identity. It didn't just have to do with his feelings for Jazlyn though they were considerable. His unwillingness to give up his new and extreme lifestyle was much stronger now. William Stone had offered him a way out twice before; the first time he had actually returned to his past life, but chose to come back to the Realm, the second time, he had resisted the temptation, but only just. Now, with this fresh opportunity to escape back to the relative safety of his past existence, he knew, without doubt that he was no longer the same John Stone.  He needed to be the Wandmaster, and have all that went with it.  He had become one with the power it gave him and the exhilarating thrill that came with being either hunter or hunted. He was hooked on the adrenalin rush of danger. It was, he supposed, like a gambling obsession; Russian Roulette, maybe?   John had never understood why anyone would risk blowing his brains out in such a rash act, or for that matter, attempt to climb Everest or walk to the North Pole.  There was no answer as to why a man does something so obviously life threatening, and there was no sound, logical reason why he now chose not to take the homeward door.  With a strangled cry, he lurched for the portal to Ataxios and the Realm, the crystal wall sealing itself behind him decisively with a finality that made every hair on his body stand to attention.  William Stone disappeared. 

"I'm going to regret that bit of decision making," he muttered to himself as he shook his head. Would William ever offer John another chance to get out?  If he did, would he be in a position to take it?

"What?" questioned Vilma.  John looked at her puzzled face and realized that she had no idea what had just happened.  He decided to keep it to himself.

"Nothing.  I was just considering options."

"I can't see that there are any."

"No, not any more."

"What does that mean?  You're being very cryptic. I don't begin to understand what just happened and I was blocked from your mind for a time," she mused thoughtfully, "but I know that my daughter is still alive and that is what we should hold onto."  John searched for Jazlyn and felt her weary and asleep.  That was going to have to be enough for now. 

With renewed resolve, John got to his feet and started out across the remainder of the narrow pass to where the rest of the company was waiting nervously and talking in low whispers.  Vilma was taken by surprise by his sudden burst of activity, and hurried after him.

"Slowly, take it slowly!  You've been through a lot!"  But John felt strong, as though he had been given a new lease of life.  He felt powerful, certain of his capabilities using the wand, his direction and his task.  He had become newly energized and fired up, like a battery recharged.  He cut through the silence around Jazlyn and encompassed her in a soothing embrace, knowing that she felt it.  There was a flicker of response.  He would try again later.  Then he paid Ataxios a visit, effortlessly making himself appear high above the Athrak plain above the assembled hosts.  He floated, enclosed in a glowing crystalline bubble, emitting shards of light, which flew out like arrows, shattering into splinters just inches from his insect-headed foe.  John was at this moment vengeful and fearless.  He felt powerful and threw back his head and laughed, shattering the shell of the crystal around him and sending it flying off into Ataxios's face.  All around him, panic reigned among the spindlies, lo's and sniffers alike, but the huge Akryd just wagged her heavy head from side to side unaffected.  John, himself, withdrew, disappearing bit by bit as though he had been sucked back by a powerful vacuum, and Ataxios was left shaken with his hands instinctively defending his masked eyes, cursing and unhappy with the new turn of events.  This was not how it was supposed to be!

"Wandmaster, you will bow to me yet!"

The assembled Guardians, Jet and Menoneth were lounging listlessly against the rocks on the far side of the pass or sitting where they could comfortably find a flat enough slab.  As John came bounding into their midst, with a flustered Vilma fast on his heels, they could have been forgiven for thinking their Wandmaster had lost his faculties.

"We must press on!" he shouted in an overloud voice, which startled them all. "This thing has got to end."

"Are you all right?" asked Menoneth, with doubt ringing in his voice and written all over his face.

"Yes," replied John "I'm better than all right.  I'm perfectly well, thank you.  Now, having got the pleasantries out of the way, shall we get ourselves on the move again?"

The uncomfortable silence was only broken by the rumbling falls in the background behind them.

"You haven't hit your head or anything, have you?" asked Jet "only, I saw you back there and you were out cold.  Are you sure you have recovered so quickly."

"Call it crystal magic, Jet, and leave it alone.  A Wandmaster has certain privileges, you know.  The crystals in this Realm want me well and they made me well." Vilma was staring at him from under heavy brows with a deep frown.

"And Jazlyn? What of her? Do the crystals in the realm want her well too?"  John stared into her eyes and replied in a softer voice.

"She's alright for now and if we do the job we set out to do, we can hope to get her back again.  If we don't succeed, her position won't be worse than ours, so I suggest we try to make haste and not delay any more."

Jet was the first one to accept the logic of what John said, and also the first one to believe in his recovery.

"Honour to the Wandmaster! Spoken like a soldier, and one with spirit at that!  I agree.  Let's move out.  On your feet guardians of Wandguard, our Wandmaster is in need of you!"  Jet's endorsement was just what was needed to raise morale and confidence, and there was a loyal chorus of "Honour to the Wandmaster" before the bustle of activity as the guardians formed ranks and led off.   Their informal relations as they journeyed, linked to John's disgrace at Kinguard had meant that the formal greeting  "Honour to the Wandmaster" had seemed inappropriate and had been allowed to drop.  Now, it fuelled their loyalty and gave them solidarity once more with their Wandmaster.  It quickened the blood and their mingled voices raised their spirits and sharpened them.

They set off.  This time John was in the leading group with Gilladen, Honeth, Mandrik, Joceley and Maylene.  Jet fell in beside John.

"You had us worried there, Wandmaster."  John grimly gave him a hardened grin, and then replied, "Sometimes it takes a shock to bring out the urgency of a situation.  Anyway, what I want to talk about now is strategy.  The whole plain of Athrak is crawling with spindlies, lo's and some kind of hunting animals like huge dogs, not to mention, of course, the Akryd!

 And Ataxios knows we're coming, so there's no element of surprise for us.  What plans have we got?'

"You've seen them?"

"Oh yes. I've seen them all right. And it's not pretty.  The first time I've ever seen a walking nightmare." 

"How many?"

"Too many for us.  I would hazard a guess at about five hundred spindlies, about a couple of hundred Lo's and 50 or more of those hounds.  The Akryd herself has a Lo contingent of around 50 and they surround her, keeping her in their midst with long rods, working between them to direct and contain her."

"And Ataxios?"

"Dressed in some kind of insect mask and totally covered in black.  He's really enjoying himself, and can't wait to make a Lo out of me."

He's standing on a high plateau overlooking the Plain of Athrak from the West, a ruler surveying his fighting strength.  He's not very happy at the moment, as I paid him a visit a short while ago and made him a little nervous."  The armsmaster of Wandguard scrutinized his Wandmaster for signs of instability for a moment, but his well-practised eye found none.

"Hmm," he mused, "so Ataxios is more interested in you than in keeping hold of the crystal trove.  That might be useful to us."

"You mean hand me over in trade?"

"No, he wants both you and the trove, but we might be able to distract his attention by waving you under his nose while we try to effect an assault to get the trove from the Temple of Athrak."

"Bait, then, not a trade."

"Yes, but bait that will not be caught."

"How can you be sure?"

"Nothing is ever certain, but good strategy can sometimes outplay numbers and the best of plans, and anyway, you seem to be able to look after yourself in ways I can't begin to understand."

"I hope you're right."

"Talking of a plan, though,  we really ought to think of a way to get the Akryd out of play, and then she won't be able to turn anyone into a lo." 

"How easy is that going to be?"

"Let me talk to Menoneth.  He's met this 'beauty' before and might have spotted a weakness."  With that, Jet dropped back and entered into conversation with Menoneth, and John trotted on with his companions.  The scout group, Zak and Tye returned from time to time and reported.  The way was clear, and having crossed the high pass over the thundering falls, they were now heading down into the Northern approach to the Athrak Mountains.  The going was easier, more craggy than steep and they had guides who knew the terrain very well having often scouted into Athrak. There were secret and accessible ways through the peaks that had been passed down from guardian guides of old and were well known, and courtesy of Maplin, well charted.

The tumbling streams they met as they traversed were good providers of cool clean water, and they found a place with low shrubs and a few slender trees, where they were able to rest and eat some of their supplies.  After the drama of the pass, the break was welcome, as was the food; and spirits, which had plummeted with John's collapse, now rose as he munched hungrily in their midst and gave every impression of being unaffected and unafraid.  In fact, the truth was that John was beyond fear now.  He had to accept that his life had been divided into two realities, and that this one was an adventure unlike any he had ever heard of.  He had power here.  The wand, when in his hand, gave him magical abilities.  He could make light and colour work for him and his past life couldn't compare in terms of excitement with that.  Nothing in his 'life before the crystals' had electrified him in the way that this separate existence had. In the Realm he had known passion, fear, anger, challenge and danger to name but a few of the extremes of emotion experienced.  What did it matter if he never went back to Prowess and Dibbs and his little house in the suburbs?  Could such a dreary reality now contain him?

It mattered if he died, he mused, or even worse, became a ‘lo'.  Yes, even a dreary existence was better than death or slavery.  For a moment, a piece of cheese remained suspended on its way way to his mouth as he considered this, but then he bit into it with resolve. "That is not going to happen," he said out loud as he chewed.

"What is not going to happen, Wandmaster?" asked Maylene, who was sitting close by.

"Guess," he chewed, and stared hard into her eyes.  She flushed under his gaze, the truth being that she had always liked him, and he smiled as he read her thoughts.

"Well, you and me for one thing," he smirked, "but apart from that, there is a small matter involving the Akryd, and Ataxios's plans to give me an extra head."

"You're not my type anyway, too scrawny, and you certainly won't be with one of those creepy white faces between your shoulder blades, so looks like there's no chance for us two," she teased, and then turned serious. "All the same, I would hate to see anything happen to you."

"Don't worry Maylene, I've got some very good bodyguards!" 

He stood up, packed away the remaining food, and walked to the stream to drink.  This was a signal for all the others to pack up their things and prepare to move off.  As the journey once more began, John swore that he would do whatever it took to get Jazlyn back and get rid of Ataxios once and for all along with his precious bug. At the back of his mind was the nagging question of why, with the long history of Wandmasters who had entered the realm from John's ancestral line, was there still an Ataxios?  Why hadn't any of his predecessors managed to rid the realm of the obnoxious presence, and was he, John, likely to succeed where they had failed?  Was it all just a theatrical performance, the roles changing from time to time, but the plot, the beginning and the end staying the same?  Whatever the answer to that, this particular adventure was all his and he would have to play it out in his own way. 

Evening was closing in and Zak and Tye led them into an area with many sharp standing rocks, flat faced, grey-green and smooth, which stood like a garden of spiky cactus plants pointing up at the sky.  The rocks afforded shelter from the wind, which was cold and persistent and they could, in small groups, squat down behind them and become, for prying eyes, all but invisible.  Out came the supplies again, and they were much less now than they had been two days before.  It didn't matter, John decided, and thought ruefully that he might indeed die, but it probably wouldn't be through lack of food.

Honeth came and sat beside John, and the two men munched companionably side by side.  John allowed his eye to rove over the countryside, which stretched out below them in the evening twilight. The rock they had chosen was one of the outermost, and they had an unobstructed view.

"Do all of these peaks have names?" wondered John aloud, and pointed at one quite close. "That one ought to have, at any rate, if you look at it carefully, it's like an old man with a beard lying flat and looking up at the heavens."

"That must be Daridus," chewed Honeth. "I've heard of it, of course, but never seen it up close, and that one yonder, if you look at it closely is like a young girl with flowing hair and long skirts, see it?  That must be his daughter Narielle.  Beautiful, eh?"

"Yes, but what's the story, were they transformed or something?"

"No, they were born from the earth, and set to guard over it.  They watch and feel the changes in the stony bones of the realm."

"Even the rocks and mountains are alive?"

"In their fashion, yes. But you're in more of a position to know that than me.  To me, the crystals are just stones but they work for you."  John mused over this, and drew the crystal wand out of its sheath.

"I've never seen that up close before," said Honeth, "It would look magical even if you didn't know that it was."

John gazed at the wand in his hand, a multi-coloured icicle of striated crystal, each new band of colour blending into the next.  Honeth was right.  John held the wand at arm's length and pointed it directly at Daridus, catching the last rays of light.

"I offer you my respect, old man of the mountain, pray tell me what you look for so intently in the heavens?" He delivered this as though it were an act on stage, because it seemed an appropriate way to talk to a mountain. Honeth sat, entranced, watching John, whose face had become alive with energy as he worked the wand.  No answer came, and John hadn't expected one, but as the two men gazed into the distance, a mist formed like a small cloud over the craggy face of the old man-mountain where the mouth might have been, and they watched in fascination as the breath of mist moved across the distance toward them, stringing out over the hilltops.  The wind was gusty, but it didn't disturb the cloud as it meandered its way nearer. As if swimming through the darkening sky, the channel of smoky cloud approached.

Seeing the turn of events, and John's mesmerized face, Honeth decided not to wait for things to develop, and he darted off, searching behind the standing stones for Menoneth.  He found Vilma and Jet, talking in low voices, their heads close together, and they looked up with a start when Honeth addressed them.

"Erm, forgive the intrusion, Vilma,  Armsmaster, but I am concerned about our Wandmaster."  Jet jumped to his feet, feeling for his weapon, and Vilma was no slower.

"It's not something you can fight with a sword; you'd better come though."

"What are you babbling about, Honeth? Can't you just tell us what's up?"

"Look!"  Was all he said, and pointed at the approaching stream of cloud.  At first they saw nothing unusual in the direction in which he pointed, and then Vilma gasped.

"Daridus has awoken! Honeth, fetch Menoneth!"

As Vilma and Jet reached John, the first wisps had almost arrived, and they had dropped in altitude, so that they were floating now just above the ground, and would surely envelop John at any moment. 

"Jet, just watch and listen, and don't let anything or anyone disturb us!  Stay outside the cloud!"  With that, she took a smooth step sideways and settled herself down beside John.  He seemed unaware of her presence, but the cloud was not; it momentarily halted in its progress and seemed to hesitate.  Vilma stayed still and calm, and the cloud resumed its progress, but it settled on John, leaving Vilma outside, seeming to pack itself more densely in order to form a barrier between them.  She tried to move closer, and force her way into the cloud, but a long wispy finger extended itself outwards, solidly pushing her away.  Daridus didn't want her, but John was engulfed in the mist of cloud, which thickened and effectively cut him off from all outside.

"I am," spoke a voice to John alone, who was now enveloped in the yellowish mist.  It was an aged voice, but strong. "I am the backbone of the way of all things."  John was engulfed in the breath of Daridus, a sulphurous, uncomfortably warm breath, which made him heady and slightly nauseous. "You seek change in this realm, and this is both the way and not the way. All things are one and one is all things.  Mountain becomes man, man turns to dust, and dust to stone.  You and I and every other thing, living and not living, are made of the same rock.  Change is endurance."

John was awestruck, and clutched his wand in his hand, which in the swirling mist gave off flashes of light and sparks of colour in the midst of the breath of the mighty Daridus.

"Ah, yes, you have in your possession a beautiful child of the mountains, like my Narielle, fair and strong."  The wand seemed to hum and return the affection Daridus was feeling, passing on to its master the timelessness of the solidity of rock and crystal. "I know of your quest, because all things that take place on the fabric of this realm are mine to know.  I judge not. Changes from state to state are inevitable and it little troubles me the how, the where, the when and the why.  But, I read you, mortal, as I would read the stars that pass overhead, or the grasses that grow on my flanks, and you do not displease me."

John was unable to speak, finding breathing difficult, but he allowed his heart and mind to speak for him.  He joined with the crystal wand and allowed his awe, his sense of purpose, his courage and his hope to blend with the colours and light that surrounded him, and Daridus sighed.

"No, you do not displease me.  I will follow your quest, for you are like the ant that carries a seed many times its weight and delivers it to the nest for the benefit of the whole community.  That is something I may not do, and it is good that you reveal yourself to me with your open heart.  I can understand why the crystal children respond to your touch."  With that, a loud, long hiss became audible to those surrounding John, and the steamy gaseous cloud, which cloaked him, rose and drifted off across the rocky distance into the north and towards Athrak.

John sucked in cool clean air, coughed his lungs clear and rubbed his streaming eyes.  At the first opportunity, Jet, Menoneth, who had arrived in the meantime and Vilma plied him with questions, 

"What happened? Are you alright?"

"What was that about?".

"Yes, cough, cough, wheeze, yes!  I'm fine, cough. Oh, my eyes!"  The wand still in his hand, he touched it to the bridge of his nose, and wished his head clear.  At once, a sensation like cool clean water rushed through his sinuses, his eyes, his mouth and throat, and he was refreshed.  He stood, replaced his wand in his jerkin and gazed across at Daridus staring impassively up into the sky, and smiled.

"It's nothing.  Don't worry, I just had a little chat with Daridus!"

"Merciful crystals, I thought you were being dissolved in that yellow smoke.  You disappeared completely, you know!" said Menoneth

"I was fine, really, Daridus's child kept me safe?"

"Narielle?  Do you mean Narielle was in there too?"

"No, not Narielle," said John with a smile, cryptically.  He saw Vilma and Menoneth exchange looks, and he think-talked to Vilma the picture of the wand in all its beauty within the cloud of Daridus, and she nodded.

"I think I understand, Menoneth," she said, "and correct me if I'm wrong, Wandmaster, but Daridus wants us to know that every rock and crystal is a child of his."

"Something like that, yeah."

"And what else did you learn?" Vilma asked with a sidelong look.

"That Daridus is not displeased with me."




Chapter 27


No Going Back


In her sleep, Jazlyn dreamt that she felt the soft touch of John's embrace, and gave a small sigh as she made to turn over, but woke from her reveries to find her arms bound close to her sides and her ankles tied together.  Her head hurt like it was being squeezed in a vice, her throat was sore, her mouth dry, and she was aware that she was in a predicament without being alert enough to know exactly what kind and how it had happened.  Slowly she opened her eyes, and saw . . . nothing, and she was unsure if it was night time or if her eyes were covered.  Being unable to see, she listened, and soon heard the shuffle of feet near her.  A hand grabbed her chin and she tried not to show she was aware, allowing her head to be turned left and right and then flop again.  Then her head was tipped back, and water was poured into her mouth.  She gagged, coughed, and involuntarily moaned, but the hand was insistent, and she was once again given water.  This time, she swallowed, mechanically, and then flopped again.  A whiny, nasal voice she had come to know well spoke to her.

"Wandmaster's little maid must wake now."

"She's still out cold, what did you give her?"  At the sound of the second voice, Jazlyn's blood froze.  She knew it even better than that of Nya.  Slowly the memory of the events in the hills at Kavanagh Heights began to come back.  Someone had grabbed her sword arm as she had been about to strike…… but she had no sword…… then she remembered it all, the magical light sword, and the feeling of the Wandmaster wielding it through her, and she remembered being poised to finish Nya off after bringing him down.  Then someone had blocked her, grabbing her arm from behind, preventing her from striking. 

"It's special herb. They use on young ones when they take them for spindlies.  Nya remember taste and smell. Head hurted, mmm, remember."

"We could go much faster if she was on her feet." Yes! Now she was sure.  And outraged!  Though trussed up like a chicken and unable to see, she lunged for the second voice and rolled ineffectively onto her side mumbling into the soft grass under her face.

"Wes, you traitorous….." her characterization lost in a mouthful of undergrowth.

"She awake. Hmmm, she awake."  She was pulled roughly and propped up against a tree.  Then she felt fingers fiddling at the back of her head, and a blindfold was removed, giving her full view of Nya and Westroth, staring at her from squatting positions at her side.

"You make a beautiful couple," she spat at them "I hope you'll be very happy together."

She slurred her words slightly, and her eyes were droopy, but the venom in her was apparent, nonetheless.

"Cut the sarcasm, Jazlyn," said Wes coldly, "you have to co-operate otherwise you'll make things very hard for yourself." 

"Oh, I'll bear that in mind.  I wouldn't want that to happen.  I mean, you might keep me prisoner, or tie me hand and foot and drug me if I don't behave myself!  Yes, things could get a lot worse."

"Nha ha ha, snort!" It was Nya laughing. "Nahaha, you funny little soldier girl!"  Wes, however, was not laughing.  He was staring at her with ice-cold eyes, freezing her with fear.  He was no longer the Wes she used to know, but the remnant of a once-lo: damaged and dangerous.  It was no use trying either to reason with him or treat him as a friend.  He was neither reasonable nor friendly.

"We will remove your bonds if you give your word to co-operate, otherwise you will have to be restrained."  Wes was talking to her as though she were some prisoner arrested by the guardians and being taken for questioning.

"Where are you taking me?"

"We are taking you to meet your Wandmaster, little girl, or at least we are heading in the same direction.  When we arrive, it will be interesting to see if he chooses you or his so-called quest."

"You're taking me to Ataxios to use against the Wandmaster?  But why, Wes, why? What can you hope to gain?"

"Gain? No, it's not about gain, its about not losing.  I simply want him dead, and I'd rather see you dead too, than with the Wandmaster!  Do you hear me? ….....DEAD!" he screamed the last word in her face with such violence that she lost all her bravado and was truly afraid.  She could see he meant what he said, and also that he was irrational and mad with jealousy and hatred.  She tried to hold his gaze, but her weakened state and the sickening headache made it impossible and she closed her eyes and groaned.  She reached for John, but as she strived to find a connection, the pain in her head increased till she let out a little moan.

"You no think-talk.  Herb makes pain come when think-talk."

Now she opened her eyes and surveyed Nya, looking much the worse for wear.  Before Wes stopped her arm, she had wounded the spindly in the thigh, and he was wearing a ragged bandage tied round the cut, while his overlarge shirt had a slash across the chest, through which she could see a deep gash.  The lightsword had made clean cuts, which still oozed blood, and he moved awkwardly.  She was glad.  But what to do now?  It could serve no purpose to remain bound, and she could promise these two anything and feel no guilt at breaking her word at the first opportunity.  They were scum, and Nya was murdering scum, so it was not a question of morality. 

"OK. I won't try to escape. I don't think I could if I tried.  Let me loose, please."  She kept her head, her voice and her eyes low so as not to provoke, and waited.

"You will only make one attempt to escape.  There will be no second chances."  Wes untied her feet and then released her arms from their bonds.  She had been trussed so firmly that her limbs hurt on being released, and she flexed and stretched her muscles to bring back feeling. 

"And now, gentlemen, I really need to find a quiet spot and be private for a while, if you know what I mean."

"Come with me," said Wes and moved off.  She struggled to her feet, her head still thumping and tried to take in her surroundings.  There was no way to tell where they were. Who could tell where this scrappy little piece of vegetation lie?  Slowly she followed Wes, stumbling and dizzy, and she hadn't gone far when her stomach churned and she lunged to the side of the track onto her knees and was violently sick.  Wes, a look of distaste on his face, halted and waited for her to cease retching, and then said coldly, "Get up. Come this way".  He pushed through some low brambles, and waited for her to reach him. "In there, I'll be waiting just here."

Without answering,  Jazlyn stepped through the brambles, which Wes allowed to spring back after her, and found herself mercifully alone.  She wanted to put a little distance between Wes and herself and so she moved forward into the scrub till she found a place where she felt she couldn't be heard or seen and gratefully relieved herself.  She didn't know how long she had been trussed up and doped, but she was uncomfortably bloated.  She had nowhere to wash her hands, so the smell of vomit was still on her, making her feel soiled and she found it hard to keep her composure.  She wanted to cry.  She never cried.  Guardians didn't cry. Nonetheless, a stab of emotion brought a lump to her throat, and her eyes stung wildly, and in that moment, she sought John.  The pain in her head became piercing and she bit her lip not to cry out, and in one split second, a sensory photograph left her and somewhere in the Athrak Mountains John suddenly stumbled and grasped Gil's shoulder for support.

