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BEHIND THEM THE FROZEN river remained silent. A chill wind scattered loose flakes, filling up the hollows of their footprints. Before them white-furred twigs gleamed in weak sunlight.

Dracomagan shivered, loosening her weapon in its scabbard. “I don't like it,” she announced, “the air reeks of enchantment.”

Parsley hugged herself, feeling the frigid air penetrate her fur-lined hat. “I have been chosen,” she said. “I must find a way.”

Dracomagan looked sceptical and stared again at the barrier before them. A tangle of tree and frost, gleaming blue-green, stood motionless. Thorny briar held hazel sapling with brown frosted chains. Beyond them, fallen birches leaned at odd angles, bark almost luminous. Through the gaps between trunks they could see a mass of grey-blue-greenness, shot through with hints of purple.

“Right!” Dracomagan stamped her booted feet decisively, reached behind her and withdrew the jagged blade. She hefted the wicked-looking weapon with both hands and swung it at the nearest profusion of branches. The giant potato peeler bounced off frosted wood, jarring the woman's hands. She winced, swearing under her breath.

“That's not right,” Parsley murmured. “The message said 'a ruby tear will open the way.'”

“A ruby tear?” Dracomagan snorted. “What's that?”

Parsley looked thoughtful while the warrior checked her blade for damage. At length, the girl slipped off a fur-lined mitten and stretched out long fingers towards the iced barbs. She delicately pressed the first finger of her right hand against a slender, pointed icicle. A single drop of bright red blood fell against the frost rimed branch. Parsley placed her pierced finger in her mouth. Like an echo of breaking glass, the air was filled with sparkling light. A cool breeze rattled the frozen briars.

“Look!” Parsley gestured to the tangle of briar and branch as they unwound and drew apart.

“Shards and Shells!” Dracomagan exclaimed as a pathway emerged from the retreating undergrowth. Ahead of them loomed a green plantation of giant trees.
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“GO ON!”

Dracomagan scowled. “I thought this was your quest.”

“It is, but... you know...”

The green darkness that yawned ahead was as eerie as the unseasonable frost and ice. The warrior shook her head and held her blade before her.

“I know, I go first to scare off anything threatening!” She plunged into the verdant gloom aware that Parsley was close behind her.

The cold sky was lost, drowned out by the large, round leaves of the strange trees. Each vast trunk rose brown and steeply straight, the same circumference from base as far as the eye could see.

A faint scent hung in the air, encapsulated by ice. It was a juxtaposition of smells, where winter met summer.

Dracomagan stalked ahead, muted light glinting on her aggressive-looking weapon. The path wound up and down, travelling from gloom into twilight, from evening dimness to raincloud heaviness. How long they walked, Dracomagan could not tell but at length, green twilight gave way to pale daylight. She paused at the edge of the forest, feeling relief that Lord Thyme's castle was where it had always been. But... Her skin prickled.

Parsley stood beside her, looking down at the many turreted fortress on its mound surrounded by a wide moat. Coloured pennants rippled in a wind that did not touch the trees behind them. The snap-crack of breeze-blown fabric was the only sound. Now she was out of the forest, Parsley felt brave. There, before her was the castle where, she had been told, she would find her true love. She stepped onto the clean flagstone road.

“Where are you going?” Dracomagan demanded.

“To find the prisoner and wake them from sleep, as Merlin's messenger instructed.”

“Humph!” Dracomagan sheathed the peeler with a rasp of steel that sounded too loud in the wind punctuated silence. Stooping, she withdrew a pair of evil-looking knives, one from each boot. Parsley shook her head. She felt the danger was over now. She was on a mission, and she was going to succeed.

Dracomagan strode after her friend, eyes roving, feeling danger, but uncertain as to its source. “Why didn't Merlin give you the message in person? I thought he still had a soft spot for you.”

Parsley's cheeks turned pink, though the wind was hardly cold now. “He was busy, so he sent Nimue.”

“Never heard of her,” Dracomagan declared. “How do you know he sent her? Did he send you a token?”

Parsley looked blank. “She said she had been sent by Merlin, so...”

Dracomagan's snort echoed back from the sandstone walls of the castle before them. “And what exactly did she tell you?”

“That my true love was nearby, but that he was in an enchanted sleep, and that only I could awaken him.”

The warrior sighed, scanning the empty battlements. “How many times have you been told your “true love” isn't far away?”

Parsley looked embarrassed and pouted.

“I would have thought, that after the Rusalka Ritual you would have learned to ignore such predictions. But no! You're still as gullible as ever...”

“Where is everyone?” Parsley wondered.

“Well done for noticing!”

Parsley glared at her. No guard challenged them at the gates which stood open, portcullis raised. Stepping into the empty courtyard, the two women listened for sounds of life. No bird sang, no dog barked. Only the wind-blown pennants snapped overhead. Parsley craned her neck to see if any soldiers patrolled the battlements and stumbled over a round, wooden lid. Dracomagan's gloved hand grabbed her arm and pulled her to safety.

“Please look where you're going,” the warrior sighed, returning the knife to her hand. “I can't look out all the time for both of us!”

Parsley shuddered as she gazed at the black hole of the well. “Why isn't it covered?”

“Exactly.” Dracomagan headed towards the only open door leading off the courtyard. “The well is always covered when not in use, so what was so important that someone would leave it open?”
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PARSLEY HURRIED AFTER her, not wanting to be left alone. With one foot, Dracomagan pushed the wooden door open slowly, knives held before her. Silence greeted the two women. A silence that shrouded a multitude of pale statues. The crowd of motionless effigies stood with their backs to the door, staring up at a richly robed man on the sweeping staircase. His arms were upraised, his mouth open, eyes staring. Dracomagan wove her way through the crowd, searching faces, a frown darkening her brow. Parsley followed, feeling nervous. 

“What do you see?” Dracomagan's voice hissed through the still room, making Parsley jump.

Parsley looked at the statues again and saw their expressions ranged from fear to horror. Uneasiness stirred in her belly and she wondered if it really was that important to find her true love in such a place as this.

Dracomagan stood beside the man on the stairs, knives still raised, one foot tapping the marble tread.

“Who is he?” Parsley asked.

“Lord Thyme.” Dracomagan chewed her lip. “But his son is nowhere to be seen. Let's search upstairs.”

Parsley really didn't want to. Whatever Lord Thyme had been telling his courtiers before they were turned into statues, had to be pretty scary. She lifted her velvet, claret skirts and started climbing. The stairs went on and on and Parsley's calves started aching. She wondered if the courtiers had been petrified and was about to ask Dracomagan about this theory