"What is it Wandmaster?" asked Gilladen, who was marching with him.  White faced, John picked himself up and dusted himself down. "I just stumbled," he said, and wondered why he lied.  He halted for a while to process the information contained in Jazlyn's injection of sensations into his mind.  Pain, fear, weakness, entrapment, and two captors, one of whom was the brother of the man at his side!  John could not divulge that to Gilladen.  And the other?  John searched the all-too-short communication, and felt just an inkling of another presence in Jazlyn's mind. "Nya!" he thought. "It has to be Nya, we were fighting him, but something stopped us."  The realization that it was Wes who had stopped their arm in its course through the air to finish off Nya hit home.  Jazlyn was in the hands of a murderer and a jealous ex-lo! "Keep her safe," he wished into the wand, and resumed his marching.  After a few minutes, during which time conversation with Gilladen became very difficult, John excused himself to drop back through the ranks and find Vilma and Menoneth.  It was important that they be aware of Jazlyn's situation.  But why did they have her? What did it mean?  His blood ran cold in his veins as the possibilities occurred to him one after the other.  He hoped his fears were ungrounded, but he suspected they were not.

Jazlyn's stomach continued to clench into cramps, probably the result of the herbs they had been forcing down her to keep her from think-talking to John or her mother.  When she emerged from the clearing, Wes was waiting impassively, and motioned for her to precede him in the direction of the little clearing she had woken up in.  When they reached Nya, he was retying the bandage around his leg, which still seeped blood, and she reasoned that it should have clotted and started to heal by then, and wondered why it hadn't. 

"Is there any water to wash with?" she asked of neither in particular.

"No, you'll have to stink," was the reply from Wes, and she was once more struck by the change in him, and looked into his face trying to find some trace of the man she once thought of as hers. He was gritting his teeth, as she could see by the tiny movement of his jaw, and that meant that he was having to try at least a little to maintain his image. That was interesting.  She dropped her eyes, and stood meekly, not speaking, and waiting for what would come next. When she didn't respond, Wes risked a glance in her direction and saw her lowered eyes and pale face, well, it was her fault and now she was going to pay, and so was the man who had come between them. 

"We'll be crossing a small stream later, you can wash there."  Jazlyn kept her eyes low, but nodded.

"Thank-you," she mumbled in a low voice, as meekly as she could.  Wes needed her anger to fuel his own, it was clear.  How would he react to her being soft and malleable?  Nya had been following the exchange with intelligent observation, and when Jazlyn looked up, she momentarily caught his eye.  There was a knowing smile playing slightly around his wide mouth, and his steady gaze told her he had seen through her tactic.  He was a clever and slippery creature, and she would have to be very careful.

"I feel sick and empty. Is there anything to eat or drink other than your herbal poison?"

"You have to drink that.  There's no other way." 

"Only that?"  She queried.

"Here", said Wes, and held out a chunk of bread in her direction.  Then Nya brought her a cup of bitter tea with a pungent smell, that reminded her of a peppery, leather-leaved shrub which grew in barren summer fields.  She knew the plant, but had no idea it could be used as a mind drug.  Obediently, she drank the brew, hoping that she had reached John, for no matter how brief a moment because she didn't think she would be able to face the violent headache again to think-talk with a system full of the drug.  This time, her stomach rejected the brew immediately, and she was once again violently sick.  Wes turned his back, not wanting to watch.

"What happens now, Nya? She can't keep it down."

"Hmm, it ok.  She still full of herb.  Give more later." To Jazlyn he said

"You eat now." Wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her shirt, Jazlyn nodded and started to munch very dubiously and slowly on her bread.

"Please can I have some water?" she asked.

"Here," said Wes again. "Take the flask and keep it."  She didn't blame him.  In his shoes, she wouldn't have wanted to use the same drinking flask either. She was unwashed and stank of vomit.

"Thanks."

They had a plan, Wes and Nya; that was clear from the start.  They knew exactly where they were going.  Sure enough, after about an hour and a half they crossed a stream, and Jazlyn took the opportunity to wash her face and hands, dipping the sleeves of her shirt into the water and leaning her chest in so that the cloth that stank was at least rinsed of the smell that clung to her.  She unbraided her hair and used water to gather it back into its plait again.  The cold water restored her, and put colour in her cheeks.  Wes watched her hungrily from under lowered lids.  Her movements were fluid, her arms well muscled, and her body proportionate.  His teeth ground and he was tense as he followed her every move.

"Come on, that will do.  We haven't got all day."

He stood by her as she finished up, and her face as she looked up at him was a stinging reminder of days past. 

They travelled on, and Nya, with a nod to Wes, limped off through the greenery ahead of them, presumably to scout ahead.  Jazlyn had begun to suspect from the occasional sightings of the sun through the canopy of trees, that they were not in fact heading for Athrak, but she couldn't be sure.  Nya returned and then disappeared again, so that the two guardians were left in each other's unhappy company.

"How did you two come to team up?"  Wes didn't answer.

"Where did you go when you left Kinguard, your father was frantic, you know." A snort of impatience left Wes's lips, and he answered, "As if anyone cared! Listen, I don't want to talk about this.  Just shut up and walk."

"I'm walking, but that doesn't mean I can't talk."

"You have nothing to say that will interest me, and I don't want to talk to you. Get it?"

"Look, Wes, I know you're feelings were hurt but.."

"SHUT UP! JUST SHUT UP!" He had turned to face her, and his eyes were blazing with fury.

"Sorry, I just wanted…"

"SHUT UP, I SAID!" and before she knew it, his hand was raised ready to strike her.

"I said I'm sorry!" she said, pleadingly, "I won't say anything more," and she once again lowered her eyes submissively.

With effort, he stayed his hand, and he blew out a deep breath as they walked on together in silence.  Nya appeared again.

"It time she drink herb again."  Wes took his pack off his back and unstoppered a dark bottle, pouring a cupful and handing it to Jazlyn.

"It'll make me sick!" she pleaded.  But the look on Wes's face told her it was useless to resist.  They would force it down her throat if she refused.  With a sigh, she drank the unpleasant, oily liquid, and once again her stomach clenched and she threw up.

"I can't drink this stuff!" she pleaded on her hands and knees. 

"Drink more," was all that Nya said. "Little and slow."  Staggering to her feet, she took tiny sips, making them look bigger than they were, and allowed as little as possible to actually reach her stomach, retaining it in her mouth as best she could.  Even the tiny amount she drank made her feel ill, and her head ached and thumped mercilessly.  Walking was more and more difficult, and she now had no appetite for conversation. The party of three ambled on and by the afternoon, they had covered a lot of ground, despite her weakened condition but she still had no idea where she was.  They had seen nobody, and heard nothing but small animals and birds in the wooded countryside.  Nya had once again returned and this time emerged motioning agitatedly with his hands to Wes that he should get Jazlyn and himself under cover.  Nya disappeared swiftly into the bush, and Wes roughly dragged Jazlyn off the track they had been following, and pulled her with him behind the trunk of an aged tree some distance into the woods.

Footsteps and the rustle of leaves gave away the presence of a group of men.  Jazlyn wondered from which village they might be and if they would be able to help her if she cried out.  She made a slight movement and Wes immediately pinned her to the tree with his body, his hand over her mouth, and a look of warning in his eye.  The footsteps halted on the track, where they had been but a short time ago, and to her surprise, Jazlyn recognized the voice of Pendrik, one of the keepers from Kavanagh Heights.  Had they tracked them over such a great distance?

"These signs are fresh, but they seem to stop here.  No, wait a minute…. Look, they leave the track here and go off into the bush."

Jazlyn couldn't breathe, not only because of Wes's hand covering her mouth, but also at the thought that aid was so close to hand.

The bushes started to move. Pendrik wasn't alone, and Jazlyn hoped that whoever was with him was also guardian trained.

Suddenly, a heavy thud was heard, and a voice gave a grunt.  Then Pendrik shouted,

"Shaklin!" and a second thud was heard.  There was silence for a moment, and then stealthily through the bushes Nya appeared.

"You come now!" and Wes pulled Jazlyn roughly along with him.  Nya led them off away from the track and the place where Pendrik and Shaklin now lay.  She glanced down at them lying senseless and she hoped they were not dead, but she didn't dare ask.  She was, however, now more than ever aware of Nya's ruthlessness and strength.  He had dealt with two trained ex-guardians with very apparent ease, and they had no time to put up a struggle.  He was both swift and merciless.

Wes, Nya and their prisoner came out of the trees approximately where she and Marny had been walking when they were attacked.  Jazlyn realized that they had been wandering the nearby countryside all the time, never actually going anywhere, which was probably why she had been unable to sense in which direction they were heading.  They were back at Kavanagh Heights, but why?  The answer was soon evident.  Wes and Nya knew exactly where they were going, and they hurried her along with them.  In the field below the hills where the two girls had walked were the open paddocks where the flying animals were kept, and the three were heading there with all the speed they could force her unwilling legs to muster.  She couldn't hold her tongue.

"We're flying out of here?"  Once again, Wes warned her roughly to keep quiet. They kept to the cover of the shadow at the edge of the hill where there were a few trees, and Jazlyn was sure they would be undetected. There was no point in shouting; no one would hear her.  There was no guard kept over the animals. She herself had been enlisted to fly out supplies because the numbers of riders had dwindled and those that remained had aged.  There were no new flyers, and the animals were kept because they always had been; it was a tradition more than anything and grossly undervalued she had thought then, and now she knew she was right.

Jazlyn could fly. Nya had impossibly long legs, which would make it hard for him to stay on the flyer's back, and Wes was heavily built and tall.  It would need a sturdy animal to support his weight.  She wondered if she would be able to escape them and outfly them, and determined to try her best to do both. 

"She need tying," said Nya, in immediate response to her thoughts.

"Mmm, yes.  We'll lash her on to her mount and bind her hands.  Her animal can fly behind yours and I'll tail her on mine," answered Wes.  The three kept to the outer edge of the broad open ground, which swept away into the distance.  As they approached, the animals became jittery, and Jazlyn hoped that maybe they would panic, perhaps fly into the air, and attract attention from the settlement, but Nya sidled among them, humming a nasal tune, which seemed to calm them.  Indeed, one of the animals approached him and he fondly stroked its head.  He offered it a palmful of golden liquid, and it sucked with a slender tube-like tongue the nectar offered, following on behind him when he moved on to the next beast.  He knew which flyers he wanted, and Jazlyn couldn't help but be impressed by this ungainly individual's cunning mind.  He selected a mount for Wes, the strongest of the herd, and for Jazlyn an aging and slightly podgy animal, much slower and less lively than the other two.  Yes, Nya was very intelligent.  She wouldn't be outflying anyone on that beast.  Wes had no hesitation in handling his animal, and it was evident that this was not his first contact with flying.  Once more, Jazlyn mused that the flying animals had been underused, and from present evidence, under-guarded.  Had these two been using the beasts for flying lessons?  It looked that way; and there had been nobody to stop them. ‘Curses!' she thought, 'And even now there's not a soul to see us.  So close to the settlement, and completely undetected!'  In her frustration, and due to the small amounts of drug she had been able to keep in her stomach, this last thought escaped her head without too much pain and flew with speed to her aunt, Melindra, in the settlement of Kavanagh Heights not ten minutes away.

In the hideout of caves and camouflaged structures, which made up the settlement, Jazlyn's silent frustration struck home like an arrow, and her aunt leapt to her feet.

"Jazlyn!" she shrieked.  Around her were several ex-guardians,  both men and women and Marny, who all jumped up, staring straight at Melindra, who carried on.

"They're taking Jazlyn!"

"Who are?"

"They're taking her on the flyers!"

"Here? Now?" yelled Jackman, an elderly but fit ex-guardian whose job it was to tend the beasts and to fly occasionally. "On my flyers?" 

He was already buckling on his sword, and at his side he found another two companions, a little long in the tooth, but with willing hands buckling on their own.  Two women, Briany and Jessiper, who were somewhat younger and, as ex-guardians themselves, still in good form, sprang from the shelter to find swords.

"Where are Pendrick and Shaklin?  Haven't they returned?" pleaded Jackman, "This is not good, not good at all.  Come on.  There's nobody else.  We're all Jazlyn's got."

The men hurried out of the shelter, nestled close to the hillside, and the two women joined them, making up a small group of five, who did their best to approach a run, but their physical condition was not what it had once been, which was why they had not gone on the expedition to Athrak in the first place, and they struggled.

"Curse my aged legs," puffed Jackman, "If you others can run faster than me, then go!" but the legs that ran faster than all five belonged to Marny.  Like the wind she had sped out of the shelter at the first realization of what was happening, and was already on her way to the flying field.  And she was armed.  Since the day she and Jazlyn were attacked, she had taken to wearing leggings, and a jerkin, and shadow-sparring with a short sword she had wheedled from one of the guardians who no longer used it.  She had taken a vow never to be caught unprepared again, and now she ran, and her legs took wind as she felt the urgent need to reach Jazlyn and do something.  No, she wasn't guardian trained, but she had sparred with her brothers for fun on their visits to Kinguard.  She had practised alone in the woods when no-one found other chores for her to do, and she was angry.  Not teenage girl angry but controlled and determined.  She felt her resolve build in her with every step and the ground disappeared behind her as she sped on.  There was the field!  She could see three individuals, one of whom was already on a beast.  Yes, it was Jazlyn, and she appeared to be bound to the saddle.  Marny ran for all she was worth, recognizing Nya as the second,  unmistakable shape, and she fought the tears of anger as he lightly mounted a flyer, and trotted off in preparation for the acceleration needed for take off, Jazlyn's beast following on behind, obviously tied to his.  They would be airborne before she got there, but she didn't stop.  There was a chance she would reach the third figure before he got away.  She could see his back.  It was a young, strong man, and she weighed her strength and ability against his, knowing she was lacking.  But wait. She knew that stance, that hair, those mannerisms.  All power went from her legs and she halted abruptly because the man mounting the third beast turned and looked at her, and she opened her mouth and let out the disbelief and pain she felt as she recognized him, and it escaped her in a scream.

"Wes! No! Nooooooooooooooo!"  but his beast was already trotting after those of Nya and Jazlyn, who were slowly rising into the air, and as she watched, it too launched itself off the ground and the three shapes flew off across the green hillsides.

Jazlyn, who had heard the scream, looked back over her shoulder as the wind rushed past her, and saw the small form of Marny, sword in hand, but tip buried in the earth as she seemed to be using it to hold herself upright in the fast disappearing meadow. 

  

Chapter 28

The Other Side

Who did he think he was, this feeble little wizard?  Just because they put a wand in his hand didn't make him King of the Hill, Oh no!  And his so-called guardians; Ha! Babes and pimply-faced youths who blindly followed their Lord Menoneth and his precious Wandmaster!  They would wet themselves at the first sight of his beautiful Akryd, all of them, but after they changed their pants, he would be able to use them all as a fresh supply of victims to increase his numbers of lo's!  And the best thing was that they were coming straight to him! Into the spider's web my beautiful little flies! Ataxios is waiting to make you feel at home, and give you all an extra set of brains with which to do his bidding! 

"Oh yes!  Free heads!  An offer, not to be missed!"  He laughed. His thoughts tumbled around inside his crazed head and he capered after them trying to pin them down, which caused him to have violent mood swings.  He was either laughing hysterically, screaming with rage, or deeply depressed. The truth was that John's sudden appearance in the empty air above the Plain of Athrak, where Ataxios waited to watch the unfolding of events  had pushed him further off his already unbalanced head.  His furious screeching had resounded through the rocky passages and into all the caves and hollows in Athrak, inspiring a frenzied response from his army.  It had been many years since you could have called him anything but totally insane, but burying himself in his hideaway down under the Athrak mountains meant that there were few who were in a position to judge.  He festered and hated, schemed and watched the outside world with his seeing crystal from the subterranean temple, which also housed his crystal trove.  Ataxios's skill allowed no light to enter; only the murk created by his own hand, an oily darker-than-black substance, which pooled around the altar and flowed across the temple floor defying all brightness and colour, so that when a lantern was introduced, its glow was dimmed and extinguished.

Now, in this rare exodus from his lair, he had taken the essence of Athrak with him.  His clothing and insectivorous helmet were made of the very stuff of darkness, and their touch was dank and moist, reminiscent of the clammy dripping walls of the kingdom he chose to rule.  He had ventured out and unwittingly shown himself to the enemy, but did he think he was just going to sit around waiting for his guests to arrive for the party?  His lo's and spindlies were more than ready for them, and he began to think it would be better if he were in his lovely tunnels near his beloved crystal trove.  He could always watch events with his seeing orb. His scouts had tracked the expedition during most of its journey through his mountains, and he knew how few they were.  He had no need to fear defeat.  His only regret was that he might not see the process of making the Wandmaster into a lo, and all his little friends with him. 

"Oh what a shame, I will miss the fun!"  and from his position on the small plateau of rock above the plain, Ataxios let out a ringing, hysterical giggle, and wrapped his arms around his torso in glee as he imagined the scene. He did not allow himself to admit that he had been shaken by the apparition of the Wandmaster with his bellowing voice and his 'light show' high in the sky above him, but his decision to return to Athrak now was not accidental.  Even though he was revising his original plan, he could still organize things the way he wanted them. 

"Gnath!" he trilled, "Gnath, get over here, I want you!"  The huge-bodied and strongly built lo had been close by, as he always tried to be, and within a few seconds, was kneeling before his master.

"Gnath, I have decided to return to Athrak." 

Gnath had not only been granted the gift of speech by his master, but he still had the use of his logic, and he was now relieved to see that his master was using some of his own.

"Whatever you decide will be wise, oh Lord of Darkness."

"Of course it will! I don't need you to tell me that."

"Lord," responded his Captain, whose white face was unusually large, like a flat china plate surrounded by spikes of black hair. 

"Get me my entourage.  I need my carriers and my escorts.  But I want you here, Gnath, to carry out my orders."

"Yes, Lord."

"And my orders are that you must bring the Wandmaster to me."

"Of course, my lord, as soon as the Akryd has laid her larva into him, I will bring him to you."

"No! No! I want to see it.  You will bring him to me and we will watch it together!"  Gnath knew better than to disagree with his master, but was sure beyond all doubt that it was a mistake to delay the process.  First of all, it would mean that he would have to find some other way to contain the man's crystal magic, and that wasn't going to be easy without Ataxios, and secondly, the Akryd produced her best lo's at the first laying.  If she laid into others first, the master's pet would not be such a good specimen. 

"Will we want the Akryd to lay first into the Wandmaster, Lord, in order to produce a good strong lo? Or shall we allow her to lay into the other guardians first and then bring her back to her lair for him?" Ataxios saw the flaw in his plan, and also saw that Gnath had, and that he was diplomatically pointing it out to him.  His huge ego would not allow him to admit to it, but it was definitely a problem.

"Don't bother me with details!  Sort it out yourself! Why do you think I keep you alive?"

"Yes, Lord."

"Now, call me my carriers and get me out of here," he said sulkily. "The tunnels of Athrak are much more comfortable." 

"At once, Lord." And Gnath stood, raising his head and moving it erratically on his scrawny neck, so that he issued a series of high pitched whines and clicks which reverberated off the rocks and reached a small group of lo's, unusually squat but brawny, who made up the carrying entourage.  They scurried up immediately, carrying a cumbersome platform fitted with a soft bed of something reminiscent of fungus, and the great lord Ataxios eased himself on to it and closed dark curtains all around him so that he disappeared into blackness.  A muffled voice came from within the booth.

"Do not fail me!" it said.  Watching the carrying party taking Ataxios off through the foothills, Gnath felt both relief and unease, and revealed his thoughts to the only recipient who he felt would understand.

"Whatever happens, Head, we've got to be on our toes, because if anything goes wrong, we're for the chop."  The second, once human head, which hung at chest height drooled and said, "Gharglargh arglgh glargh,' and out of habit, Gnath took an affectionate swipe at it, making it wobble on its own near-useless neck. "Glarghargle argh."

The truth was that Gnath was very much on his own now and he knew it; he had no magic to use against the Wandmaster.  His battle advantage was in sheer numbers and his lo's and spindlies were fierce,  but they were no match for magic either.  He would perform his duties, but there was no need for him to sacrifice his own life, he reasoned. He had other options, planted in his mind by the spindly Nya, it had to be said.  Nya, who had at times been problematical in Athrak, was also exceptionally bright, and stood out from ‘the numbers' as he, himself called the other spindlies.  It was rare for a spindly to develop into anything other than an obedient and subservient fighter.  They were trained from a very young age to that purpose, and their intellect was dulled through lack of proper food and the use of potions to induce a state of semi-awareness.  When they were needed in order to fight, their herbal brews were stopped, and their reliance on them emerged in directed aggression.  Their fighting done, they were happy to return to their darkness and their drugged existence until next required.  Nya was not one of these ‘numbers'.  He despised them, and Gnath had once come across him skulking outside the  subterranean Athrak temple.  He had been talking half to himself and half to the crystals housed therein, and though he had no skill in think-working, Gnath was aware of its use.  He had often watched his Lord at work when he peered into his seeing stone, and when he handled the crystals in the trove; there was a tension in the atmosphere, which was unmistakable. This Nya had been speaking under his breath and using some kind of crystal magic, Gnath was sure.  He remembered the brief scene. 

"What are you doing here?"  The spindly had been taken by surprise and gave a start, jumping to attention.

"Nya just passing, great captain, just passing."

"You have no business here,"

"That is true, great Gnath, no business, just passing."

"Who were you speaking to?"

"Me, talking to me, great Gnath, no one else here, see?" Gnath remembered how Nya had shown the empty space around him with his gangly hands.

"Go back to your quarters and don't let me see you here again."

"Yes, Nya go."

Gnath had stood and listened to the shuffling of the spindly's feet as he hurried back along the tunnel, which led away and towards the living quarters.  He, himself had then stepped inside.  He had no magic, and yet he could feel the crystals in the darkness, brooding.  Rock, stone and crystal were all the same to him, but he knew it was not that way for his master, Ataxios.  He had seen the oily darkness sliding around his master like a pet, and had heard him cackling away to himself as he followed the picture shows in his seeing–stone.  There was an energy that flowed and pulsed through the caverns and halls of the underground kingdom, which called to certain minds.  Ataxios had long since ceased to be a ‘mind' and had become part of that dark energy flow.

Shortly after the meeting with Nya, there had been a raid into the Deepcleft area around Wandguard in an unsuccessful attempt to capture the new Wandmaster before he became too acclimatized, and Nya had been captured by the guardians.  Gnath had assumed that the spindly was lost for good, but that was, surprisingly, not the case, and some time later, he had arrived once again in Athrak. He had sought Gnath out, and the two had talked but their conversation was completely different this time.

Gnath remembered:

He had been checking armaments in the storage and prison caves, and was sealing the door to the main entrance with his beetle-shaped key, which was slowly climbing up the door locking its separate mechanisms.  Gnath was waiting for it to finish its work, when it would drop and he would feel its weight on the end of the chain at his waist, and pocket it.

"Pretty little bug," said a nasal voice softly at his ear, and Gnath had started, taking a jump backwards causing the key to be dragged off the door and dangle from his chain.

"Nya, darkness swallow you! Where have you been and what are you doing here now?"

Nya reached down, picked up the mechanical insectivorous key and placed it on the door in roughly the same position from which it had dropped.  As its scratchy metal legs once again proceeded to the next lock, he answered,

"Go see Wandman.  See many things, learn much. Now come back to see great Captain Gnath."

"Continue."

"You and me same and not same.  Work for Great Magician Ataxios, but not just slaves like the ‘numbers', or like click-talkers.  Great Gnath make fine ruler of Athrak," wheedled the sing-song voice. "Nya help Captain Gnath, yes, Nya help."

"That's treason, and punishable by death!"

"Got to catch me first," snorted the spindly with a derisive laugh, stepping back a pace or two, and carried on quietly, "Nya leave Athrak, Nya go Wandguard, Nya leave Wandguard, Nya come Athrak. Go-come, come-go."

"I could call the guards and have you dead in no time. Cleverness is not an advantage here."

"Yes, kill Nya, but then who help Captain Gnath?"

"I don't need your help."

"You know, the Wandman change one lo into not lo man again?  He can change Gnath."

"That's impossible!"

"No,  can happen.  Nya saw.  One guardian-soldier.  Nya give to mighty Akryd, but he rescued by others and taken back again to Wandguard with lo-head.  Click-talker! But in Wandguard, Nya see same guardian-soldier again.  Good like before.  Not lo!  Nya listen, and learn.  Wandman  do this."

"And what good would that do me? I have a high position here as things stand."

"And if Wandman come and kill Ataxios?  What then?" 

Gnath laughed. "If that happens it will be too late for all of us."

"Maybe yes, maybe no."

"Ataxios is invincible."

"Maybe yes, maybe no. Wandman very invincible too.  Nya know this.  He coming."  Gnath, despite himself, became thoughtful and turned to speak to Nya.

"And what great plans have you got, Nya?" But the spindly was nowhere to be seen as a distant nasal reply reached him,

"Gnath will see.  Yes, Gnath will see."

Now, as he recollected the scene, he pondered on the question of ‘what was in it for Nya?' 

What did the spindly hope to gain?  He remembered catching him skulking around near the Temple.  Could it have something to do with the Master's crystal trove?  Did Nya see himself as the next keeper, as a new Ataxios, maybe?  The thought was ludicrous, and Gnath laughed as he shook his lo-head. "What do you think, head?" and he pinched head's cheek affectionately.

"Ghlargle hee,glarg,hee,hic, glarg" lolled the head in the closest it could come to merriment. Well, Gnath would see to it that Nya wouldn't become the next Ataxios, and started to believe that maybe he, Gnath, had a great future ahead if Ataxios should by some chance be defeated by the new Wandmaster.

Now, standing in the Plain of Athrak with his spindlies, lo's and the Great Beast, he would play his part but he was going to survive, no matter what.  He scanned the surrounding rocks and resolved to get himself out of there and back to Athrak somehow if things got out of control.




Battle Plans

Meanwhile, in the guardian camp on the eve of the pending battle, a meeting had been called.  The bright stars and the silvery light of the moon painted the rocky canvas of the mountains in pale black and white, bleaching out the little colour offered by the stark environment.  A glowing fire crackled in a hollow, fuelled by a few gnarled branches dropped by the shrubby bushes clinging to the sides of the rocks.  Their sharp thorns made collection a risky business, but enough had been gathered in the end, and more than one guardian sucked his pricked fingers as a result.  The cheerful amber of the blaze was warming and friendly, giving a point of focus to the group gathered around it.

Sitting cross-legged on blankets, the inner circle was made up of Vilma, Menoneth, Gilladen, on behalf of the guardians, Jet, the Armsmaster, John, Gothrik, the Military strategist and Torrel, a priest selected from Wandguard to represent the missing Tyloren on the trip.  Scattered around in a wider outer circle were the remainder of the Guardians, who were not empowered to speak at this gathering, but were permitted to listen.

Menoneth, as the Lord of Wandguard opened the proceedings formally.

"Honour to the Wandmaster," he delivered, in a loud clear voice.

"Honour to the Wandmaster," chorused back the remainder of the company, and the strength of the collective voice was heartening.

"Honour" returned John, and it reminded him that these people were his protectors, and would lay down their lives for him if necessary.

Menoneth's deep, commanding voice began, "The deliberations will now begin, and anyone in the inner circle is entitled to speak.  I ask the Guardians to witness this meeting in silence; Gilladen represents you here, by your own vote, so allow him to do just that."  There was a low murmur of agreement, and then quiet fell.  He continued, "We approach an end to this journey of ours, and we must take some decisions about how to bring about the result we desire.  We have come far, and we are not on our home ground, which means we will be fighting at a disadvantage.  We are also fewer, and our enemy is ruthless

and cruel.  Some of us, certainly, will not leave this place alive, and those of us that do may carry the injuries sustained here for the rest of our lives. But the good that we will do if we overcome Ataxios will spread throughout the Realm, and will touch many more lives than ours."  There was a pause as the obvious truth in Menoneth's words settled in. "I will ask Gothrik, our military strategist, to take the floor at this point in order to explain our aims and targets."

"Thank you, Lord Menoneth."  Gothrik, a man of middle years and somewhat heavy build, stroked his chin thoughtfully before beginning. "What are our aims?  Well, firstly, we must

perform our duty to our Wandmaster; in other words, to protect him from harm and give him freedom to carry out his task.  In order to do this, we must somehow overcome very superior numbers, and I believe Vilma has some encouragement for us in that direction." Vilma smoothed her skirts and said, "My origins are from the wildlands, and my sister and I still have strong links with our folk.  We are a proud and valiant race, and I have called on my kin to assist us in our cause.  They have just reason to hate Ataxios and his Akryd as much as any, and they have sent forces to boost our numbers.  They are many and fearsome, and if you scan the hillsides around us, you will not see them but they are there.  They have been marching for some days, like us and are ready to join with us and fight.

"So, Wandmaster, we are not alone," smiled Vilma.

"That's good to hear, though I wonder why I am only learning of this now.  I would have liked to meet with your people, Vilma, and to have their representative here at our deliberations."

"I am their representative. What I know and learn, they will also know through our think-bond.  It is strong in our blood and we are skilled in its use.  I will introduce you to our Firstwarrior, Tharrios, now if you wish." And John was suddenly aware in a mental picture of a strong-chinned, serious faced man considering him shrewdly."  There were no words, just a bow of the head in recognition, which John returned solemnly. The image was fleeting and disappeared but left John with a feeling of strength and solidarity.

"Well, then," he said to Vilma, "I am most grateful for their support and hope that they will come to our aid with minimal hurt to themselves.  This situation is deadly serious. It seems to me that I have to perform a near impossible task and I will do my best, but I feel the weight of responsibility for all our lives." 

Gothrik coughed uneasily, and bristled slightly. "Wandmaster, with all respect, your task is simply to defeat Ataxios.  Jetham and I will worry about the lives of your comrades."

"And what of the Akryd?"

"And she, of course, must be destroyed."

"And of the Crystal Trove?"

"That must be reclaimed from the Temple of Athrak and brought into the light."

"And we know where the Temple of Athrak is, and how to get in I assume?"

"Well, we will find it when you have dealt with Ataxios."  John continued to stare back at Gothrik as he replied, 

"So it's all very simple then, I slay the Akryd, I defeat Ataxios and then I find and rescue the Crystal Trove, is that it?"

"Erm, yes, in plain terms," replied Gothrik,

"So you know all the details?  Good.  Now,  you're the strategist.  Work out a strategy in order for all that to happen and tell me what it is, because from where I sit, it looks a pretty tall order, even for me, and I will continue to feel responsible for the lives of my comrades until I am satisfied that I have given them at least a chance of survival!"  John drew the wand from its halter, and it shimmered in the moonlight. "This and my sword are all I have in order to complete my tasks, and Ataxios knows it.  I will not lead you all into a death trap on the strength of my status as Wandmaster, alone.  I want a plan; and I want a plan that would give us a chance even if I were not gifted with special powers. Suppose I am defeated by Ataxios, or made into a lo early on.  What then?" 

Gothrik stammered, "B.b.but you are the Wandmaster!  You can use the power of the wand like you did in Wandguard, from a distance without danger to yourself!"

"Yes I am the Wandmaster. And Ataxios is….? And the Akryd is….? And how many Lo's and spindlies are there?"

"All right, Wandmaster John," interjected Vilma. "I think we get your point, sit down Gothrik." 

John began to speak. "I did not want to offend you Gothrik, but I had to know just how carefully you had thought this through.  I have a few ideas of my own that I would like to share, and if anyone has anything to add, then let him speak, but I am not going one step farther till we have at least the bones of a good plan."  John was speaking in a clear steady voice. "What seems obvious to me, is that I have to stay in one piece in order to be able to carry out my tasks, and I know that it is in Ataxios's mind to make a lo out of me at the earliest opportunity.  That would mean he would have me under his control, and presumably the wand also.  This cannot happen.  Therefore, our number one target is the Akryd.  She must be destroyed first, and I wonder if Lord Menoneth can help our plans in this.  My Lord, you have met with this creature before.  Is there a weakness we can exploit?"  Menoneth had been nodding his head in agreement at John's words, but he did not look up.  He had been scratching in the dust in front of him with a twig, and his concentration was there.

"Yes, I've had that misfortune.  I have seen the process during which a Lo is created, and you will all remember that my son, Westroth, was made into a lo, though thankfully I was 

not present to see it happen.  It is a horrible fate, and I swear that I will not leave this place alive if I do not kill that beast with my own hands, or at least see it done.  It is an abomination and a curse on the Realm and it must die."  His voice was heavy with hatred, and the hair on John's neck stood out involuntarily.  Gilladen reached for his father's shoulder. 

"It has, as far as I know, no weakness, but it is always thoroughly protected and surrounded by guards, which gives me the impression it must have one."

Vilma agreed. "Hmm, I have heard, and it seems to me a good possibility, that the guts holding the larvae are soft and elastic whereas the rest of the body is shielded with a carapace of tough shell.  I don't know if it would kill the beast to have its belly opened, but it would certainly stop it from laying into anyone unfortunate enough to be captured."

"How can we penetrate the guards to get close enough to find out?" asked Gilladen.

"I have seen the beast on the Plain of Athrak, and I can tell you that there is a solid ring of lo's around her, all using some kind of hunting beast, like a huge hound, and then there are companies of spindlies around the outer rim of the Plain.  I just can't see how we can get close," said John, shaking his head. "Gothrik, can you help us to solve this problem?"

"As I said before, Wandmaster,  you can destroy the beast with the wand.  You will not need to approach, but can use the wand's power from a safe distance."

"I disagree," said Menoneth. "If there is an attempt to kill the Akryd, even if it is successful, it will leave all the remaining lo's and spindlies free to return to Athrak.  We need to keep them here in order to weaken the hand of Ataxios.  I think your path should be towards Athrak with all speed, away from the Akryd, toward the crystal trove and not into her pincers.  Can you open up a channel through the spindlies and lo's to the beast?" 

"I could divert them with a little dust storm, I think," answered John.

"That would make things difficult for us too," commented Jet "but we could cover our noses to avoid choking I suppose."

"It would give us another advantage too," said John. "It would be difficult for them to know which man was the Wandmaster if all had their heads covered. They wouldn't know if I were there or not. They will be looking for signs of the wand, so maybe I could conjure up a few fake sparkles to distract them, too."

"It would mean choosing a beast killing unit, and a support unit that could open up the lines and fight off the lo's and spindlies while the job gets done," said Jet.

"I've already told you I want that particular pleasure myself," said Menoneth, coldly.

"I can't allow you to take that risk My Lord," said Jet "Let me lead the unit!"

"Your presence will be needed elsewhere, Jetham, you will have all the guardian force to watch out for.  Give me three or four good guardians, and we will get the job done. Just keep the lo's and spindlies off our backs."

Gilladen burst out, "I will come with you father!"

"You will not!  That beast has already ruined one of my sons.  It will not have another!  You will stay with the Wandmaster and be his closest protector.  If you die, let it be in combat, with the Wandmaster's safety your only concern."  Gilladen did not reply, but the side of his cheek moved as he ground his teeth in frustration, and he thought about his brother, Wes.

As the deliberations continued, and the night wore on, the outline of a plan began to take shape.  John was satisfied that, with their inferior numbers, they were taking every measure they could to maximize their chances.  He was encouraged at Vilma's assertion that the folk of the Wildlands would be boosting their numbers, but  Ataxios was all his, he knew that, and he hoped the crystal wand and the extraordinary powers it had bestowed on him in difficult times would be once again granted. But the uncomfortable truth was that he was the instrument of the wand and not vice versa.  He would use what was made available to him instinctively and hope that whoever wrote the adventure book he was trapped in, knew that the hero always won in the end and that the villain had to be vanquished.

The company eventually split up and went off to get some sleep, each wondering what his personal fate would be.  John felt alone but determined, and strangely enough, fearless.  The drumbeats of battle were stirring his blood and his heart rate must have been high, but what he was feeling was something other than fear, it was the call to arms; the call to duty, and he realized that never in his life had he been in such a position.  The Realm was giving him a unique experience, and he was ready.  It would, at the very least, make a good yarn, he mused, if he lived to tell the tale.  With a rueful sigh, he closed his eyes and sank into a deep sleep, full of gruesome versions of his own death and those of his comrades, with Jazlyn being pursued by Nya and Westroth in a forest of thick trees with no escape.  Her voice cut through his agonized attempts to reach her and save her from harm, "John! John, I am close.  Hear me!"

His eyes shot open.  This was not a dream; it was communication.  He sat up and answered, "Jazlyn!" and he tried to ascertain where she was, and what her condition was.

Hurriedly, Jazlyn communicated an image of how she and her captors were approaching, and her fear that she was being sold out to Ataxios as a hostage. Then she was gone.  He sat up and rubbed his eyes in the brightening grey of the coming dawn, and stood to stretch his stiff legs.  There was no sleep now.  As he stared into the cloudy east, he saw Vilma standing also, staring in the same direction and moved through the sleeping bodies on the ground to her side.

"Did she reach you too?" asked Vilma, without looking at John.

"Yes."  Neither said another word, but John placed his hand on Vilma's shoulder, and despite her courage, Vilma's head drooped a little and a long worried sigh escaped her.

"Your daughter is not a push over, and she will do her utmost to survive this, you know.  I believe she is valuable to Ataxios, and that he will do her no harm until he is sure he has me in his hand, so I must make sure that doesn't happen, and if I live, I will get her back.  She is precious to me, Vilma."

"One day, when this is all over, I will tell you my story, John Stone.  William Stone was Jazlyn's father, as you know, and yet you are not true cousins. I know a little of your family blood line." John turned from scanning the horizon to look at Vilma and waited for clarification, but none came, so he said,

"To me Jazlyn does not feel like a cousin.  We come from different worlds and had never met before.  I only know that I feel complete when she's with me and empty when she's not."

"My common sense tells me that your union would be a mistake, but on the other hand I remember how things were with William and I, and I know how useless it is to fight against such feelings.  But you know you can never be together as you would wish?  Even if you both come out of this alive, you will have to return to your own world.  You cannot stay.  Your life is a candle-flame, which flickers and burns in the Realm at the moment, but it will die here if it remains permanently.  It needs to go back."

"I can live in both worlds!" protested John. "I can go back for a while and then come home to Jazlyn!"

"Do you think it's that easy?  Do you think you can come and go as you wish?  It is not in your hands, John Stone; it is not in mine either.  Our realities are like two spinning spheres each with a doorway, whose movements are directed by chance, or at least by an intelligence which does not reason like ours, and certainly takes no stock of romance.  They move erratically – or so it seems to me, anyway, and sometimes their doorways align allowing certain chosen individuals through into our Realm.  You cannot appeal to their sense of justice or to their emotions; they have neither."

John and Vilma watched the dawn of another day and John wondered if it was all some rule of physics that wasn't in the books they gave you to read at school.  The limits of knowledge, he thought, shouldn't be bounded by books anyway; somewhere in all of us there is a little truth detector, which verifies or falsifies,  and what he knew now was that despite all his logic, and all the improbability of his situation, he was, for the time being at least, truly the Wandmaster in the Realm of the smoky crystal, and it didn't matter how or why.  He also knew that he loved Jazlyn.  He needed no other truths.  He would do all in his power to get her back, and if the fates decreed that he should then leave the Realm for good, at least he would know that he had given her a future, even though it would be without him.

After breaking the night's fast, the guardians assembled and crept to the brow of the hill surrounding the huge Plain of Athrak. As they looked down into it, tiny trees and bushes like a child's model terrain for a train set gave a distant, unreal aspect to the scene, and it was clear that they were heavily outnumbered.  Vilma assured them that her kin from the Wildlands were poised also for action, and it had been agreed that they would try to counter the outer rim of spindlies, which formed the perimeter defence of their enemies. It was also clear that they would not be able to approach the Akryd easily.  They were under no illusions that they had come so close undetected, and their options were few.  Their plan seemed inadequate, and their task enormous.  John, looking for Ataxios, scanned the far rock face where he had seen during his visitation the bug-headed armoured form of his foe.  But the rocks were bare.  He sent out mental probes, seeking for confirmation of his suspicion, and then he was certain.  Ataxios was not there. He scanned the sky and the plain for flyers, or for anything that could be Jazlyn.  No.  He could see nothing but the spindlies, the lo's and in the center, the huge form of the Akryd, straining on tethers and surrounded by attentive keepers.

"Ataxios isn't here," he breathed to Menoneth.

"Maybe he's hiding somewhere in a cave."

"No.  He's not here," shaking his head decisively, "I can feel his presence like a nettle-sting on my skin, but I'm not sensing anything, and that changes things."

"We still need to put the Akryd out of action."

"Yes, but you were right last night. My way lies elsewhere," said John. "I want Ataxios, and if he's not where the Akryd is, then that's even better because he won't get the chance to use her on me like he wants to. The wand in the hands of a lo in the service of Ataxios is not something we can allow."

"But you can't go alone, Wandmaster."

"Maybe not alone, no, but I don't think large numbers will help me either. You are all needed here.  I would like to take a small team with me and go find Ataxios in his lair in Athrak.  That's where he is.  I feel it.  That's where the crystal trove is and that's where Jazlyn is, so that's where I need to be."  Gothrik gave a little smirk, and said, "So much for the plan!"

John held his gaze and said, "Slight change of plan, only Gothrik.  Everything's the same in the Plain of Athrak, but without me.  Now, Lord Menoneth, if I may, I would like to select my small band of helpers."  Menoneth nodded, and John began,

"Maylene," the tall, muscular friend of Jazlyn's who had once blushed every time he looked at her, but now teased him easily, having overcome her infatuation, "Joceley" her closest friend, a serious, lean dark haired girl, "Ethan," who was John's k'tchang opponent whenever they relaxed by the campfire, "Honeth" who had been Westroth's friend before his lo'dom and who was now devoted to John, after restoring his friend. "Mandrik", John's favourite sparring partner, "Zak and Todd," the more experienced guardians in the group, who had, in fact been given the mission of finding John and Jazlyn in the woods after their erotic escapade in Kinguard.  Finally, "Gilladen."  He was Menoneth's firstborn, brother to Westroth and Marny, and the first person John ever met in the Realm.  Gilladen had received him at the portal into the Realm and guided him to Wandguard. As their names were called, the guardians fell in beside John, and he noticed Gill regarding him thoughtfully.

"Any of those chosen who wish to refuse, will not be questioned as to why," said John, and stared back at Gilladen, steadily.  None of them moved.  Menoneth also looked thoughtfully from Gilladen to John, and having in effect lost Westroth, he was now placing all his trust in Gilladen to restore the family honour and do his guardian duty to protect the Wandmaster.  Also, all his trust in the Wandmaster to keep his son alive.

Gothrik, who now had a straight battle without the intervention of either the Wandmaster or Ataxios was soon in consultation with Jet, planning their attack strategy as the prime target was now the Akryd, and the facilitating of the attack squad led by Menoneth.  Vilma's folk were in readiness and waiting for the signal to start their descent into the plain, and were prepared for the surprise John was planning in their aid.  John and his companion group were ready to quit and begin their journey to Athrak, and felt both honoured to have been chosen, but pretty sure they would not be returning.

John raised his wand. "Honour!" he called.

"Honour to the Wandmaster!" came the united response.  Then he went to high spot overlooking the plain,  apart from them all and stood alone.  He raised his wand high and called on the crystals to commune with the sand and dust on the floor of the plain, and to cause them to rise into the air and form a cloud. In answer, a layer of dust started to rise and a wind whipped it, adding to it and turning it so that it built into the shape of a funnel. John's dust storm became a tornado and started to move with purpose across the flat terrain below, spewing out firey sparks as it went. Then John stepped down and joined the others. "I will hold this thing in my mind all the time you need it.  I hope it will be enough to even the odds enough in your favour. But you need to go soon."

Jet was already mustering his men and after a little pointing and conferring with Gothrik, the guardians were ready.

Menoneth grasped the shoulder of his son Gilladen in wordless farewell, and then that of John, before turning to lead the guardians off with Jetham and Gothrik, down the slopes to the floor of the plain following after the ever-growing whirlwind.  Vilma remained stubbornly behind, and said to John, "You didn't call me, but I'm coming whether you like it or not.  I won't be much use in a fight in the plain, but I might come in useful in Athrak."

"I wanted someone with Menoneth for communication purposes." He explained.

"Torrel our temple priest is with them, Young Sharilla is quite gifted, and to a degree Menoneth himself.  I will be able to tap into their heads if need be." 

"Ok then.  Let's get going.  My sand storm has a mind of its own from what I can see, and doesn't need my management."  It had grown in height and was gathering more and more dust into its funnel as it coursed ahead of the Guardian group.  It had started to attract attention down on the plain, but shrouded very effectively those following on.  The Akryd and lo's had set up a high-pitched whine, and agitated clicks began to fill the air.

Vilma shook her head in wonder, "Very impressive." She closed her eyes for a moment and when she re-opened them, she said, "Tharrios and his men are in position. May the crystals be with them and with all of us this day."

John nodded at her, once again surprised at how the crystal wand worked for him, then he and his small, but exceptional group set off along the hill crest Northward to the lair of Ataxios.  Climbing the surrounding hillsides, they moved speedily with few supplies and practiced legs and, as they crowned a hillock, John threw a quick look over his shoulder back at the plain behind him, and saw the huge funnel of his tornado ploughing through it.  The rest was up to the skills of the Guardians and their newly found brethren from the Wildlands.  He, John Stone, Wandmaster, was needed elsewhere, and he turned his attention to the task of reaching Athrak.

Gnath strained his eyes to see across the vast plain.  Size was hard to judge and he could only judgee the tornado's force by trees that it passed and ripped out of the ground.  By his assessment it was huge and growing larger.  Things did not look good, and his troops were out in the open, not to mention the Akryd, which was in the centre of the exposed terrain.  Whatever happened, she must be got to safety; there were very few hiding places in the surrounding hills large enough and sheltered enough to give her protection, but his eyes scanned the surrounding rocky slopes in desperation. 

He opened his mouth, strained his neck and sent out a string of clicks and whines, so that the group of lo's with the precious Akryd began to try to shepherd her towards Gnath.  He called several of the spindly captains to him and questioned them on their knowledge of the area.  They often patrolled the plain, and one of them pointed at a dark feature in the hillside behind and slightly south of Gnath's position.  Gnath communicated with the lo's herding the swaying bulk of the Akryd, and they made for the shelter of a generous natural cave.  The wind had picked up in the meantime and dust flew into their eyes and noses, partially blinding them and making it even harder to distinguish shapes or movement.

Gnath took a swipe at the head wobbling on his chest in frustration. "Curse this wind, and blast the dust to total darkness!  There's devilry at work here."

"Glarghgle ghlurg!" agreed the head, and saliva dribbled from its open mouth and mixed with the dust, which tried to choke it.  Gnath took a few powerful strides and was down on the floor of the plain in a trice. "Fourteen, Fifty and Nine!" he called his spindly captains by their allotted numbers, and three long legged creatures came loping up.

"Get your numbers to shelter in the hills behind boulders and rocks and pass the message on to the others!"

"Clickkkkkkrrrrrwhinnnne, clickckickk, kikikikik Whinne." sounds emanated from his throat now, and the remaining lo's joined the companies of troops leaving their carefully arranged positions on the plain. They were making a rather disorderly retreat under the captaincy of Gnath.  The tornado grew and grew, sweeping up undergrowth, bush and tree, and carried on its way straight for them.  Gnath himself lost no time and headed for the cave mouth where the Akryd was to be housed.  There was no fighting a whirlwind.  Better to get out of its path and regroup later.  As his feet pounded the earth and his heavy body ran powerfully, his lo head puzzled over the sudden appearance of the tornado.  He had never heard of such a large one, and never in the plain.  He knew the Wandmaster was in the vicinity, but he had heard of no other Wandmaster having power over the winds; was this tornado just a co-incidence, he wondered. "Bah! I have never believed in co-incidence and I won't start now.  His hand is behind this somehow, eh head?"

"Cough, ghlarg, cough  cough!" agreed the head as it lolled along.

Menoneth, Jet, and the guardians were in companies of roughly 30.  They had anticipated a hand-to-hand battle against overwhelming odds, but so far they had only used their feet.  The tornado was ahead of them, and racing.  They could only try to keep pace with it and hope they would be able to strike when the thing eventually swirled out of their path.  Nasal voices screamed in terror as spindlies were swept up into the funnel of the raging tornado.  Their ranks broke entirely and many of them started to try to skirt it and run past it and behind it....into the waiting swords of the Guardians and the Wildlanders, who hacked them down one by one as they appeared.

Menoneth was single-minded about one thing.  He wanted to destroy the Akryd.  It was a danger to the Wandmaster all the time it lived and to his guardians.  It had also ruined his son, Wes, and Menoneth was in no mood to forgive.  Jet eyed him anxiously, knowing that there was little he could do to prevent him from going after the beast, but determined to be at his side when he did.  The tornado before them was shielding them from enemy eyes, and though he was grateful, he felt blinded and was unhappy.  As confused spindlies appeared out of the dust, he joined his guardians in reducing their numbers, and his sword swished and parried as he tasted the blood of battle, all the time keeping his guardian Lord, Menoneth within range of protection.  He didn't want to lose sight of him at any cost.  Second to their protection of the Wandmaster, the guardians had been trained to protect their guardian lord, and Menoneth found himself well-supported as he also fought off the spindlies.  The tornado eventually reached the far edge of the plain and had nowhere else to go.  It powered into the rock face ahead of it, tearing off boulders, sucking them up into its funnel and spewing some of them out at the surrounding area.  The lo's and spindlies that had taken shelter behind them being sucked up in turn.  Then, the tornado rose up the side of the cliff face and seemed to falter, drop in speed and intensity and then simply disappear over the high far rim of the mountain plain.

Covered in dust, the guardians regrouped around Jet, Menoneth and Gothrik to count their losses.  spindlies lie in large numbers around the long straight passage the tornado had taken, together with the lo's that had been sheltering in the rocky terrain. Some guardians had sustained injuries, but they were mercifully few, due to the combined effects of the tornado and the clean-up operation that took place at its periphery by the Wildlanders. There was no sign of the Akryd.

Slowly they recovered their equilibrium and Gothrik mustered them in groups in a circle looking outward and mounted the most robust on look-out while permitting the remaining guardians to sit and rest, the injured at the innermost point of their circle.  The Wildlanders were tireless, and continued their scourge of whatever spindlies they could rout out into the open.

Menoneth scanned the area, "Where is the beast? Could it have been sucked up in the whirlwind?"

"Possibly," answered Jet "but until we're sure, we should not leave this place.  When our guardians have recovered sufficiently we will search the area and leave no stone unturned until we are satisfied that the danger to the Wandmaster from that monstrosity has been eradicated."

Gnath, in his hideout in the cave looked furtively out at the scene below him on the plain.  His forces had been severely diminished, and he was left now with only the few lo's and sniffers protecting the Akryd.  In the confined space of the rocky refuge, he considered his options.  The huge beast was restless and over-ripe, craving to lay into new victims, his small company of lo's were finding it hard to hold her.  The tornado had passed, and his cave was not a good enough hiding place – the guardians were showing no signs of leaving and would probably soon mount a search of the area.  His spindlies were under attack.  The odds had shifted and were no longer heavily in his favour.  What to do?  He looked back into the cave at the swaying monstrous beast and decided on a plan.  He threw his head back and issued a series of clicks and whines which caused agitated activity among his small company of lo's. 

They brought her to the cave entrance, along with the sniffers and their handlers, and then, deciding that haste was probably to his advantage, Gnath ordered the handlers to release the leather bonds that tethered both the Akryd and the sniffers.  Gnath in the meantime called his lo guards around him, and as the huge swaying bulk of the Akryd eased its way out of the cave-mouth, and as the sniffers, enraged by the scent of blood from the plain headed full pelt downwards, he ordered them to follow.  Then he himself set off by the shortest route he knew away from the plain and back to the familiar tunnels of Athrak.  Saving his hide was uppermost in his mind, and Ataxios had already fled, so it seemed his best option. Whatever happened on the plain now was a matter of no concern to him, except that he would have to find a convincing lie to tell his master to explain why his precious Akryd had been abandoned.

The guardian scouts picked up movement in the hillside, and started pointing in alarm at the hurtling sniffers heading towards them slavering and yelping.  They were huge-bodied strong animals with vicious teeth and wouldn't be brought down easily.  Quickly, Jet and Gothrik got the most able guardians on their feet with swords at the ready.  It was to their advantage that so many spindly forms lie wasted and bleeding on the ground, but the sniffers had been trained for other prey and while one or two were satisfied to sate their hunger on the skinny bleeding corpses, there were four enormous beasts that were single-mindedly heading for the guardian throng.  The Wildlanders, quickly took in the situation and extended their thrust into the centre of the plain to try to cut off the beasts.

Menoneth, in the meantime had spotted the Akryd and it too was ambling down towards them with its over-ripe belly dangling and swaying as it sensed new hosts for its larvae.  It was all instinct.  It was time to lay and it needed to find bodies in which to do so. 

The sniffers were remarkably agile for all their bulk and when they were within range, leaped at the guardians with ferocity.  Sharilla, who was in the front line as the first sniffer arrived,  knelt abruptly and thrust her sword up into its throat as it dived for her face, and with a screech of pain and anguish, the beast fell to the dusty ground, thrashing around, only to be finished off by Gothrik, who was at her side.  The fate of the first slowed for a while the three that followed, and they started to circle the group, warily now and seemingly working together in a pack, waiting for an opportunity to strike, maybe at a weaker member or one separated from the group.

"Maintain formation!" yelled Gothrik. "Each beast to be marked by at least three men.  Don't take your eyes off your own target!" Tension grew as the circling beasts held the guardians in their gaze and all the while the Akryd grew closer and closer to the guardian group.

Menoneth trained all his intent on the swaying, lumbering body of the Akryd as it approached.  He hated this beast and wanted it dead.  But more than that, he wanted it dead by his own hand.  Jet sensed Menoneth's impatience, "Don't break ranks!" he yelled. "Not till these three demons have been put down!" Menoneth nodded slightly but kept his eyes and all his malice on the Akryd. Closer it came, the details of its head, its myriad eyes, antennae and also its acidic smell, becoming clearer and more unpleasant with every instant.  It had almost reached the floor of the plain, and from there it was just a short distance to the guardians, who were also very aware of its plans for them.  The few remaining sniffers sensed the growing unease within the group, and waited, hoping for a sudden break in the circle, allowing them to strike.  The remnants of the lo's were following on and awaiting an opportunity to attack, but wiling to let the sniffers wear down their opponents first.  A few brave Wildlanders were hacking at the Akryd as it waddled by them, but their blows just bounced off the thick carapace and steel-like legs. 

The guardians were not going to survive without losses.  The Sniffers were intent on their kill and lo's were closing in on the group as time passed and the stalemate held. Gothrik watched the Akryd getting closer, and decided that a new plan was needed.  He moved among his guardians, directing from within the circle.  They began to reform into small groups. One, the inner group protecting the injured, three other groups for the sniffers and one final group for the Akryd and any lo's still around.  The groups now broke away from the central circle, each one moving out toward a sniffer.  The beasts backed warily away, snapping, growling and threatening, but the guardians now moved stealthily to encircle their prey.  The hunters became the hunted.  Slowly, the beasts were surrounded, which made them desperate, heads snapping from side to side as they tried to keep track of their assailants. They were fierce and strong, but the guardians had sharp swords.  The group, containing Menoneth, Jet, and the remaining guardians, now splintered off from the circle and made for the Akryd as it grew ever closer.

Cornered now, isolated and unable to work in packs, the sniffers became fearful and as the guardians, swords raised slowly closed in around them, one by one, they had no escape and desperately leapt at their captors with all the strength they could muster, driven by blood lust and fear. In flurries of activity, the sniffers attacked but were slain by the waiting guardian blades, not before leaving some nasty wounds with their teeth and claws, but down they went.

The Akryd, untroubled, had only one instinct, and it drove her towards her prey. The guardians were scattered around in groups now and this confused the beast; so many possibilities.  Gothrik quickly organized his groups to hunt out any remaining sniffers still feeding on the corpses strewn around and kill them.  The Wildlanders were ferocious and the lo's and remaining spindlies were either scattering or engaged in their own battles. They were also basically undirected now that Gnath was not directing them. In the meantime, Jet and Menoneth, with their own fifteen or so guardians moved off in the direction of the Akryd.  It halted, sensing that its prey was coming closer, and focused its attention on the approaching group.  Usually it had an accompaniment of lo's to capture and hold down the chosen hosts, but this creature knew nothing of that, it only knew that it had to lay its larvae and that its time had come.  It launched itself in a spurt of lumbering speed at the guardian group, and with its long forelegs, which were like pincers, and managed to grasp Yseth.  In a trice, he was on the ground, face down, pinned with long spiky claws, and the belly was hovering over his shoulder blades, ready to sink her larva into his body.  The beast's ecstasy was punctuated by a high-pitched note that came in short bursts, and by Yseth's terrified scream. As one, the remaining guardians pounced, and swords stabbed at the carapace, but to no avail – it was as hard as steel, and their blades had no effect. 

Menoneth watched in horrified fascination as the beast started to squat lower over Yseth, apparently untroubled by any guardian blade, and he thought no longer.  He dashed under the beast, put himself between Yseth and the lowering belly, and thrust his swordupwards for all he was worth.  Jet, taken by surprise, wasn't quick enough to prevent him, and now he was powerless as his Lord Guardian lie suffocating under the bulk of the screeching Akryd.

"Quick! Push the beast off them!" he yelled, and in panicked confusion, the guardians rushed forward, heaving with all their might to push it off balance and topple it away from Menoneth and Yseth.  It was so heavy, and now its body had been pierced by Menoneth, it was splitting open and a spew of writhing larvae was pouring out in a sticky liquid, making it hard to get a grip.  The smell was putrid, and one or two of the guardians actually retched, struggling violently not to throw up. "Quickly!" yelled Jet again, and other guardians, who were not actively engaged in battle, came running to join their comrades.

Eventually, after some pulled and others pushed, the body, now greatly weakened and a lot lighter, toppled sideways, and they were able to drag Menoneth and Yseth clear.  Both were blue and unconscious. Yseth had been face-down in the dust but had managed to keep his nose a little raised on one arm, so had avoided total suffocation, and soon revived. Menoneth had been smothered by the great guts of the beast and the sticky liquid had entered his mouth and nose, effectively drowning him in it and cutting off any air supply. A Wandguard healer was busy washing him clean with what little water they had available, while trying to get him to breathe.  But the sticky substance clung. He did not move and remained a sickly blue colour, while the Akryd writhed, hissed and slowly also ceased to move a short distance away in the dust. Far away in the caverns of Athrak, Ataxios witnessed the scene in his seeing-orb and let out an ear-splitting shriek, spittle flying in rage and loss, cursing Gnath, his lo's, the spindlies, the guardians and most of all the Wandmaster, who wasn't even there.  He took comfort in the demise of Menoneth, but his plans to make the Wandmaster a lo had gone sadly wrong.

"Well, I will bring him to me here and then we shall see!" Frustrated and furious, he tried to take stock of his situation and felt the first pangs of doubt as he realised things were not going according to plan.




Chapter 29

Merging Pathways

Jazlyn came to.  She was lying on a rough mattress in a damp, dark cell and she was cold.  Her stomach felt like she hadn't eaten for days, her clothing stank of vomit, making her want to heave again, and there was nothing she could do about it.  The drugs she had been forced to drink had left her with a thick head, which thumped every time she tried to move.  All in all, she had seen better days.  She groaned involuntarily, shivered, and curled up in a foetal position trying to conserve heat.  The hammering in her head made her stomach clench and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to control the tension in her body, which she knew was making the pain worse.  Slowly the nausea and headache subsided enough for her to open her eyes once more and look around, though there was not much to see in the barren environment.  There was one tiny square of half-light, which could be distinguished in the walls, and she assumed it was a window or vent of some description, but a window to a place slightly less dark than her cell.  She next listened, trying to glean more about her surroundings, but there was only a depressing silence to add to her gloom.  As she lay, she willed herself to feel better, and to try to overcome the dizzy sickness she felt.  Slowly, with teeth chattering from the cold, she sat up and swayed as she dropped her legs over the side of the stone slab and bundled covering that was her bed.

As she came to her feet, her knees shook and she almost fell, but she managed to take a step or two, her hands stretched out in front of her like a blind person, trying to avoid obstacles and to explore with the sense of touch.  She found a ledge on the opposite wall, on which was a jug, and she smelled it suspiciously, expecting to breathe in the whiff of the herbal potion she had been forced to drink.  There was no smell, and the jug was full, so she tasted a small amount of the liquid it contained and was grateful to find it was water.  She took small sips and allowed the cold water to warm in her mouth and rinse the bitterness from it before swallowing. Then she used it to wash her face, hands and chest in an attempt to lessen the sour smell.  Her hands ran further along the ledge and came across a plate on which was something that might be edible.  It felt like some kind of hard crust, and she sampled it by licking one edge, taking a few crumbs into her mouth and tasting them.  They seemed harmless and tasteless, so she risked breaking off a corner with her teeth and turning it over and over with her tongue to allow it to soften and also to have the opportunity to spit it out if she started to experience any bad effects from it.  She didn't want to eat it, but she knew that her stomach needed something solid to soak up the remainder of the drug she had been forced to drink, and also to buffer the water she so badly thirsted for. 

With these few simple acts, Jazlyn began to regain her faculties.  The pain in her head was manageable, and she even began to feel a bit warmer, though she kept her arms wrapped around herself in an embrace to retain the heat as best she could.  She knew where she was, of course.  She was somewhere in Athrak, and she knew how she had got there and in who's hands she now was.  She was also fully aware that she was probably being held hostage and would be a bargaining chip for use against John. 

"Curse you, Westroth!" and as she heard her voice emerge from her throat, it was barely recognizable due to her anger and the shivering, which just wouldn't pass.  She wanted to reach out to John, to touch his mind and draw comfort from his strength, but something held her back, and it wasn't the effects of the drugs.  She had to be careful that some predatory mind didn't pick up on her thoughts. Disconsolately, she slumped back onto the ledge and waited for something to happen; someone to come.  Her weakness made her drowsy and she dropped off into a comfortless sleep again.

Though she wasn't aware of it, the door of her cell opened and a tall thin figure entered and stood for some time looking down at her sleeping form.  Jazlyn could think-talk and Nya had listened in on her from time to time – she made new patterns in his mind, patterns which rose into interesting peaks of happiness, sadness, despair, anger, exuberance, and what else? Love?  Even though these emotions were for someone else, Nya could bathe in them and immerse himself in their warmth.  He had resisted the temptation at first, but the longer he was near her, the more he felt drawn to feel these unfamiliar taints, and he leeched off her. After delving into her troubled, sleeping mind for a while, he left and locked the door behind him.

Westroth, in the meantime, was exploring the tunnels of Athrak.  There were some which were obviously used frequently, and were kept semi-lit by a few remaining pitiful creatures that had been left behind.  Other passages were pitch black, and the sound of dripping water was sometimes audible from the depths.  It would be dangerous to explore too deeply without adequate lighting, possibly a rope, and some back up.  Nya was an unreliable element, and was in the habit of appearing and disappearing unannounced.  Of course, he had grown up in these tunnels and knew his way around, but would not share his knowledge easily.  It gave him a tremendous advantage over Wes and they both knew it; there was not much chance of him co-operating unless he could see some profit in it.  Wes had nothing to trade.

He was in a section of the network close to the quarters of Ataxios. He had come across a large opening, and the path, which had been hewed or trodden to a very manageable surface wound down smoothly.  It was wide and easy, and because the master of Athrak was, supposedly, not at home, it was a unique opportunity to venture into areas otherwise inaccessible and heavily guarded.  The light in this area had a green eerie quality, seemingly emitted by a luminous covering which coated the walls – in fact it was a kind of lichen, which had the property of giving off a fluorescent bloom, making surroundings visible when the eye adapted to it.  On he advanced and though he didn't want her to, Jazlyn popped into his head; but he pushed her out again with cold detachment. "Her fault," he said to himself to excuse the fact that he had delivered her to Athrak to await her fate as a bargaining chip in the hands of Ataxios. "Her fault," he said as he remembered pushing her along when she was sick and drugged. "Her fault," he said again as he remembered the sound of the bolt sliding shut on her dark prison cell. "Yes, her fault – and HIS!" He spat out the last word with venom and cursed John Stone, Wandmaster, and the man who, as he saw it in his lo-besieged mind, had taken everything from him.

Despite himself,  his memory strayed to happier days before the coming of the Wandmaster to the Realm, when they were guardians and when Jazlyn's eyes had shone at their chance meetings in Wandguard. Then the memory flitted away. His heart hardened, and he muttered under his breath – slipping into a monologue between clenched teeth, with strangled gutteral sounds replacing words.  As the tension mounted in him, he flashed back to the terrible day when the Akryd had made him into a ‘lo'. His footsteps faltered, the memory loomed before him; he leaned against the wall of the tunnel to steady himself, trying with all his will to force the image out of his head. The desperate feeling of helplessness, of being pinned down while the larva had been pushed beneath his skin between his shoulder blades, and the gripping pain as it attached itself to his neck bones and almost instantly started to grow.  And as the hours passed, he had slowly became less aware of the foreign entity, which forced his own head down onto his chest as it enlarged and took on the characteristic sickly white hue and spiky hair.  It was hard to tell, and even harder to remember at what point his brain stopped fighting for control and the alien head took over.  He stopped making human sounds, and the new head on his shoulders issued clicks and whines unfamiliar to his human ears as he became the subservient and now fully transformed product of the Akryd.  From then on, he simply functioned, free of conscience, desire, hope or attachment to anything or anyone. He could still recall the state of being numb and unfeeling that he experienced until he had been captured and returned to Wandguard, and the Wandmaster had performed his ‘miracle', turning him back into Westroth, second son of the Chief Guardian, second in line for Jazlyn, and now a person to be suspected and spurned, tainted as he was by ‘Lo-dom'.  The Wandmaster had done him no favours.  His father, the great Lord Menoneth had always doted on Gilladen, anyway it seemed to him; he had somehow managed always to please without effort, while Wes had felt overshadowed and lacking, constantly hoping for some sign of approval from his father.  It never seemed to come, and now he was a traitor, working with the enemy on top of everything else. "Well, father, at least I will have your attention now, I think." He laughed bitterly and pulled himself together, launching his back away from the rock face with an aggressive lunge forward, and continued down along the smooth rock surface of the tunnel.

Tyloren hurried ahead through the darkness unfalteringly, and the others struggled to keep up with him, especially Loman, whose bulk made the going difficult at times.

"Tyloren, wait up a bit!" called Lenora in a semi-whisper, "You're going to lose one or all of us if you don't slow down."

"Sorry, yes, sorry, but they're calling me, you see! The crystals in the Athrak Trove are calling me and it is urgent for me to reach them.  The rocks, all the stone walls and the tunnels are leading me there!"

"I, too feel their magic," called Mahoo from just behind Lenora. "They can sense the freedom that awaits them, the chance to drink in and spill out light again."

"Ouch!" let out Loman as his broad shoulders scraped against a sharp rock. "How much more of this burrowing around in tunnels is there?  I feel like a mole; can't see a thing.  I, for one, have no sense of anything but being lost. I have never been in this area of the tunnels before." 

"We're getting closer but there is still some distance between us and the Trove, yet look! There is some faint light ahead and the tunnel is widening!  We must be approaching the more frequently used areas.  Time for caution, maybe!" 

"Let me lead," said Lenora. "If we come across any lo's or numbers, they will be less suspicious of me being here than you, Tyloren."

"True, true, but I must be close behind to direct your footsteps."

They reorganized, Lenora taking the lead, followed by Tyloren and Mahoo, who conferred from time to time, comparing internal compasses, which appeared to be leading them towards the Trove. 

"Stop."  Called Loman. "I'm unhappy with Lenora so exposed at the front.  I want to be within striking distance if we come upon any unexpected company."

"Oh, very well then, come on up in front, but don't hinder me, and don't turn off anywhere unless I tell you," answered Tyloren, frustration sounding in his voice.

They reorganized once again, and Mahoo joined Tyloren, squeezed against the tunnel wall in order to allow Loman passage.  There was some scuffling and a few grunts before they settled into their new order, and as they were about to set off again, they detected a new sound away off in the tunnels.

"Quiet!" shushed Lenora, waving her hands up and down to attract attention. "I hear something!"

They held their breath instinctively, listening intently.

"You will all pay! I will become more powerful than the mighty Wandmaster, and the Lord of the Guardians, and I will teach my big brother to respect me.  And then, Jazlyn, what will you say?" 

Tyloren's jaw dropped open.  He knew that voice, but hadn't expected to ever hear it again, let alone in the depths of Athrak!  Westroth was the reason he, Tyloren, had been captured in the first place.  Menoneth's second son had always held a special place in Tyloren's affection as he had watched for years the youngster's efforts to compete with his older brother and find grace in his father's eyes.  He was always one step behind; a little slower, a little shorter, a little less able socially, but a good and honest young man whose admiration of Jazlyn was blatantly obvious.  Why was he here?  Tyloren had been picked up by spindlies when he was out searching for Wes in the hillsides around Wandguard. He had wanted to talk to Wes , whose release from being a ‘lo', had changed his personality, and he had become broody and abrupt, but Tyloren had wanted to help him and in view of the affection he had for the lad, had gone off to seek him out.

All of this flashed through Tyloren's mind, and his first reaction was to declare his presence, but Mahoo, sensing Tyloren's emotional charge sealed his mouth with his hand and barred his way forward.

"This man is a danger to us.  His mind is unbalanced.  Don't you sense it?"

Taken by surprise, Tyloren allowed himself time to absorb the words he had heard coming from Wes, and to let his instincts guide him.  He nodded, and Mahoo released him. The problem was that Wes was headed in their direction and the broad smooth-walled tunnel in which they were presently standing offered nowhere for them to hide, and its walls gave off a faint greenish light, which meant that the darkness no longer concealed them.  They looked around in desperation, and suddenly, Lenora grabbed Mahoo and pushed him behind her back, motioning for Loman to do the same with Tyloren, and simultaneously she swept the cloak off the lo head once again.  Loman tucked his own chin into his chest, for all intents and purposes, a true lo once again.

Loman's lo head started to emit sounds, clicks and whines, and a kind of throaty rasping, which acted as a warning to any creature in the vicinity.  Wes stopped talking and his footsteps also halted as he recognized the lo sounds, and recalled the danger warning, from the depths of his past, brief experience as a lo.  He knew he was not supposed to be in these tunnels and was surprised to find a lo there, as most had been sent to the battle field. He took heed of its warnings, hesitated, and then moved forward cautiously, reluctant to give up his exploration without at least chancing his luck until Loman lumbered off in Wes's direction, and Tyloren tagged along behind, staying out of sight behind the tall broad shape. 

The agitated lo on Loman's shoulders, freed once again from its concealment and sensing home territory, urged Loman's feet forward at a trot and Wes saw the approaching lo waving its arms and apparently raging as it approached him.  Intent as he was on his explorations, he was still wise enough to keep out of harm's way if at all possible, and decided to turn on his heels and go back the way he came, at least for the present. Loman, struggling to contain his extra head's excitement raised his chin and saw the disappearing form of the young man making back up the tunnel, so he forced his feet to slow, his arms to stop waving, and his head up, pushing back the lo head into a position where sound issued with difficulty from its throat and it could only look up at the ceiling.  He walked backward, nearly stomping on Tyloren, and was soon gathered into Lenora's practiced arms and the big black cloak.

In the meantime, Tyloren, momentarily distracted from his quest for the crystal trove, sensed another mind he knew well. 

"Jazlyn!" he breathed in astonishment. 

Having woken again, she lay with her arms wrapped around her defensively, on her stone ledge, Jazlyn was in a state of despondency, and was trying to sink herself into a deep sleep.  Her eyes snapped open and she answered, "Tyloren?"

"You feel close! Where are you?"  In a flash, Jazlyn sent thought pictures of her cell, and how she had got there. 

"I'm in a cell in Athrak! Bait to catch the Wandmaster."

As this interchange was taking place, swift footsteps approached her cell, and the door was unlocked and thrown open to reveal an agitated Nya standing in the doorway holding a flask of the foul drug he had forced down her throat before. 

"Little priest here! You not think-talk! No!"

He grabbed her by the nape of her neck and bent her head backwards, pouring the bitter liquid into her mouth, but she had found hope and strength in her contact with Tyloren and she sealed the back of her throat. With supreme effort, she spat the whole mouthful of liquid into Nya's face.  Not only was it bitter, but it apparently stung eyes.  Nya was taken completely by surprise, not expecting resistance of such ferocity, and his hold loosened on her neck.  The liquid had made her skin slippery, and she took the opportunity to squirm out of his grasp, bent her head and charged it into his stomach, winding him and causing him to stagger.  Some of the liquid had spilled on the floor, and his feet slipped in it, so that he crashed down heavily onto his back.  Jazlyn wasted no time.  She was out of the door and shut it before the spindly could recover his senses.  She slid the bolt home and dropped to the ground, her back now against the outside of the door, feeling completely spent, as the nasal protestations and curses bounced off the walls of the inhospitable cell Nya now inhabited. 

Tyloren was not a witness, as such, to the whole scene, but he felt Jazlyn's desperation, and then her sense of relief at her escape.  He also knew she was in very poor shape and his own hunger and thirst while in captivity in Athrak made him acutely aware of how great Jazlyn's need was.

"A change of plan." was all he said to Loman and Lenora.  He looked at Mahoo, who had sensed at least part of the communication with Jazlyn, but he shook his red locks anxiously, placing his hand on Tyloren's shoulder. 

"We must act now, Tyloren.  The Trove is more important."

"You go, Mahoo.  The tunnels will guide you.  I must get to Jazlyn, and then I will come and help with the Trove!"

"I don't understand, Tyloren."

"I was once trapped here, and this young woman was among those who helped me to escape.  I owe it to her for one thing to return the favour, and for another, she is very important to our Wandmaster.  She must be kept safe.  Her importance to Ataxios could be as great as that of the Trove!"

"We must go after the Trove, Tyloren!."

The two stood eye to eye, and Mahoo could see Tyloren's dilemma.  A voice interrupted their thoughts.

"It's a good thing you think so loud Tyloren!" and from behind him out of the darkness trotted Jazlyn.  As she reached the group, she caught sight of Mahoo, Loman and Lenora, and she halted. Unguarded thoughts can be dangerous, and Tyloren was not the only one to become aware of the developing situation.  Ataxios, though under-protected, was not about to miss this opportunity.

"Jazlyn!" shouted Tyloren delightedly, and rushed up to hug her in a burst of not very priest-like zeal.  But Jazlyn was wary, and kept her eyes firmly on the strangers, especially Lenora.  Nya, in her eyes, was hateful, and Lenora had the characteristic height and gangliness of a spindly.

"Quick, Lenora," he called, "bring some water and a little food."

As she approached Jazlyn holding out a flask and a folded napkin containing dried bread and cheese, she smiled her wide-mouthed grin and her eyes shone with a gentle glow in the dimly lit underground space. 

"These are my companions and friends, Jazlyn, and I would like to introduce you to them.  This is Lenora, behind her is her husband, Loman, and this is Mahoo.  They are all from Nithrania."

"She's a spindly." Was all Jazlyn could say, and didn't reach for the offered food. 

"Yes, she was once.  And her husband, Loman – as his name suggests – was once a ‘lo', but they escaped from Athrak just as I did and found refuge in Nithrania.  It doesn't mean they are bad, Jazlyn just because they look like they might be.  These fine people have left three young sons behind in order to help me in my quest.  I trust them completely."

"Come on!"  interjected Mahoo, "there will be time for all this later.  Now we must find the trove!  It's close, I know it is." The voice contained urgency, and Jazlyn eyed the strangely dressed little man standing before her with surprised fascination.

"Yes," laughed Mahoo, "we're a strange assortment of folk, aren't we?  But we've come a long way to do this job, so please take the food and drink you're being offered, and try to help our situation.  We're losing precious time!" The rebuke worked on Jazlyn, and with a little shake of the shoulders, she seemed to come round.

"Thank you," she said politely to Lenora as she took the provisions. "That's plenty, for now.  My stomach won't take much."  Lenora's motherly arm encircled Jazlyn's shoulders, and she smiled again, but Jazlyn's memories of Nya were too fresh, and she recoiled, pushing her away roughly.

"Enough!" hissed Mahoo in frustration. "Our mission is urgent! This way, Tyloren?"

"Yes, yes this way,"  he agreed without hesitation, and the two small-bodied men scuttled away determinedly, leaving the others to follow them.  Jazlyn tagged along as best she could, though she stumbled from time to time, and once the strong arm of Loman scooped her up and set her on her feet again.  She mumbled her thanks, but tried as best she could to put some distance between herself and the odd couple behind her.

They entered a tunnel where darkness was blacker than pitch, and halted at the sudden change in climate.  Not only was the blackness deep, but there was a solemn, potent feeling in the air, which they all felt at once.  Mahoo's voice whispered in a higher pitch than usual, "We're so close!  Feel them Tyloren, feel them!" 

"Yes! But there's something else here – some barrier to our approach; my legs feel like lead and there's a force pushing me back."

"Together, Tyloren!" said Mahoo. 

"Jazlyn, come up here and help!" hissed Tyloren agitatedly.

The three stood in the darkness, and some oily substance wove itself around their ankles, working itself higher by the inch and leaving everything it touched icy cold.

"What is that?" whispered Jazlyn, her voice betraying her fear.

"Keep your mind clear!  Don't let it master you!"

"Try to move forward, one step at a time!" said Mahoo, his voice beginning to tremble with the cold. 

Jazlyn struggled, "It feels like walking through freezing mud!'

Tyloren grabbed for her hand, "It's all in your mind.  Fight it!"

They made a determined effort, and managed to move forward a step.

"Here, let me!" said a voice behind them, and Loman suddenly pushed past them into the lead.  He waded through the stuff with no trouble, and in his wake, the other three were able to move with him.

"I cannot feel this barrier," he called over his shoulder in his deep warm voice.  They were now moving ahead at a steady pace, and the feet of the three who could think-talk began to feel slightly less heavy and slightly less cold as the strength of the bulky Loman pushed effortlessly before them through the gloom.

As he completed his sentence, Loman's voice changed timbre, and the hollow sound informed them they were now in an open space.  Strange shapes played around them, black on black, discernible only vaguely to the eye; while icy coils seemed to lick their faces, slither around their necks and threaten in silent accord to smother or choke them. Jazlyn's voice came out in short, breathless gasps, "It's stran-gling me!"  Lenora was quickly at her side, and this time the arm around her shoulders worked in a kind of clearing motion, her hands pulling aside the invisible strands as if they were clinging ivy.  Jazlyn felt the pressure on her throat lessen, and gratefully sucked in a deep breath, holding on to Lenora for support.

"Thank you" she said simply.  What happened next, happened fast.

From the total darkness, an image appeared before them.  It glowed with an eerie, greyish whiteness that silvered and reflected as if it were a fish caught in rays of moonlight.  It loomed above them, swaying and casting negative shadows on the gloom.  As their eyes adjusted to the light, the figure became clear.  It was insectivorous and its movements were deliberate and angular. The raiment Ataxios had fashioned for himself out of the stuff of darkness was more than simply terrifying, it was fear itself rendered into a second skin, and it emanated evil. 

'Welcome to Athrak,' hissed a sinister voice.




Westroth, in the meantime, headed back up the tunnel towards the cells.  He wanted to check up on Nya – he didn't trust him an inch – and also to see whether Jazlyn was awake and co-operative.  He once again recalled his past hopes for her, but pushed the memories out of his mind with a grim callousness, recently acquired, but now totally familiar.  He felt no remorse for his part in her capture or for the precarious position he had put her in. "Her Fault," he said once again.  On nearing the prison cells, he heard a faint, nasal voice, ranting and getting louder as his footsteps took him closer to Jazlyn's cell.  He halted outside the heavily bolted door and drew his sword – something was not right.  His first thought was that Nya was trying to subdue Jazlyn and force some more drug down her throat, but how was the door bolted from the outside?  Was someone else involved?  Had someone else locked them both inside?

With caution, he slid open the bolt, Nya's voice quietening as the door slowly opened.  Wes entered, sword raised and at the ready, warily searching the gloom, only to see a disgruntled Nya seething with fury and all alone in the cell. 

"What happened?  Where's Jazlyn?" 

Westroth's disbelieving laughter, when he learned how Jazlyn had escaped her cell and locked Nya in behind her was hearty.  In fact, he dropped his sword arm and guffawed helplessly, in grudging and secret admiration despite himself. The smile only left his lips when Nya's own sword cut into him and the light of life slowly faded from his eyes.

"Still funny?" asked Nya as he twisted the sword in Westroth's broken body.  Then he loped off away from the cell and down the tunnels he knew so well.  There was something he wanted to do, and there wasn't much time.




Chapter 30

Moving On

John had set the whirlwind in motion, but had released it from his consciousness, in the same way as a bubble set free into the air floated for a while and then popped, this too would run its course and eventually peter out.  It would give the creatures down on the floor of the plain something to keep them occupied and give Menoneth and his men a much-needed advantage.  But it was a help not a solution.

His mind now churned with urgency as he bent his intentions on the next part of his task.  Jazlyn was bright in his mind, sometimes desperate, sometimes sick, and he was in a real hurry to get to where she was.  The crystal trove should have been uppermost in his mind, but it remained secondary. 

He had told Vilma that he wanted her with Menoneth's party for reasons of communication, but he also hadn't selected Vilma for other reasons.  Firstly she was, after all, Jazlyn's mother and that made her far too close to the situation to be totally objective. Also, she was not young any more and he wanted to move as quickly as he could.  All the others in the party were guardian trained to cover long distances on foot swiftly over difficult terrain, and Vilma's long skirts, added to her years were bound to hold her up.  At least, that was his concern.  However, she kept up remarkably well and he had to admire her fitness as he looked back along the line of swiftly moving figures.  She moved sleekly, her skirts not hindering her unduly and he had to admit he might have misjudged her.  As she lifted her head and met his eyes, there was a slight twitch of a smile at the corners of her mouth, and John realized his thoughts might be straying a bit. "Thoughts are never your own in this place," he considered ruefully, and Vilma's voice escaped her in a little chuckle.

They reached the brow of a hill, where the land rolled before them down into a craggy valley, and there were three clearly marked pathways down from the point at which they stood.  John eyed them, trying to get some feel of the ‘right' one to take – in other words, the one which would lead him to Athrak and his eventual fate, whatever that would be.  As his thoughts settled on one pathway, the next one beckoned him, and as he turned his thoughts to the second, the third seemed to push itself forward.  He sensed Vilma at his shoulder, and felt her also trying to assess the possibilities.

"Which path to choose, Vilma?"

"Hmm, good question."

"Problem is, they all go in the direction of Athrak, but I don't trust them all to lead us there safely.  There seems to be some trickery at work and my instincts are confused.  It's time for logic, I think."  Gilladen was standing at Vilma's side – in fact all the members of the small group were now assembled on the ridge looking down.

"My father always says that if you have a choice to make, first examine all the pros and cons," said Gill.

John continued to stare ahead of him and said, "Good advice, Gill, but how does it apply here?"

"Well, look at the path on the left.  It starts off well, but it seems to disappear around the side of that rock face.  How can we be sure that the path that reappears yonder is the same one, and that the one we started on hasn't just disappeared into a crevice somewhere."

"What about the middle one?"

"Taking the middle road is not a choice.  It's what you do when you don't know what to do. It should only be a last resort," said Gill, and gave a wry smile.

"Ok. That's one way of seeing things," chuckled Maylene. "Does that mean we take the right pathway according to your logic?"

"Ah! Now, are we talking about the right pathway or the pathway on the right?" mused Vilma, raising one eyebrow.

"Shrewd question, Vilma.  What do you think the answer is?" 

"Well, the ‘right' path is a bit of a mind trick, I think. Right as in opposite to wrong or as in opposite to left?"

"So we're back where we started," said Maylene. "We could split up and explore each path, I suppose."

"Waste of time, and dangerous.  We're few as we are," said Gill, "and we don't want to run unnecessary risks."

"Then how do we decide?"

"What about the wand itself, Wandmaster?  Your instincts may be blurred, but the wand shouldn't be as easy to fool as you, with respect of course!" It was Maylene again.  She looked at John askance.

"Where would I be without you, May?" grinned John, and as his small group stood attentively, he withdrew his wand from its sheath, allowing its welcoming contact and raised it so it was at eye level. "Which way?" he asked.

It emitted a beam of green light, like a laser, which danced off across the craggy rocks before them.  It bounced down the central path, to disappear behind the rock face and then to suddenly appear on the left hand path after the rock face, to disappear and then reappear again directly before them in a tangle of undergrowth, obviously on the central path once more before leaping right and following the right hand path down a slope silvered by running springs, and then vanishing again.  It was last seen shooting like an arrow directly into the dark face of the stern Mount Ather, which was the most Easterly peak marking the start of the Athrak range.  Then there was no more.  The wand slept.

"Does that answer the question?" asked Joceley.

"Well, at least we know we have to start down the middle path – but it looks like we will be walking all three pathways at some point in our journey and I have a feeling we're in for a few surprises, and not good ones," said Todd. "I think Zak and I should scout ahead first, but we shouldn't let too much distance get between us."

"Ok," said John, "Let's get moving.  I feel time is short."

"The middle way," said Gilladen. "When there is no other choice."

The path wound gently downwards, the breeze was fresh and the light, though still pale and moon-like, was warm so that they might have been out on a pleasant country walk.  The urgency of their mission was hard to keep in mind, and they found themselves in higher spirits than their quest warranted.  The rock face soon loomed before them and they knew, from the beam of wand-light that they should be on the left hand path immediately after passing it.  Zak and Todd were ahead of the group and Zak was the first to disappear behind the obstacle.  Todd, waiting at the outer edge of the rock face called, "Zak, what do you see?  Is the footing good?"  Reappearing, Zak's face was troubled.

"There's no way past.  I can't see how we can get any further on any of the paths.  The road is blocked with a pile of huge boulders."

"That can't be," said John, "There must be a way." He pushed forward to the front of the group and rounded the face of the rock to see for himself what the extent of the problem was.  As he stood before the tumbled pile of huge stones, one of them detached itself and seemed to be launched in his direction.  His quick reflexes saved him and he leaped sideways just in time so that it crashed to the ledge beside him, sending up a pile of dust and grit. "Hey! What the ……!" his voice escaped in a breathless gasp, and as he recovered himself, a second rock came flying at him. Once again, he just avoided it, and made a hasty retreat.  The others had been peering anxiously after him, and now hands reached out and pulled him unceremoniously to safety. There was silence.

"Hmm," said Vilma, "There seems to be a booby trap designed to discourage a Wandmaster.  There's magic at work here."

The wand sang in its pouch across John's chest, and he responded to its call by drawing it and letting his need transfer into it. 

"Let's see how tough those boulders really are," he said, and leaped forward till he was once more standing before them.  At once, there was a grating sound as the top one loosened and prepared to launch itself at him, but his wand was glowing red and angry, and he thrust it before him sending all his determination with it.  The rock coming his way shattered into a thousand pieces, and at the same time the remaining rocks in the fall blocking the path exploded into the air and tumbled over the cliff edge, crashing down into the depths below, leaving their way clear but the air thick with dust.

"The wand is growing more powerful as we get closer to Athrak," remarked Vilma. "That is very good for us."

"Unless Ataxios gets hold of it," mused John.

"He must not," answered Vilma "he simply must not."

"Come on!" came Zak's voice from around the rock face, "There's a way down from here to the left path."  They set off once more, and John was very aware that his arrival was no secret in Athrak.

As the left path meandered its way through shrubs and undergrowth, their progress was slowed considerably.  The plants seemed to be putting out tendrils and wrapping them around ankles, snagging on any fabric they could get hold of, and Vilma's long skirts were now a definite problem. 

"Cursed plants!" she yelled, ripping at the folds of material, which were knotted and matted  by now.  May and Joceley were trying to help untangle the mess, and blocking the path wonderfully. 

"Oh great!  That's all we need at the moment, a hen party in the middle of the path!" spat out Gilladen in exasperation. 

"Well what do you suggest?" retorted Maylene, "If you think you can do better, get over here and do it."

"I couldn't do worse!" he answered, and hacking a way through the weeds, he arrived at their side. 

"Hitch up your skirts, Vilma," he ordered, "and I'll tie them up with this."

He cut a length of rope, from the reel he carried on his shoulder and proceeded to grab armfuls of skirt, unceremoniously yanking it upward so that it bundled around her waist and under her arms.  Then he wrapped his arms around her middle and passed the rope round the bulk, and pulled it tight.  Vilma's mouth was wide in consternation, and her eyes glared at him but she didn't protest. 

"There!" he said, hacking back the remaining vines tying her to the spot, and he stood back and appraised his work.  Vilma, trussed up like a turkey with long white bloomer-legs poking out and so much skirt round her waist that her arms stuck out on either side, was now free.  She made such a ridiculous picture standing there, that all the group burst into riotous laughter, despite their predicament, and even she was unable to keep a straight face.  Tears sprang to eyes too long lined with worry, and they laughed more than their plight justified, or maybe because of it – anyway, it broke the tension and they felt relieved and uplifted, at least for a short time.

Slowly they regained their composure, and organized themselves around Vilma so that they could keep the encroaching plant-life at bay before it reached her.  They soon had a rhythm going, hack and step, hack and step, and before they knew it, they were clear and at the edge of a grassy patch, into which they tumbled gratefully, elated at their escape.  It was a clearing, around which were tall trees with sleek trunks reaching skyward, and they formed an almost perfect circle, with no obvious openings in between.

"Which way now?"  asked Ethan. 

"That's a very good question," replied Zak. "We should be joining the central path about now, I think, before we move on to the right hand one."

"But which way is it?" asked Joceley

"Ask the wand," said Vilma. So John pulled out the wand, and sure enough, it sent out a beam of light, which veered a little right and then seemed to bend back, as if pulled by a magnet without settling anywhere in particular, and then returning to its source.

"What does that mean?" asked Joceley. "It seems undecided."

"I don't know," said John, troubled. "I'll try again."  He thrust the wand before him and tried to urge it mentally to show them the way.  Once more, it set off in the same direction, only to bend, deflect and disappear back into the wand again.

"There's some kind of force stopping it," said Vilma.

"So what do we do?" asked Todd. "Do you want Zak and me to explore a bit and see what we can find?"

John was puzzled, and alarmed.  The wand had never failed him before. "Just let me think a bit," he said.  The group stood around in silence feeling helpless and then Ethan spoke.

"Think about k'tchang, Wandmaster.  One move at a time.  Maybe if you move forward one step in the direction the wand sets out to show, and then ask it again, it will be able to work its way move by move."  John grinned.

"Let's give it a try," he said.  Pace by pace John covered the ground, the remainder of the group tagging on behind, until the beam from the wand gave one last leap and disappeared between two tree trunks. 

"k'tchang," grinned Ethan, and John slapped him on the back and said, "No wonder you always win!"

 "Zak and Todd, lead us off through that gap and let us know if we should follow," said John, and the rest of the group crowded around the opening as the two disappeared.  In a short space of time, Zak's head poked back through the gap and motioned them to follow, making the sign for silence at the same time.

"What now?" whispered Joceley to Maylene, who shrugged her shoulders in ignorance.

"Shhhhh!" came Zak's voice, and his arms gesticulated wildly as he glared at her.

Vilma was unbundled in order to be able to squeeze between the two tree trunks, and they followed on as quietly as they could.  Soon they came to a crossroads, and their way ahead was now to the right, as the wand had directed before they set out.  At each side of the path they needed to follow sat two tall, sleeping figures. Both had two-headed axes in their embrace.  They were not exactly giants, but their proportions were all wrong, being about a man-and-a-half in size.  And they would have won no beauty contests either, having piggy eyes and bulbous ears and noses, with narrow chins and long pointed teeth, which did not allow them to close their mouths, resulting in streams of drool coursing down their chins as they snored with rasping breaths.  Todd, who had remained close by but concealed in the shrubbery, now emerged and looked at John, questioning with his eyes.  John shrugged, looked around at the others for inspiration and got none; only Vilma moved, and she held up her hand as if to stop time, obviously thinking hard.  She motioned for them to follow her back along the path by which they had come, and when they were far enough away, she whispered.

"I have heard tell of these beasts, they are called ‘Lumbs', but I have never seen one before; they are another of the abominations of Ataxios.  They have a lot of brawn but very little brain, so we have to use ours.  Our Wandmaster must get through, so we'll send him through as fast as his legs can run, with Zak and Todd and immediately behind, the rest of us will charge, making enough noise to wake the dead.  I'm betting they will come after the noise makers."

"That's a cheering thought," hissed Maylene sarcastically. 

"I don't like it," disagreed John. "Some of us can get really hurt here."

"This is not a game, Wandmaster, and we are not here on a pleasure trip.  Time is pressing and we must get through.  Are there any better ideas?" There was no reply from the group. "OK, let's do it before we have time to think about it," whispered Gilladen, "Draw your swords, Guardians – Quietly!"

They edged their way back to the crossroads, and at a sign from Gilladen, the first three made their move.

Zak, John and Todd set off at the fastest pace they could manage, and flew past the two sleeping guards.  It was not unexpected when the two 'bookends' awoke at the point where John passed their station.  What was a surprise was how quickly they were on their feet and after their quarry, and how swift they were.  Immediately after John, Zak and Todd, the rest of the group charged, howling, yelling and crashing along, so that they couldn't be ignored, but the two lumbs hardly spared them a backward glance; their attention was firmly riveted on the Wandmaster, as if they had been programmed to his signal and no other.

Gill, who was the swiftest of stride, managed to gain on the thundering footsteps of the pursuers, and he lashed out at the huge hamstring of the nearest.  His sword cut deeply and the first of the two guards tumbled to the ground, mighty axe flailing and chopping wildly.  Ethan, Joceley and Maylene were soon on him, and his axe hand was unceremoniously hacked off as Maylene swung at it with all her might.  Joceley and Ethan plunged their swords simultaneously into the muscular chest, and brought an end to things.  Ahead of them, the other lumb was now coming up fast behind John and his companions, Gilladen having been left behind.  In the tailing group, Mandrik and Honeth were still on their feet, and Vilma screamed to them to find speed.  They ran after the heavy figure of the second lumb for all they were worth. John, Zak and Todd suddenly heard the sound of running water before them and as they followed the pathway, they came to a rickety rope bridge over a river.  They had nowhere else to run, so they had two choices, stand and fight, or cross.  Zak manhandled John onto the bridge and screamed at him "Cross the bridge, Wandmaster! Cross now!"  He shoved John hard in the small of his back and then turned to face the drooling, axe wielding lumb before him.  Mandrik and Honeth reached the scene, and the four guardians formed a circle around the lumbering figure. 

"Run!" called Zak again, and John saw the logic of it though he wanted to stand and fight beside his guardians, and besides, he had the wand – surely it could defeat this beast?

"Hell!" he shouted, and heeding Zak's panicked demand, he decided to run first and use the wand from the other side of the bridge, and he turned his back on his protectors and set off across the bridge, which swung and lurched at his hurried footsteps.  It was a long way down into the crashing water, and John was no lover of heights. "Hell!" he yelled again as he heard sounds of fighting from behind him.  He tried to look back over his shoulder, but his head was spinning, and his stomach churning from the swaying of the bridge, and he almost fell.  Gritting his teeth, he decided to get across as fast as he could. Throwing caution to the wind, he hurtled across the slippery planks held by rope, which spread across the ravine.

The all-seeing orb of Ataxios was aglow in the darkness of the subterranean temple of Athrak, and Jazlyn watched as the scenes rushed one on top of the other.  In the black, inky darkness, the orb emitted a pale eerie light, and the cold made her shiver, but not only the cold. She saw the Akryd careering down the rocky slopes of the plain, the sniffers and the many lo's and spindlies as they approached her guardian comrades.  Fear gripped her heart, and the tethers around her wrists bit into her flesh as she endured the high-pitched maniacal laughter of her host.  She watched John on the bridge, and then the scene shifted once again and she saw the body fall.  It dropped like a stone into the ravine, and then the orb went dark and stopped showing the images in its evil slide show. Sickness and despair gripped her heart, and she tried to seek comfort in the eyes of her companions, but the darkness was too deep and she felt totally defeated.

Into her head came Tyloren's voice. "Don't despair.  Things are not always as they appear. I still feel him."

A mental knife cut into both their minds, black and painful, and sliced them apart.  Into Tyloren's mind came the certain knowledge that this time he would not escape, and into Jazlyn's that John, the Wandmaster was dead, having plunged into a swift running river in some ravine.  Everything was lost. Weak with lack of food and now despair, Jazlyn's head flopped to her chest and she dropped to the floor in a faint, tendrils of darkness coursing over her body. 

Mahoo, Lenora and Loman had been separated from their two companions and bundled into a holding cave sopme distance away, removed of their weapons and provisions, by two bulky lo's.  Loman had great difficulty in controlling his lo-self and fortunately, was still in possession of his cloak. The devoted Lenora was trying to calm both, while Mahoo had withdrawn into a state of silence and concentration.

"Flies in a spider web," said Lenora, shaking her head. "Oh, my poor children!" and the tears burnt her eyes and made her nose run.  As she wiped away the moisture, Loman came a little to his senses.

"We're not done for yet, Lenora.  Both of us have escaped from this hellhole in the past.  We can do it again.  We'll get home, we will!"

He emphasized the ‘will' as if it would somehow make it true.  The cold, black, clammy darkness closed in on them and their distant memories of past containment there came back like a slap on the face.  Seeing his wife so despondent made him angry and he glared at the opening of the cave and the two lo's barring the exit. 

"Take off my cloak, Lenora!" She shook her head and hissed at him softly, "You may lose control."

"That's what I'm hoping."

"No, it's too dangerous! We should wait!"

"For what? Think Lenora! There are only two guards!"

"But we have no weapons," she pleaded.

"We'll take theirs." said Loman simply.

Mahoo, who was deep in thought in the depths of the cave, was suddenly aroused by the whispering going on between the other two and came to join them.  He caught the gist and nodded.

"I can create a diversion," he said "with a little crystal magic!"

Loman looked to Lenora "We have to do it now! We don't know how this will develop.  There could be another 10 lo's outside this cave in minutes!"

"Ok, let's do it!" Lenora finally agreed, and the three quickly hatched some kind of plan.  Mahoo removed two golden coloured crystals from his pouch and held them in his hand, chanting to them and humming softly.

The two lo's outside the cave mouth were following orders.  They were not to move from their post and not to allow the prisoners to escape.  That was it.  As they guarded the cave entrance, suddenly a warm glow began to emanate from within, growing brighter and brighter till they couldn't help but notice it.  Their lo heads turned and peered into the cave, and then at each other, and they communicated their unease in clicks and whines.  The cave appeared....empty.  Mahoo, Loman and Lenora had pressed themselves up against the wall just inside the cave entrance, out of sight.  The unexplained brightness of the cave unsettled the two guards and they chittered, shifting from one heavy foot to the other and they peered in with puzzlement. The first lo took a step into the cave, sword raised, and in a swift practised move, Lenora swept Loman's heavy cloak over the lo head of the guard, completely blinding him and throwing him off balance.  The sword in his hand was not idle, thrashing blindly, and would have caught Lenora if she weren't so used to handling Loman.  As it was, her husband was soon able to wrench the blade from the lo's hand and with no compunction at all, he struck a fatal blow to the beast, bringing it to its knees in a pool of blood.  Now, with a sword in his hand Loman, still wearing his lo guard uniform stood face to face with the second lo, who entered the cave emitting loud whines and clicks of alarm.  Others would soon come if he wasn't silenced.  Loman launched his attack, and the other lo guard defended.  He was strong and well-drilled, but Loman was fighting for his life and his family, and the battle was fierce. Lenora let out sharp shrieks or fear as the fight progressed, but there was nothing she could do to help her husband.  They had no other weapons.  Besides which, in the semi-darkness of the cave, it was not always easy to distinguish Loman from the guard.  In a flurry of activity, a slashing blow took the lo-head off the shoulders of one of the two, and while the still sentient body writhed on the floor, the second raised its head and emitted a high-pitched screech of triumph.  Mahoo and Lenora sucked in air as they had been holding their breath in anxious terror.  The sword arm dropped, the tip ringing on the hard stone floor, and Loman struggled to raise his human head, forcing the agitated beast between his shoulder-blades back. 

"Loman!" cried Lenora, "Oh, Loman, thank the bright crystals!"

"The cloak!" croaked Loman, as the lo head on his shoulders thrashed around, agitated and excited.  In a trice, it was covered once more in its shroud and the three companions took a moment to breathe again in relief.

"Come," whispered Mahoo. "We have to leave this place and head to the crystal trove again.  Our quest is not complete".  Before quitting the cave, Lenora bent and prised the sword out of the hand of the dead lo.  She wanted to be armed.  As they hurried back along the passage, Lenora and Loman talked in hushed whispers.

Mahoo, in a restrained voice said "Quiet, please.  I am trying to feel who is around and reach Tyloren……but there is a block……. A void all around him……. As though he has vanished."

"What about the young woman, Jazlyn?" asked Lenora anxiously

"In a dark place too, but of the mind….. Her body is too weak to resist the invasion of her thoughts, and she is being filled with dreadful visions and fears.  Torment holds her in its grip and she succumbs……Tyloren cannot aid her.  Here, you two, lend me your strength and I will try to support her."

"What shall we do, Mahoo?"

"Just think of Jazlyn with warmth, and let me direct our efforts. It will help if you close your eyes and try to concentrate on her."

In a state of complete exhaustion and despair, Jazlyn drifted, scenes of death and mutilation streaming through her unconscious,  dragging her further and further into blackness and sucking her into the desire to die, not to exist, to cease in order not to feel.  Ataxios pushed images of John in torturous pain and the throes of death incessantly into her head. Then she saw her own body, ripped and bloody, heard her own screams, saw the Akryd approaching and felt herself being held down while the huge belly forced its larva into her back between her shoulder blades. She wanted to scream but was mute, speechless with horror ……and then in the turmoil of visions, a chink of light shone through.  Like a moonbeam, it found her, and she leaped in hope towards it, and as she did, it widened, and contained sound – voices of calm and warmth – and she sheltered in them, knowing for just an instant that here was hope, and that the darkness could be defeated – and her torment was not real. And hope brought her back – to the reality, which was almost as bad as the illusion, but not quite.  Now she knew she should not – would not give up until Ataxios took her life.  She closed her eyes again, but this time she was not alone, and she was contained in a place of light in the midst of darkness, and she slept, seeking comfort there – in the light where evil had no power.

When she next opened her eyes, she found she was lying on what felt like a hard, cold slab of stone and her limbs would not move.  She was bound tightly, this time with some real material, like rope but smoother, her feet together and her arms pinned to her sides.  She could just lift her head a little, and tried to look around her into the gloom.  At the side of her was the crystal trove of Athrak, imprisoned light-givers in the inky black.  She could feel them rather than see them, and she realized that she was lying on the altar beside them.  She heard movement and suddenly a hideous face peered down into hers, so close that she could smell the rancid breath.  Terror swept through her and her voice escaped her throat in a strangled scream as Ataxios trailed a clawed finger down her face to her throat. 

"Wandmaster's little friend," he cackled, "Oh what will he do when he has to choose between the crystals of Athrak and the little treasure lying right beside it, I wonder?" Jazlyn felt her flesh creep and struggled to hold on to her sanity as he probed her mind and once again filled it with gory images of death and suffering, both hers and John's.  But her reason had not deserted her completely and she realized that if she was bait for the Wandmaster, then that Wandmaster must still be alive! It gave her hope and resolution.

The tiny light in her anguish still flickered like a candle flame as Mahoo, Lenora and Loman tried to reach her, and she clung to it like a drowning man to a plank of wood in a black sea, knowing it was not going to be enough.  'Where is Tyloren,' she wondered.  She had no sense of him at all.

Ataxios cackled softly as he caught her unvoiced question. "The little priest is back in the Dark Box, and this time he will die there.  He will not escape me a second time! Nobody will escape me; not you, not your Wandmaster, not anyone, and when I have him under my control, he will give me the trove in Wandguard too.  It will all be so easy, once my beautiful Akryd has made him one of her children!" Ataxios sighed to himself happily and drew more visions of the future he foresaw, giving Jazlyn a terrifying preview in her head, but once again Ataxios had confirmed that John was still alive, and the images she was seeing became less real and less threatening.  She clung to hope.

The bridge had swung wildly and John had lost his footing more than once.  He clung to the ropes and cursed, straining to hear that was happening behind him over the sounds of the crashing waters below.  He needed to reach the opposite bank, but it was further away than it looked due to the difficulty of his passage. When he was almost across, he felt the bridge shudder heavily.  Unsure what had caused it, he made one last effort, and as he got to the end, powered himself at firm land, rolling roughly into the dust, and pulled himself to his feet.  Panting hard, hands on his thighs in an attempt to stand upright, he saw the giant form of the lumb thundering across after him.  There was no sign of the guardians, and John was devastated at the thought that he had left them to their fate and fled.  He drew his wand from its sheath and pointed it at the approaching form.  Anger raged within him and charged out of the point of the wand a bolt of flaming fury.  It struck the body full in the chest, and lifted it off its feet, throwing it up and sideways. The bridge acted like a well-elasticated catapult, launching the beast decisively over the side, into free-fall down into the chasm and into oblivion. John stood and watched as it flailed its mighty arms all the way down to the raging river, where it was engulfed in the white foaming water.

As John watched the heavy form of the lumb break through the rope bridge and tumble into the chasm, he felt first relieved, and then concerned.  He was at least safe, but what remained of the bridge was in tatters, and he could not get back to his companions, nor could they reach him.  He had effectively been isolated, and he strained his eyes to see what was happening back on the far side of the bridge.  He saw movement, and sought Vilma in the confusion, receiving a thought message that all the guardians were still in one piece, with a few cuts and bruises, but that there was no way to close the gap between themselves and him.  A feeling of frustration passed with the thought, and John ruefully had to accept that they had been out-maneuvered, and that there was nothing they could do about it.  His task was to carry on and he sighed deeply, feeling the full weight of his task on his shoulders.  With a raised hand of farewell, and a feeling of deep foreboding he set off, now totally alone, toward Athrak and Ataxios.  The rest of the party would have now to descend to the river valley and skirt it till they found a crossing point, which would delay them substantially.

At times he walked briskly, at times he ran, and the sound of his feet hitting the ground,  his breathing, and the pounding of his heart were his only accompaniment as he negotiated the uneven terrain,  all his attention focused on his footfalls in order not to sprain an ankle, or end up sprawling in the dust.  These immediate distractions served to help John push out of his mind the enormity of what he was called on to do.  He realised that he was little more than a biological machine, and that he was no different from any other sweating, panting, fearful, mortal biological machine; the mechanical left-right, breathe, of his progress could have belonged to any living creature. It could have belonged to any young soldier facing battle with a gun in his hand and orders to follow, not knowing if he would be forced to kill or be killed himself.  It could have belonged to the hare or the fox that hunted it; now it was him, John Stone, Wandmaster in the Realm of the Dark Crystal. Ataxios had laid his plans well. The battle on the Plain was the first line to the Wandmaster, with plans to make him a lo and to take control of him and the crystal wand, and thus the trove in Wandguard; but in the event of his escape, the way had been laid with secondary measures designed to bring him to the mountains of Athrak.  It seemed to John that Ataxios was determined to bring an end to his life in the Realm, and if that happened, he knew that he would also die in his 'real' life.  In fact, his previous life was now the fiction he couldn't really believe in, empty of Jazlyn, Guardians, Athrak, Ataxios, the Akryd and the crystal wand.

As he ran, he tried to summarise the various changes he had accepted in his 'life' since he arrived in the Realm. He had been surrounded in this dark crystal environment by Guardians, sworn to protect him against all dangers so he could fulfill his apparent 'destiny' and bring the missing crystal trove out of the dark of Athrak and into the light.  He had been given a magic crystal wand of great beauty and power with which to bring about the feat.  His transformation from normality to heroic took place gradually and the residual John Stone of old had got slowly less and less substantial, so that he now felt that it was no more a real part of him than the shadow that followed him on a sunny day.

The sound of his pounding heart deafened him with every step and the Athrak mountains were closing in on him.  He halted, breathing with difficulty and placed his hand on his heart as if he could stop it thumping, but the blood was rushing in his head and his body was on auto-pilot, providing the fuel for the road ahead, adrenaline forcing every process into over-drive.  Slowly it became easier to breathe, and he lifted his head, stared at the mountain before him, discerning a sheer face with a gaping dark cave entrance, which should have had a sign over it saying 'Enter at your Peril', but which didn't need it, because it was so obviously the entrance to the passage-ways under Athrak. 'A means to an end', he thought, 'but what end?' It was contemptuous that there were no guards outside.  Anyone wanting to enter could be sure he wouldn't get out, and the lack of security just rammed that message home. Ataxios wanted him to enter and the lack of guards was an insolent invitation from the spider to the fly.

It had often occurred to him that he had gone completely mad and was out of touch with reality, and he would have been able to believe this entirely, except that there was ONLY the here and now, and as he looked around him, there was nothing that suggested either a dream or a hallucination.  The dust and sweat on his brow were real and so were the outlandish clothes and boots he was wearing, and most of all the wand.  He drew it out and gazed at it, and it seemed to hum and vibrate in his grasp, emitting an array of colour which enveloped his hand.  Colour coursed through him and warmed him, comforting and cajoling him; "I am with you," it said. "You are safe in my care."  He embraced the familiar feeling of contact and felt the answering of his own personal colours to the call to trust and believe.  He sighed.

'What choice do I have?' He replaced the wand in it's sheath across his chest, and shook his head in grim resolution.  Then he raised his eyes, kept the cave-mouth in view, scanned the horizon for movement and, seeing none, trotted on to the inevitable, whatever that was going to be. But the secondary voice in his head kept shouting against the seductive voice of the wand, 'No! You have a choice.' Once more he stopped in his tracks.  The entrance was nearer.  He looked around. 'Would a fly knowingly enter a spider's web?  If I had been pushed to the edge of a precipice, would I jump? Only if what was behind was worse than that ahead,' he thought.  He looked behind him but there was nothing to be seen – nothing at all; so why put himself in obvious danger? No.  There must be another way! Oh, it was so frustrating arguing with his own better judgment and losing!

He realized that he was both hungry and thirsty, so he took himself off the track and found a rock to lean against, and sat down to think.  His pack of food was very light now, but there was still a chunk of bread, a little cheese and some kind of dried fruit, all of which he washed down with a swig of water from his flask.  Immediately, he felt better and he scanned the entrance to Athrak. 'How can I get in, find Jazlyn and retrieve the trove without walking into a trap? He thought. As he pondered over the problem, he saw movement at the cave-mouth and he threw himself flat in the dust, raising his head to watch.  A group of spindlies were leaving the cave and heading along the path in his direction.  They were armed and were about 12 in number.  His heart skipped a beat as he realised that they would pass by him and that he was visible from the road where he lay, and also that if he moved, he could attract attention.  What to do?  What to do?

The wand guided him; it was part of him.  He 'blended', like a chameleon, finding he had the ability to change his colours and become one with the rocks around him.  Even his clothing faded and blended so that he was as grey-brown as his surroundings, silent still and immobile.  He was able to watch, having closed his eyes to narrow slits in order to hide them, but able still to observe.  On came the spindlies, and leading them, the very familiar form of Nya.

In his stony form, John felt no rage, felt no desire to pursue Nya or to react, nor did he allow his thoughts to betray him, because here was a spindly who could think-talk.  As the group passed by, Nya slowed, his long neck straining left and right to catch maybe the scent of something, a hint of something unseen, and all the time, expelling unguarded thoughts, mental pictures, scenes. 

Then the group passed and hurried off, so John 'unlocked' his form and relaxed into soft flesh again.  He had more knowledge now of how things were in Athrak from Nya's stray thoughts. The spindly had a wand?  He had stolen it from Ataxios, from the Temple Trove by stealth and Nya, already surprisingly strong, was much more dangerous now.  Was he fleeing Athrak?  Was Ataxios weakened by the theft?  He sincerely hoped so. 

What John, himself, had just done felt so natural that he didn't even question it, and he realised he was becoming more attuned to the rocks the longer he stayed in the Realm.  With a grim smile, he got to his feet; the spindlies were now out of sight, and the way into Athrak was clear.  There were no guards at the entrance, and very few at all within; they were all on the plain of Athrak or out searching for the Wandmaster.  He loped along the rocky pathway, keeping an alert eye out for any surprises that might be in store, but feeling secure at the same time – at least for the moment.

The cool damp of the cave entrance enveloped him and he took a few steadying breaths, to try to acclimatize and to allow his eyes to adjust to the dark.  He placed the palms of his hands flat on the tunnel walls and felt himself attune to their nature.  He thought he must be part stone himself by now, and the crystal wand resonated through him, giving him the ability to feel totally at home in this subterranean environment so that he felt suddenly and strangely confident as if returning home.  There was a faint glimmering light all around; the very rocks were glowing bluish-grey and he could see quite well in the gloom.  The tunnel ran on ahead and from time to time side openings into other caves or passages could be detected as sounds amplified or echoed off to the left or right. 'Just keep going straight', he thought, 'It's the shortest distance between two points, and logically, if the tunnel runs on, then it's going somewhere, otherwise it wouldn't be here.  Either an underground river dug this out or some intelligent mind – either way, it will lead somewhere, and I think I know where.

Abruptly he came to a fork, one going off at a slight incline up on his left and the other seeming to slope down and to bend away on his right.  He halted and listened for any sound that might give him a clue, and he opened his mind.  Garbled thoughts entered his head.  He sensed Jazlyn's despair and felt an unfamiliar mind attempting to calm her;  he sensed the sticky mud of evil that wanted to suck him and all others down into its depths and keep them there. He knew the final part of his quest was close and he steeled himself.  In truth, he felt calm now that he was actually in Athrak and playing out his hand.  He seemed to lope effortlessly along the tunnels and slip past the rocks as if he were fluid flowing from one level to the next, having no option but to go in the direction gravity took him.  His senses were attuned to the walls, floor, textures of the subterranean darkness.  He had no need to see.  He knew where he was and what was around him because he was part of it.  There was a magnetism pulling him onwards and the attraction was irresistible as he approached the chamber of the crystal trove of Athrak. He sensed Ataxios, sensed Jazlyn, sensed the essence of the Athrak trove and blended with it.  This kind of awareness was what man once enjoyed in his surroundings when he depended on nature for his survival, when he wasn't deprived of his sixth and maybe more senses by having everything provided for him, he thought, but where his life hung by a thread if he misread the information they gave him.  The tiger would always have an advantage over a man in the wild.  John had the wand, and it heightened his instincts – he was becoming a tiger.  Unfortunately, Ataxios also had instinct, though perhaps not now a wand and was on home territory.  John knew he should be prepared for the unexpected.

His skin prickled and he stopped moving along the tunnel to listen.  There were very faint sounds somewhere far off, garbled voices, anguish, moans and sobs and John felt deadly cold creeping over him, starting from his feet and wrapping around him like ice.  He dismissed the cold by thinking of himself as stone, unaffected, and there was a hissing sound as the clamminess retreated.  The voices were persistent. The crystals in the trove of Athrak, the rock and stone, Jazlyn, were all calling to him like haunted voices in a howling wind, but he also sensed the mad excitement of Ataxios, who in turn felt the approach of the Wandmaster, deeper and deeper into his domain.  John became the wand and the wand was John.  Power was theirs.  There was no fear, his purpose and the call of the trove became the only things that had any meaning.  Ataxios was irrelevant. 

At the mouth of the underground Temple of Athrak, he stopped, and within the chamber, eerie sickly colours of blue/black, silver/purple, grey leaden colours moved sluggishly around the alcoves hacked into the stony walls.  They gave enough light for the altar to stand out in the centre of the cave and for John and the wand to see the crystal trove, hostage in darkness, unable to shed its light and reveal its colours.  And beside the trove on the altar, a second hostage.  Jazlyn, bound and prostrate on the hard stone tablet. His heart at once leaped to see her, and sank as he saw her helpless and restrained.

The darkness once again tried to bind John's ankles with its tendrils as his emotions surfaced, but he was able to detach from his sentiments and once again, the hiss was audible as it slithered away.  Darkness with form, with essence and with intent was unpleasant but light will dispel darkness, always.  John was light – even in this dank mercurial place, he was light – shining inwardly. 

A hideous, shrieking cackle broke the silence in the Temple and in the depths of the gloom, the darkness split to reveal a monstrous bug-eyed head swaying from side to side on a skinny neck. 

"You give yourself to me, Wandmaster! And I never refuse a gift!"

John knew that he was entirely alone against the greatest evil he had ever encountered, but he had elected to be exactly where he was at that moment and felt that he was not a victim but a challenger.  He drew strength from within and from the wand and stood erect and calm.  He had no need of words – his aura spoke for him, glowing outward from his body and giving him a hum of warmth and soft colours in the darkness.  He felt the trove craving for his light and stretched out his hand in their direction, forming a link which turned into a rainbow of colour, brightening and lighting the Temple with long-forgotten hues.

Ataxios shrilled in anger and lunged at the trove. An emaciated arm wielded a dark sword, severing the connection, attempting to suck away all the glowing colour, but the light leaked from the crystals like liquid and as soon as the sword passed through it, it reformed again into a stream.  So, Ataxios had truly lost the wand?  That was interesting and crucial, and gave John the upper hand.  Maybe he had reason to be grateful to the thieving slyness of Nya.  The Wandmaster became the trove and the trove became the Wandmaster while Ataxios ranted, raved and hurled commands and enchantments at the crystals ranged on the altar, but they were so hungry for the light John was imparting that they knew no bounds in their search for expression.  Their colours grew in intensity and John could smell, taste, hear, see and feel them as if they were his skin, his eyes and all his senses.  The wand hummed at his chest, but the Wandmaster felt no need to reveal it.

Suddenly, from behind John came the sound of heavy footsteps and a company of lo's appeared, led by Gnath, his huge captain, who had returned to Athrak with a few lo's on the pretext of coming to his master's assistance.  They were unimpressed by the light-show and took hold of John.  He struggled to escape, and felt himself become..... insubstantial – a mist of light – and their rough hands slipped through his flesh as he poured himself into the rainbow of light and dived into the crystal trove with the wand. As he became part of it, he passed his hand across the prostrate form of Jazlyn and before he, himself disappeared, he encased her in crystal to protect her from harm. He then extinguished himself and became a dark crystal in the dark crystal realm, and in the blackness of Athrak.  No further light escaped him.

Ataxios was at once enraged that the Wandmaster had disappeared from sight but at the same time, knew that he had him trapped in the crystal trove, and he started to weave dark locks and bonds in the air around the altar.  He would imprison the Wandmaster there,  forever contained.  He had wanted to make John a Lo, but his beautiful Akryd had perished and he had to find another alternative; no matter, now he had him eternally in the dark and the wand of power with him.  His own precious dark wand had been stolen by some treachery, but he would find the culprit and he would pay!  In the meantime, he remembered Tyloren, trapped for the second time in the darkness.  Maybe he could find a better use for the dark box, and use it to keep the Wandmaster in, trapped as he was in the crystal trove.

"Bring the Dark Box" he screeched, and before long the trundling wheels were heard on the stone floor. 

"Unlock the box!" he cried, and grabbed the huge bug-shaped key from Gnath and placed it on the door.  It crept on mechanical legs through the series of movements necessary to open the door, which swung on its hinges, and the black darkness gaped.  Out staggered Tyloren,  who tried to take in what was happening.  He was seized by heavy lo hands, but quickly assessed the trove, and in amazement felt the Wandmaster's essence held therein.

"Once again, little priest, you exit the dark box! I have need of it to place my beautiful crystal trove inside, and your Wandmaster with it!" cackled Ataxios, "Gnath, secure the priest!"  Tyloren took in the situation but was incredulous. Could the Wandmaster truly be contained within the trove?"  He saw Jazlyn's face peering out of a glassy wall and felt her dreaming peacefully on the altar. But before he could take in all this new information, he was grabbed by strong Lo hands and bundled out of the cavern. But he could still think and he sent the strongest message he could muster to John. "I am here."

Within the Crystal Trove, a new transformation was taking place, where dark was giving way to light, and as John and the wand, now aided by Tyloren, grew within the crystals, a bolt of lightning exploded outwards from the altar, illuminating the room with such brightness that all were blinded and the dark box shattered into pieces. Ataxios threw his hands up before his eyes and emitted a penetrating screech, before collapsing in a heap on the cold cavern floor. In consternation, the lo's scattered, except for Gnath, who instinctively rushed to his master's aid.

Ataxios, unable to see, stumbled to his feet and threw out his arms in an attempt to catch hold of the wall to steady himself,  but succeeded only in falling again to his knees and grovelling in the rubble of his wrecked Temple.  The Wandmaster, following the lightning bolt, emerged from the crystal in which he had taken refuge, he was a shifting form, at once light, then substance, then crystal, becoming solid rock, moving, changing in and out of being.  Gnath saw that this was an enemy he couldn't defeat with his bulk, and saw his best chance of survival lie in his duty to protect his master so he scooped up the disoriented Ataxios,  and headed out of the underground temple and into the tunnels away from the terrible power of the enemy now among them.

John was standing, still as stone, his arms at his side, eyes closed.  As he opened them, they glowed like diamonds, and his stare was terrifyingly hard.  What substance he was now, he did not know, but he was at once more knowing, and at the same time less alive. Stone by name and stone by nature.  What lo's had remained now fled – after all Ataxios and Gnath had already disappeared and they were now leaderless. Their chittering could be heard as they hurried along the tunnels away from the temple and the crystal trove.

Tyloren, now forgotten by the lo's, had moved closer to the altar and his joy was unbounded. "The Trove!  We have the trove!" But then he spotted Jazlyn lying still, encased in crystal, and he gasped her name and closed his eyes in an effort to reach her.  The way was barred, and Tyloren could not penetrate the barrier. John was rooted to the spot, unable to speak; changed and sombre.  He turned his glittering eyes left and right slowly and became aware, first of Tyloren, who was busily using his temple skills to reach him and then of Jazlyn, where he had placed her in her crystal shield to keep her safe from Ataxios.  With a jolt, he was pulled back from wherever he had been, and took a long, deep breath. 

"Wandmaster, you must help Jazlyn!" spoke Tyloren's voice in his head.  John raised his wand and passed it across the crystal cocoon in which she was encased, and like ice it started to melt away.  As it dissolved around her, she opened her eyes, trying to see where she was and moved her head from side to side. 

"Help!" she whimpered as her limbs and body were still bound by the gradually diminishing crystal, and the dark tethers of Ataxios.  Tyloren was at her side at once and laid his hand on her forehead telling her to be still and that all was well.

"Hurry Wandmaster," urged Tyloren, "We have to take the trove from here and get out as soon as we can!"

John finally began to be lucid.  His head cleared and he was back in charge of his legs again and his thoughts now centred on his quest.  The crystal trove was within his grasp and Jazlyn was unharmed, if a little dazed.

He gave her a brief smile, and then approached the crystal trove, running his hands over the surfaces of each individual, as though stroking a beloved and favourite pet.  He was calm and serene, and both Jazlyn and Tyloren also calmed and felt strengthened.  Then the attraction of the trove beckoned to him again, and John Stone, Wandmaster was enticed by their essence, leading him to wish to taste the union with them again.  His wand was with him, he could come to no harm there; he could choose to stay, maybe forever. They were calling him and as he struggled with the temptation, he was once again lost to those around him.

The powerfully built Lo Captain, Gnath, after pulling himself upright and seeing Ataxios gibbering on the floor of the temple chamber, had picked him up in his arms and carried him out along the corridors that led to his master's wing of the underground world.  His master could safely conjure up some defence, some magic from there, he thought.  The extra head lolling on his chest objected to being so cramped by the body in Gnath's arms and started to gargle and dribble. 

"Silence head!" said Gnath, and would have given it a hearty slap if he had a hand free, "We must aid Ataxios."

Suddenly, in the tunnel ahead of Gnath and Ataxios, there appeared the small but intrepid group of Mahoo, Loman, and Lenora rushing towards the temple.  Seeing and hearing Gnath and Ataxios in the dim light, they drew to a halt, and Loman stepped forward, barring the way.  He was almost equal in height to Gnath and he was incensed with rage, having almost lost his beloved wife and his own life. His children's faces came to the forefront of his mind, giving him determination and a strong motive to defend himself and attack the root of all his problems as it stood before him. He remembered Gnath of old when he had served as a lo in Athrak.

Gnath was unafraid but hampered as he held Ataxios in his arms and he hesitated as if looking for a way to get past the problem without the need to abandon his master.  Indeed it confused him to see a lo in guard uniform with a spindly and a strange personage in company together.  And where was help?  He threw back his head and uttered a series of ear-splitting clicks and whistles that were answered in the distance by the few lo's remaining somewhere in the tunnels.  Loman heard the responses and knew he didn't have long to act.  Gnath turned and gently laid a limp, barely breathing Ataxios on the ground and stood to face Loman, who was struggling to stand upright and control the head on his shoulders, which wanted to overpower its host. The two lo's faced each other like two bears, arms outstretched, and warily swaying, each waiting for the other to make the first move.  As Gnath's attention was fully on Loman, he did not see the quick movement that came from behind him.  In a flash, Lenora had drawn her sword and sprung forward, pushing the blade into the side of the Lo, and withdrawing it swiftly.  With a shrill whistle, Gnath responded to the searing pain that had taken him so completely by surprise and he lashed out with a heavy arm in her direction, at the same time clutching at his wounded side.  Lenora was too quick and had darted back behind Loman again, well out of reach, giving her husband a chance to react to the new situation and launch his own attack on Gnath.  As the giant Lo lunged forward after Lenora, Loman followed up with a swipe to the back of Gnath's lo-head that sent him sprawling to the stony tunnel floor and winded him totally.  Swiftly, he drew his own sword and put an end to the great Lo with one thrust, and then stood back.  The cloak around his shoulders and lo-head had slipped off and the agitated face of his alter-ego chittered and foamed at the mouth in fury, bringing to the fore a strange combination of reactions that caused Loman to rant and lash out at the rocks around him. With each exposure, the lo part of Loman was becoming stronger.  Lenora swept up the cloak and attempted to replace it, but Loman caught her with a cuff of his fist and she cried out in pain as she was sent sprawling.  Mahoo, though wiry and small was familiar with Loman and had been one of the first to help the escaped Lo when he arrived in Nithrania.  He jumped into the space around Loman, swept up the cloak and nimbly covered the lo-head, chanting all the time in a monotonous humming voice, which seemed to calm the agitated atmosphere which held sway till that moment.  Mahoo , though small, stood poised to strike him if necessary.

"No!" cried Lenora, "Don't hurt him, he can't help himself when the lo takes over!  He'll be alright!  Just leave him alone!" and she rushed into the arms of her husband, hugging him as he groaned and thrashed around.  Gradually and slowly, Loman calmed down and Lenora spoke to him in a soft soothing voice.  Mahoo in the meantime, had kept his wits about him and had crouched beside Ataxios, lying on the tunnel floor.  The insectivorous mask and leathery covering on his body made him even more fearsome, but Mahoo was intent of assessing the condition of this living nightmare.  Ataxios was alive and starting to chant some incantation that chilled Mahoo to the bone and the three allies  were now faced with the problem of what to do with the grovelling form of Ataxios.  They could feel the sickening, insane hatred and wild anger contained in this being, and it chilled them.  It was so strong, so intent on destroying their sanity, so wild and so ruthless that it took all their efforts to remain constant. But John's hold on the trove in the temple and the loss of the wand to Nya had weakened him considerably. 

They heard the heavy footsteps of the Lo patrol heading towards them in the tunnels.

"We can"t let them have him!" yelled Lenora, and she again raised her own sword and brought it down on Ataxios.  But the sword did not penetrate the leathery outer skin of his clothing, his special insectivorous protection was as tough as steel, and the sword rebounded so hard that pain shot up her arm and into her shoulder, so that she dropped her weapon and cried out.

"Leave him to me!" shouted Loman, and he roughly grabbed the prostrate form, throwing it over his shoulder.  "Go for the Trove!"  Mahoo needed no second bidding.  They were doing no good where they were and their mission was as yet unfulfilled. "The Wandmaster is here – I can feel him – we must go now to the crystal trove! He is with the Trove and we must help him!"

He was drawn towards the underground Temple, and with the Lo party approaching from another tunnel,  he set off at a fast pace, magnetised by the crystals somewhere deep in the cavernous depths of Athrak. 

"Good Luck!" shouted Mahoo back behind him, but there was no reply because the big Lo had picked up Ataxios in his strong arms and was running with him, Lenora fast on his heels, away from the oncoming company of lo's,  that emerged from their tunnel to find only the body of Gnath sprawled out in front of them on the rocky floor.  Leaderless, they hesitated but then split into two groups and followed in the two available directions, one after Mahoo and the other hot on the scent of Loman and Lenora, abandoning there Gnath's great body, lying in a pool of blood.

Where was the Wandmaster?  What was he now?  Linked to the Crystal Trove, he was joyously indeterminate, knowing the crystals and communing with their lightless peace.  The threat of Ataxios had been temporarily removed, though his essence permeated the Trove like a scent that John knew and riled against, but...there was also for John an attraction, a union with these crystals that held him and he felt no urge to leave.  He was aware that his body was somehow now part of this collection of crystals and that although he was somewhere, he was also nowhere. 

When Mahoo reached the entrance to the Temple, Tyloren was comforting a dazed Jazlyn, and the Trove was on the dark altar in the centre of the chamber. When Mahoo arrived, he and Tyloren approached the altar, their breathing coming fast with excitement at finally reaching their goal.  Jazlyn, meanwhile, called in a soft voice, "John?" 

"He is here?" whispered Mahoo, and Tyloren nodded.  The cavern was dark now and brooding, and John was unwilling to separate himself from the crystals that held him so seductively in their grasp. He hovered in between states – part man, part mineral.  Safe. So must Ataxios have felt all these years,  held in their dark power.  Though he was standing amongst his comrades, it was as if he had truly been turned to stone, petrified.

Tyloren found a torch, managed to light it, and the shadows played around the Trove in the flickering light.  Jazlyn searched around and found several others so that there was a level of light enabling them to see their surroundings better, and the eeriness subsided a little. 

"Jazlyn," said Tyloren, "We must join minds to bring him back from where he is lodged." Nodding, Jazlyn came to stand beside him and Mahoo and she tried to still her mind.  She saw herself in a cave with a tree in its centre, the tree dripped with crystal fruit and there were candles in alcoves all around.  Mahoo sat at the far side of the cave and she was with Tyloren admiring the tree, when she felt another familiar presence at her side and silently greeted her mother, who had joined the mind-group from some other place.  There was a strong resonance around them and Tyloren's voice thought for them, calling on the Wandmaster.

"Wandmaster, your task is complete.  You must return now."

John wanted so much to join the mind-group, but he also wished to stay forever part of this new crystal form.  He was at peace, with no fear, no anxiety, whatever the world did now, he would not be affected by it.  He would just 'be'.  He could stay forever in the tunnels of Athrak, untouched, unassailable, becoming one with the crystal trove in the darkness.  No Ataxios, No Jazlyn, no John Stone, only permanence.

In the cave, Mahoo sprinkled some aromatic herbs from a pouch at his belt onto the flames of a torch before him and chanted, calling on the Wandmaster to give up the crystals and for the crystals to give up the Wandmaster.  His voice rose and fell in a hypnotic drone that caused the other members of the mind-group to grow stronger.

Vilma also contributed, but the Trove held on to its willing captive easily.

Then Jazlyn spoke to him.

"Remember us!" she said "Remember and return!"  There was a slight flicker of colour on the dark crystal surfaces. "John, come back!"  In the midst of calm and emptiness, suddenly John felt emotion, need and longing.  He faught against his desire to remain in the dark quiet of forgetfulness and with a raging voice, roared his way out of the Trove to find himself staring at three faces startled out of their meditations. Vilma's essence disappeared.

The Trove, meantime, sent a myriad of colour scintillating around the cavern in the torchlight, making such a beautiful light show that they all gasped.  Then they quietened and Tyloren and Mahoo stepped forward to the Altar, and hurriedly placed the crystals one by one in the folds of their robes, removing them from the place they had been hidden in darkness for so long and at the same time removing the temptation from their Wandmaster.  Jazlyn fell into John's arms, but they had no time to exchange words as a long grumbling sound was heard throughout the cavern and the walls and floor shook violently, throwing them off their feet.  They clutched one another and John spoke, "It is Daridus, the mountain, speaking to Athrak!  Quickly, we must leave!"  And as the earth shook a second time, they ran as fast as they could from the cavern.

"Follow me," said John, and he set off with the sure knowledge that the rocks would lead him to safety. 

Meantime, Lenora and Loman were caught deep within the mountain when the ground started to shake, and Loman was still carrying Ataxios, so he was unable to move fast.

"We have to get out of here, now!" shouted Lenora. "Dump him if you have to! Think of our children, Loman!"

"Children?" came the cracked but cackling voice of Ataxios, "You two have children? A lo and a spindly, ha, ha, ha! What children you must have brought into the Realm!"

"Don"t speak of them with your foul tongue!" shouted Loman, and his anger blazed.

But Ataxios laughed even louder, and Loman found himself out of control.  Lenora was leading the way, having grown up herself in the darkness of Athrak, and she was now sure they had reached the cavern they had encountered on their way in to Athrak; they could hear the deep voice of the tumbling water and feel its spray on their faces. "Be careful, Loman, keep to the outer edge."  Ataxios's laughter was now hysterical and it echoed around the cavern mockingly, so that it penetrated their ears and their hearts.  Loman suddenly halted, and said "No soul should ever be forced to carry you!"  And with a decisive move, he threw the insectivorous form away from him towards the centre of the cavern.  The laugh became a long scream and then became silence. Loman heaved with effort and emotion as he stood to recover his senses, while Lenora could find nothing to say, but a tremendous feeling of relief swept through them at ridding themselves of their baggage. Still there was no time to exchange words as the ground beneath their feet began once again to tremble and shake, and there was a sound of grinding and breaking of rock all around.  Lenora, at first shocked, then afraid, tugged at Loman's cloak and said "Come on now, what's done is done.  Let's get out before there is a rock fall and we get trapped.  I remember the way out from here!"

In the lower reaches of Athrak, the earth shook, moved, reformed and took many lives; lo's and spindlies – victims all in their way. 

Also running from the grumbling mountains of Athrak, Mahoo, Tyloren, Jazlyn and John eased their way out of the dark tunnel and into the geode cave full of beautiful crystals that Tyloren had found on his escape from the Dark Box.  It looked down on Nithrania, and John and Jazlyn, seeing it for the first time were struck by its wild majesty, even in their desperation to escape the grumbling mountain.  Mahoo went to the mouth of the cave and gave a shrill whistle, which was answered in the distance by a similar one.  It was daylight, so they started their descent, and when they reached the bottom, they were met by a party of slints, who greeted them hastily and then led them off through the trees. 

Jazlyn glanced furtively at John every so often.  He had not spoken much since his calling from out of the Trove and she was concerned about him. He was different.  For one thing, his eyes had changed colour, from the brown she was familiar with and now they appeared to glint with hidden lights and to shimmer blue and green within their depths.  His face was etched with new lines that made him look wise and somehow knowing, and his smile which she loved for its permanent hovering around his lips, had been replaced with a new solemnity.  The ground shook again, and she instinctively clung to him feeling safe as his familiar scent reached her,  and he held her close till the trembling stopped, but then released her and moved off alone, deep in thought.

In a matter of an hour or two, they reached the hidden valley, and the slints were anxiously waiting for guidance and news concerning the earth quakes and Athrak, so Mahoo was soon talking to a crowd gathered around him. The tremors were even then becoming quieter. 

Tyloren and Mahoo had positioned the crystals from the Trove in Mahoo's cavern, in a place where they caught the light and there was a feeling of great power from within that all could feel.  John did not enter the cave, but viewed them from a safe distance, not wishing to expose himself to temptation. The call he felt to become one with them was still strong.  While Tyloren was busying himself with the exact positioning of the crystals, he turned to see Braedon, the eldest son of Loman and Lenora standing at the cave entrance.

"My parents?" he questioned, with trembling voice.  Tyloren stood up from his work and looked at the youngster. "I'm afraid I have no news for you.  We became separated and I lost track of them."

"What shall I tell my brothers?" he asked

"That there is hope they escaped, and until we know differently, you must believe in that hope".

Dejectedly, the young man turned and moved off towards the home that was missing two loving parents.




Chapter 31

Loose Ends

Daylight in the Dark Crystal Realm was a shade brighter, it seemed to John, not as bright as he remembered when the sun shone in through the window in his home back in England, but definitely a bit more cheerful.  He knew his time in the Realm was coming to an end, and that he would have to leave.  On one level he was deeply relieved that he was still in one piece and that he would be able to return, but it was such an anti-climax to suddenly see that the great adventure was over and also to realise that he had changed so much as a person that readjusting would be a hard task.  Then there was Jazlyn.  He would have to leave her behind.  He wandered through the woods and down to the waterfall in the valley contemplating the coming end of his time in the realm, wondering how long he still had left, and sat on a rock to watch the water falling heavily and roaring down the cliff.  The earth had stopped shaking and so there was a kind of stillness and peace to the Realm that he hadn't known since setting foot in it.  It had been a hectic time of training, testing and Crystal Questing, and now it was over – if it had ever happened at all.  

The hair on the back of his neck suddenly stood up, and he turned instinctively to see the tall, lanky shape of Nya, leaning against a tree watching him.  In an instant he was on his feet and wondered why he hadn't sensed this thinktalking spindly before.

"Because I can be very quiet in my mind if I want to be, but you think very loud."

"What do you want Nya?"

"To kill you." The voice was level, cold and nasal.

"Why?"

"Because you should die and I take the wand. I took the wand from the tunnels of

Ataxios."  He put his hand inside his ragged jacket and pulled out a dark crystal wand. "This is wand from Athrak.  It is very powerful."

He pointed the wand at John, who tried to take out his own wand but found his arms fixed to his sides, by some magic and he was unable to reach it.  His brow beaded with sweat and the spindly laughed triumphantly.  Ataxios was not smart, not strong.  Nya will be more clever and get the crystals with this wand. They all need to be together. They want Nya.

Two wands will make Nya very invincible!  Say goodbye, Wandmaster." 

"No, Nya, you say goodbye!"  Jazlyn had come looking for John and happened on the scene.  She plunged her sword into him, and her aim was true.  She wanted him dead and she wasn't going to leave any doubt.  He dropped to his knees, and she wrenched the wand from his grasp.

"N...n...n...nooo!" he gasped,  stretching out a skinny arm despairingly towards her. Then he crumpled to the ground and spoke no more.

The invisible strands restraining John evaporated, and he was free.

"Thanks, Jazlyn," he said simply. "I thought all the danger was over."

"There's always danger, even when you don't expect it," she replied.  She held the wand in her hand and exhaled. "Phew, this thing is really strong, here, take it!" she said and held it out to John. He backed away.  

"Wandmistress," he said softly.  "It has come to you. Maybe it was meant for you. Maybe you will be able to visit me in my world if you keep that for yourself."

She laughed, "Wandmistress? There's never been a Wandmistress." The wand in her hand lost its dark hue and lightened as she laughed.

"I think it likes you," said John, and Jazlyn looked thoughtful for a moment, then said

"Come on, let's get someone to help us with that thing," and she pointed at the form on the ground that once was Nya. John allowed himself to feel a little compassion for Nya, albeit mixed with relief that Jazlyn had come looking for him when she did, otherwise........

When they arrived back at the village, there was a lot of commotion, for towering above the slints were the two forms of Loman and Lenora, smiling happily and clutching their children to them.  Tyloren was watching the scene outside Mahoo's cave with a relieved smile, and was truly glad to see the couple back in their village and with their family complete again.  

Jazlyn approached Tyloren, holding out the dark wand in her hand.

"How did you get that?  I thought the Nya creature had stolen it!" 

"He did," said John and proceded to relate what had happened at the falls.

Tyloren's eyes widened and he sucked in his breath, "That spindly was remarkable and its probably a huge crystal blessing that this wand isn't in his hands any more.  We could have had a new Ataxios!"

"Here, Tyloren, this is probably better in your hands." said Jazlyn.

"Ah, no.... I think not.  Maybe in Mahoo's cave with the other crystals?  He is cleansing them and that one needs a firm hand from the feel of it.  Mahoo! Make room for one more!"  The little mystic appeared at the cave entrance and his mouth fell open as Jazlyn handed him the wand. He was speechless, but scurried inside, anxious to complete the crystal set and purify them all.  He was soon heard chanting and the smell of potent herbs emanated from within with the occasional flash of coloured light.  It would be a long job and he called on Tyloren to aid him, so with a last look at the newly reunited family of Loman and Lenora, he ducked inside the entrance and took up his position across from Mahoo and drifted into union with him and the crystals. It took their combined efforts to bring their beauty to the surface and remove the malice that had tainted them for so long.

Daridus had calmed.  The earth no longer shook but Athrak mountain had collapsed into itself, blocking tunnels, caves and many sad and strange victims forever beneath its weight.  The machinations of Ataxios had delayed the guardians and Vilma so that they arrived at the entrance after the earthquake had already done its work and there was no way in.  Being unable to proceed, the company set out to return by the same road to Wandguard, Vilma relaying the news of the events as they unfolded to the guardians and as she learned them from Jazlyn.

In Nithrania there were celebrations,  as for the first time, there was no threat from Athrak, no need to hide.  A few lo's and spindlies were sighted from time to time in the deep forest, but they were disoriented and fled at the first sight of the slint patrols.  They would either survive or not, and if they could be helped, Loman and Lenora would know how.

John had handed over his own wand to Mahoo and Tyloren and began to separate himself from its influence, spending his time walking around the village.  Jazlyn would sometimes find and join him and then they would spend quiet time together, but mostly he was troubled and he found he just needed to be alone.  His past life seemed like a dream and it was hard to believe that he could ever go back to it, but he knew his purpose in the Realm had been fulfilled.  'It's not going to be easy to return', he thought as he wandered one day near the waterfall.  On hearing voices, he looked up and saw Loman and Braedon coming along the pathway, chatting and laughing. "Wandmaster John, enjoying our beautiful Nithrania?"

"You're very lucky to have all this," he replied, waving his hand in the direction of the falls.

"Yes, indeed we are. But when you're young and restless, it's not always enough, is it Brae?" he said smiling and squeezing his son's shoulder. "Braedon here wants to become a Guardian and go with you all back to Wandguard when you leave.  What do you think?"

John smiled and said to Braedon, "I learned a lot at Wandguard, and it made me a better man, I think.... so if your father agrees, that seems to me to be an excellent idea.  I'm sure you will make him proud."

Braedon's face lit up excitedly. "Why don't you go and convince your mother you ought to go.  It will take a few days, I think!" said Loman, I want to have a private word with the Wandmaster.

"Ok. And thanks, Wandmaster John!" and with that he was gone.

"He's a great lad, you should be proud of him."

"I am.  I'll miss him if he goes, but he needs this.  I want him to be proud and not to feel 'different'," he said ruefully, "which brings me to my next point..... Tyloren tells me that you once reversed a lo – made him a man again......?" He looked at John with a hint of a smile, pointed at the hump on his back and continued. "You know what I'm asking, don't you?"

John thought of Wes, and he frowned.  "Yes, I did that once but when he returned he was never quite the same....and anyway, I don't know if I can do it for you.... he had only recently been turned into a lo.  How long have you been one?"

"It must be 20 years now or thereabouts, but it never succeeded completely in my case.  I retained my human side....what do you mean when you say he was never the same?"

"That's a very long time.  In the case of the young guardian that I helped, he was bitter and angry at the moment he was turned and that became more pronounced when I changed him back again. Those traits had been emphasised. What does Lenora think?"

"I haven't asked her."

"I think you should. She loves you for who and what you are."

"We have to fight this thing all the time," he said, once more pointing at his hump. "If you were me, wouldn't you want to try?"

"I am afraid for you, Loman.  I have no guarantees to offer you, and you have a family to think about. Please talk to Lenora.  I will talk to Tyloren and we'll decide what to do all together.  How does that sound?"

A resigned smile softened his face, "That sounds only fair."

"Good, let's walk back to the village now and we can talk again tomorrow."

Night time and firelight create atmosphere.  Seated casually on benches around the warming flames, Jazlyn said to John,

"Are you avoiding me?"

"Yes, a bit."

"Hmmm. Bad. Why?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

"Um, no."

"We'll soon have to part. My time here is ending. You can't come with me, and they say we're cousins! Need any more reasons?"

"So we can't even talk?"

"I don't want to talk!"

"What do you want?"

"I want what I can't have.  Get it?"

"Me too."

Groaning, "Goodnight!"

"Goodnight."

Jazlyn stood, and moved off disconsolately to her sleeping quarters and Vilma, who had witnessed this little scene from a discrete distance, took the opportunity to come and sit beside John in the firelight.  Without raising his eyes from the burning embers, he pushed at them with a branch, causing sparks to drift upwards in the smoke.

"You know," said Vilma, "I do understand how hard it is for you two, and it is partly because of my own difficulties in my relationship with William, that I am dubious on your behalf."

"Jazlyn and I will part; It's inevitable.  I will be called on to return to my home in another space and time. I cannot take her with me and I can't stay.  It's a hopeless, miserable situation."

"Yes, I suppose it seems that way."

"It IS that way!"

"Well, just so I feel that I have been honest with you, I will tell you what I know of William Stone. I once told you we would have this talk."  She smoothed her skirts and fiddled with the material as she prepared to speak, and John began to be interested.  

"From what I understand, your Great Uncle Nathaniel, who was our Wandmaster before William, had no children of his own at a young age, being greatly involved in events here, and following pursuits of his own.  He had hopes that his brother, your grandfather, Arthur, would produce a son who would continue the line of Wandmasters. However, neither your father nor your uncles were gifted in that way."

"Gifted? Or cursed?" asked John belligerently.

"Oh, come now, Wandmaster John, do you really feel it was such a disaster that you were given the chance to live your time here?"

John just sighed and poked the fire more vigorously.

"Anyway, when Nathaniel realised that there were no potential Wandmasters in the family, he decided to marry, late in life and he took a bride from a far off land in your world.  They had a son, William, who was very strong in the way of the crystals, and for a while they lived with your grandfather and his sons in the old family home.  Then Nathaniel was forced to leave and he took his wife with him, leaving William to be looked after by your grandparents with their own children, so William is, in fact, your great uncle. This makes you cousins of a kind, though not first degree."

"But he then chose to involve me. How did he know that I would 'be strong in the crystals' as you put it?"

He didn't, but he hoped, and his final act in his 'real' life was to have his Crystal Trove sent to you.  Fortunately for us, here, you fulfilled all his hopes, and I think he will now be able to rest."

John lifted his head and held Vilma in his gaze.  "And you and William?"

Vilma dropped her eyes, and then said simply "Something very special and very strong….and then there was Jazlyn."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

John blew out a long frustrated sigh and pleaded "Why did it have to be like this?" Then he threw his branch onto the fire and put his head in his hands.

"It is what it is, Wandmaster John Stone.  I have told you what I know, and it is for you to understand it in your own way.  For now, I bid you goodnight. This old woman needs to sleep."

"Goodnight Vilma, and…..thanks.  At least you have answered a few questions for me."

"Goodnight," she paused, "and John, you must know that this is just as hard for my daughter as it is for you."

The fire burned low and John crept into Mahoo's cave and into the little alcove he had been given to sleep in, trying not to disturb him and Tyloren. Sleep didn't come easily that night, and in his fitful dreams he saw the back of Jazyn's head as she walked away while he was rooted to the spot, unable to follow.

After a delicious meal, Lenora's two youngest children ran off to play, leaving the adults at the table.  Braedon, who had received his mother's reluctant blessing to go off and become a guardian, saw himself as one of the adults now and elected to stay too. Tyloren and John sat on one side of the table and Lenora and Braedon sat on the other. Loman stood at the head of the table, frowning.

"Braedon, I don't know if I want you to hear this," said Lenora.

"No, let him stay," said Loman, "because if something should go wrong, he will need to become head of the family again, and it will affect his future.  He should be here."

Braedon looked shocked, having no idea what was being discussed.

"Braedon, the situation is this. Wandmaster John once reversed the lo process on a guardian who had been captured, and your father has asked him to try to do the same for him." It was Tyloren who was speaking in measured tones and addressing the boy directly.

"I don't want to risk it!" half-shouted Lenora in anguish.  "I don't want something to go wrong. I prefer you as you are – rather than not at all! Look at me! I'm not perfect either!"

"Why should something go wrong?" asked Braedon, "I don't understand."

"I have only done it once, the guardian was young and strong, and he had only been a lo for a very short time," replied John. "I don't know how I did it. I don't know what will happen to your father if it doesn't work.  It's a risk."

"A risk I do not want to take!" insisted Lenora. "No, I won't allow it, I won't!" She was in tears now and Loman placed a hand on her shoulder. Braedon looked from his mother to his father and then back at John and Tyloren.

"I think father should decide for himself, mother," came the small voice of Braedon.

"Thank you, son.  Lenora, I know you are acting out of love for me, but I want to do this, and I ask you please, to allow the Wandmaster to try."

Lenora sighed resignedly, dropped her angular face into her long fingered hands, sniffed and nodded. "Alright. But I don't like it," and raising her eyes to John, she said "Please do what you can to keep my husband in one piece." She stood up "I'll be in the garden with the children." She motioned for Braedon to follow her, and at a nod from his father, he reluctantly complied.  

When the three men were alone, the atmosphere in the room seemed to grow heavy and solemn.  Tyloren had brought the wand, which was being kept with its companion in Mahoo's cave as the purification work on the crystal trove was still underway.  He handed it to John and a loud humming sound instantly filled the room. John felt his body charge with energy, he stood, stretched, breathed deeply and felt the power of the wand enrich him.  This feeling was of wholeness, awareness and purpose.  He had missed it.  He raised his eyes to Loman and said quietly, "Remove your cloak." Tyloren moved into a position where he could witness both participants in the scene and chanted under his breath, in support of his Wandmaster.

"Kneel."

Loman did as John instructed, and bowed his head so that the lo head was now uppermost and John stared into its wild eyes.  The head started to slaver and rock from side to side, emitting a high pitched whine, and John raised the wand, aiming it directly at the lolling lump.  Loman was panting and grunting and started to tremble as though he was making a tremendous effort to breathe, and his hands splayed out on the floor before him in an attempt to support his heavy frame.

As the power intensified in the wand, John conserved it, letting it build within him till it reached full strength.  Then, he let it loose.  It flew out of the end of the wand like a lightning streak and struck the lo head between its ugly eyes. It's tongue stuck out of its mouth and white foamy saliva flew about, while a whining voice broke from its mouth and it shrieked.  John aimed all his intent on the lo part of Loman, while the man part struggled to survive.  The hideous lo head flopped from side to side and finally closed its eyes, while the shrieking got progressively weaker and weaker till it was silenced.  Loman could not support his weight any more and collapsed, face down onto the kitchen floor.  He too was silent.

John staggered with the exertion, and broke off his effort.  Tyloren rushed to Loman's side and called to John. "Help me turn him over!"

John was dazed but rushed to Loman's aid.

There was no sign of life.  The lo head was still firmly attached but very definitely dead and visibly shrunk.  Loman was motionless.

Lenora, who had been listening, chose that moment to appear, and with a cry of despair, dropped to her knees beside her husband.  The three children stood in the doorway and the two youngest were pale and sniffing.

Braedon looked blankly from one to the other and then directly at John. "Help my father, Wandmaster, please."

John recovered his senses.  He thought back to his time at the healery and brought the image of the blue crystal in the central lobby to mind.  He thought of Althea, and he found his way to the healing channel.  Placing both his hands on Loman's brow, he began to send the current through his hands and into the powerful man now lying at his feet.  Lenora was pleading with her husband to live, and John was trying as hard as he could to reach Loman and revive him.  Tyloren was chanting and trying to aid John's efforts.

For a long time there was no sign of life, and then, with one deep sigh, Loman started breathing again, and as he did so, he raised his head.  The now-dead lo head could no longer hang on, and with a gentle flopping noise, it detached from his shoulders and rolled away, horrifyingly, across the floor. 

Days went by and the cleansing process was complete.  The crystals from the Athrak temple no longer hid their light and they glistened with true colours in the candle flames surrounding them in Mahoo's cave.  Tyloren sat with Mahoo around the firelight and absorbed the crystals, learning each one.  "You know, Mahoo, these crystals should be with their cousins in Wandguard where the guardians can protect them."

Mahoo frowned. "Now that Athrak has become nothing more than a mountain, and Ataxios is no more, I see no danger here."

"There will always be another Ataxios, a new danger."

"Maybe, but perhaps not here.  Perhaps it is better to have the crystals separated in order to avoid losing them all in one attack.  Maybe Nithrania is safer than Wandguard.  After all, we lived so close to danger all this time, but Ataxios was always bent on destroying Wandguard."

"That's because he wanted the Wandguard Crystal Trove.  There was nothing he really desired in Nithrania."

"Precisely.  Just imagine the temptation of a double Crystal Trove in Wandguard."

"We will train new guardians, young Braedon for one, and the Wandmaster will be twice as strong in the presence of the double trove."

"Ah, yes. Our young Wandmaster.  Will he want to return to us if we are again faced with a new evil?"

"When he came to us he was very unprepared and wanted to go back to his own land, in fact at one point he left, but chose to come back again; he had changed radically in the short time he was with us and could not stay away.  Now he has changed entirely.  He is not the same man any more.  He IS the Wandmaster and he has grown into this knowledge as time and fate have kept him here.  He will come back. I am certain." Into Tyloren's mind flitted an image of Jazlyn.

"Oh yes," said Mahoo, "I see the connection.  Very problematical, very problematical.  Have you seen how the dark wand reacts in her presence? It glows and hums."

"A Wandmaster and a Wandmistress.  Now that's something to think about."

"One of them in the Realm, and one outside it. Very problematical indeed."

Eventually it was decided by Tyloren that the crystals should return with the party to Wandguard, at least temporarily, for further study by the temple priests and for protection.  Mahoo was unhappy to see them go, but accepted the loss grudgingly.

They were to be split up and transported in the clothing of John and Tyloren, the dark wand being entrusted to Jazlyn, as it refused to travel elsewhere.  It poked at both of the men or got overheated and uncomfortable, but nestled comfortably in Jazlyn's leather shoulder belt where a dagger would otherwise have sat.

And so it was that the small company returning to Wandguard made its way, with the help of the slints to a high plane, visible for miles around, and waited for transport to arrive.  The people of Kinguard had sent their flying creatures to bring home the crystals and those who had seized them from the clutches of Ataxios.  Word had spread throughout the Realm, and a new feeling of confidence and freedom was in the air.  As the beasts and a couple of riders appeared in the distance, Braedon's face was a picture of wonder, and John slapped him on the shoulder and laughed.

"This will be a fine introduction to becoming a guardian!"

Lenora was fussing and sniffing, but at her side was Loman, who had made a complete recovery and who, without his evil lo head,  could stand upright and was almost as tall as his spindly wife.  He grinned, and said nothing, while the two younger boys capered around very envious of their big brother off on such an adventure.

"When you next see your son, he will be a trained guardian. You will be proud of him," said Tyloren to the parents.

"We are already proud of him," said Loman warmly and Braedon positively glowed at the praise.

Soon, all the company had been allotted a beast to fly on, Braedon and Jazlyn sharing one as they were the two lightest and it was Braedon's first flight.  As they took off, he waved wildly back at all the slints gathered to watch, and at his family, whooping with excitement, and then they were on their way.

The Wandguard plane was full of light and celebration.  The lost Athrak crystal trove had been recovered and placed within the temple, causing much excitement among the priests. The families of the guardians had come in from Kinguard, and had found sleeping quarters wherever there was room.  Marny was beside herself as she ran around talking to everyone. The sadness over Wes was fading slowly and she still had a faint hope that he had survived the cave-in under Athrak and that somewhere he was safe and well.  Only Nya knew for certain that Wes was dead, but he, himself, was also just a memory now. The guardians were dressed in their formal uniforms, looking dashing with metal studs glowing on leather, and full length swords which would take place in the ceremony as it had when the Wandmaster was acclaimed. Vilma had called her kin from the Wildlands, and Tharrios had come with a few of his finest men to witness the affirmation.  His fighters, in the main were still occupied with the prisoners they had taken on the Athrak Plain, but it has to be said that not many survived. 

 At the appointed time, all gathered around the temple grounds and Jetham appeared from the Chief Guardian's quarters, having been appointed as Menoneth's successor.  Around the temple stood guardians, their swords out of their sheaths and pointing downward onto the ground before them, both hands on the hilt and legs astride.  Beside Jet was John, the Wandmaster, and on his other side Jazlyn, who they had been unable to separate from the dark crystal wand, which refused to be handled by anyone else.  In her hands it was passive and co-operative.  It had chosen her as its mistress and no-one could change that.

Jet's voice boomed out, "Honour to the Wandmaster".

"Honour!" shouted John.

Jet continued.

"I will not waste too much of your time with pretty words.  Let it just be said that

1. Ataxios is no more! (greeted with whoops and cheers from everyone)

2. The Akryd is no more! (again greeted with loud voices of joy)

3. The crystal trove of Athrak is now cleansed and within our temple giving us light and protection! 

4. The lo's and spindlies are either lost or destroyed!

All this, we owe to our Wandmaster, John Stone and his loyal band of companions, who set out on a quest of supreme danger and difficulty, and accomplished everything that was laid upon their shoulders.  We salute you, Wandmaster, Guardians, Tyloren, Vilma and all who played a part along the way.  We have discovered new allies in Nithrania, and we will strive to open up pathways to other regions now that our passage is safe, and strengthen alliances throughout the Realm."

Braedon, on hearing Nithrania mentioned, grew a little taller, and peered around proudly, meeting the eyes of a pretty young girl, who just happened to be Marny.  There was a sadness in her eyes, but her gaze was steady, making him blush.  

"Honour to the Wandmaster, Honour to the Wandmaster, Honour to the Wandmaster!" shouted Jet.

When the crowd quietened, John bowed graciously, and replied, "First I want to pay tribute to the Great Lord Menoneth, who lost his life in our struggle. Indeed I want us to remember each and every one of those lost.  We will always keep their memory in our hearts.  Also I thank all the guardians who aided and supported our quest with bravery and steadfastness against evil.  Our friends from the Wildlands will also be forever acknowedged as our trusted and esteemed allies.Finally,….yes..... we did what I thought was impossible, but I learned along the way that one should never give up hope, even when it seems that all is lost.  The future looks brighter for the Realm, but evil has a way of presenting itself when and where you least expect it, and the Guardians must always be ready to defend the crystals, and keep true to the name of  'Wandguard'.  I will soon be called upon to leave you all and return to my home, but I leave with a very heavy heart.  I will always be connected to you and my thoughts will remain always with you and will never fade. My wish is that on my leaving, you should accept as my immediate second a new force, selected by the crystal trove wand of Athrak itself. I call you to honour Jazlyn, the Wandmistress! Honour to the Wandmistress!"

There was an awkward silence, during which time Jazlyn glared at John for this totally unexpected and public presentation, but he stepped towards her, and said, "Raise your wand, Jazlyn." She hesitated, but his eye did not release her and he waited, not to be refused.

She withdrew the wand and John also drew his from its sheath, then he clasped her hand and together they stood, arms raised,  and slowly the points of the two wands came together and touched.

The whole of Wandguard was encircled in a huge dome of flashing light which hummed and sang in glorious colour.  In the centre, stood our hero and heroine, grinning, heads held high and their two wands throwing out spools of coloured light above their heads.  The whole population of Kinguard, Wandguard plus some outsiders who had heard and turned up uninvited, were dazzled and awestruck by the spectacle.  As the two young people looked at each other, there passed an understanding between them – that there had to be more than this for them.  But at that very moment, John started to fade before Jazlyn's eyes.  He started to feel distant, as though he wasn't really there, and the scene before him began to evaporate as the familiar figure of William Stone, the previous Wandmaster took substance before him.  The smiles fled from the faces of the two young people, and with a last beseeching look back John was gone.  The light show faded and Jazlyn dropped to her knees, hugging her wand to her chest and crying, "No!" 

In the silence of nowhere, William Stone guided John back through the wall of the dark crystal.  It was a dream-like experience over which he had no control and during which he felt strangely detached. He wanted to react but was unable to do anything except follow, propelled along by some force he could not counter, sucking him further and further away from the Dark Crystal Realm and before him a familiar, yet unfamiliar image began to form.  He drifted through the nothing into a room he recognised as his bedroom in his little house near the park.  It was gloomy, lit by candle-flame that twinkled in reflections from the crystals placed around the figure lying in his bed.  He saw, with detachment that it was his own body and that there was a stranger standing at the foot of the bed, eyes closed, rocking gently to and fro, and chanting.  John drifted past him, in silent companionship with William Stone, who directed him back into his body, and before disappearing, spoke to John's mind "Honour, Wandmaster John, your task is fulfilled and you have returned to your first life. Peace be with you in your renewal." With that, John felt a jolt, William Stone was gone, and he flicked open his eyes, taking in the scene before him, pulling a deep breath of air into his lungs, and trying to understand exactly what was happening.

"I am Luis Estervan, your keeper and watcher," said the elderly, broad shouldered man at the foot of his bed.  John remembered seeing him in a glimpse of his old life when he was in Kinguard.  "I carried out the same function for William Stone, and I have come a very long way to be beside you now, but we will talk when you are recovered from your journey.  Here, drink this, it will restore you somewhat and then you must rise and begin your life here again.  You are weak from your long absence." He helped John to sit up and gave him a cup of strong-smelling herb tea, which John allowed to slip down his throat, wondering how long he had been without food or drink.  He thanked this Luis Estervan, and did not question either his presence or his origins.  Too much had passed for him to feel this whole situation unusual – it was only mildly puzzling, but not at all alarming after all his recent exploits.

His head cleared finally, his surroundings solidified in his awareness, and he sat pensively trying to make sense of things.  Jazlyn's desperate look as he left her was the strongest image he had of all that had passed and he felt a huge emptiness at having left the Realm.  He looked Luis in the eyes and asked, 

"Will I ever go back?" 

"That I cannot say, Wandmaster. Perhaps."

The little apartment was in darkness.  No-one was home.  It's owner had left early in the morning dressed in travelling clothes, a rucksack on his back.  He was off to the airport with a strange companion, and they were booked on a flight to Bolivia.  There was much to be done.










Afterword from the Author

Living in Greece, Crete to be exact, I started this book as a form of therapy. I was in a frustrating situation, in a country not my own, with responsibilities which I felt ill-equipped to cope with.  Writing gave me an outlet and the book is pure escapism.  

It is not an angry book. It is an adventure into a foreign environment full of dangers and with demands made on the hero by the 'establishment' to perform great deeds that he is ill-prepared by previous life experiences to accomplish.  I only now see that my adventure has parallels to the life I was living.  The overall choice of fantasy fiction genre and the inspiration for an adventure in a strange Dystopia stems from the books that were available to me through my two sons, who filled my shelves with such reading material on visits in the summer from England where they studied, at a time when I had neither the economic luxury to buy books either on line or otherwise, in my native language.  Reading Greek authors in Greek is a worthwhile challenge I have tackled, but does not provide for me the pleasure that reading in English does – the nuances in a language are fine-tuned and I like to feel I am on 'home territory' in terms of language. I would not, on principle, read an English novel translated into Greek, which would have been my only other option.


I used the imagery of the dark crystal as a means of passage to the strange new world because I was, and still am, fascinated by the beauty and uniqueness of the crystal and rock formations which surround us and form in the depths of the earth in darkness and under pressure, only to emerge to shine in the light of our sun-bathed earth.  I was fascinated to find that an anthology of translated modern Greek poetry exists entitled 'The Dark Crystal', 1(The Dark Crystal, Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard, Published by Denise Harvey & Company, Lambrou, Fotiadi & Mets, Athens Greece.) and that Lawrence Durrell 2 (Prospero's Cell) had referred to life in Greece as though seeing things through a dark crystal.  "You enter Greece as one might enter a dark crystal; the form of things becomes irregular, refracted."  I admit to not having read any of his works, "My Family and Other Animals" by his brother Gerald being my only Durrell read. It seems that the dark crystal image somehow pops into the psyche of those who live and write in a Greek context quite independently. Interesting, that, especially when you consider the intensity of colour given to the Greek landscape by the burning summer sunlight.


I don't claim to have written a great book, or even a good book. I am not able to judge.  I have written a book which I can leave to my children, through which they will perhaps remember me a little better, and through which my grandchildren will get to know me through my writing.  I hope they will be able to 'feel' me through its pages, and at the same time, join me on a little adventure.


I thank you if you have taken the time to read this book, and I hope you will excuse my weaknesses and any inconsistencies that I haven't rooted out.  If you don't like it, well, that's ok, just know that it had to be written.





Thanks

Thanks are due to:

To my children, Dino (who took the burden of publishing off my shoulders), Robert and Rena for nagging me to finish the book.

To my husband, Elias, without whom neither my children nor the book would have existed. 

To Mandy Mavromati, who encouraged me and designed the cover.

To England and Crete, Greece, for being England and Crete, Greece.
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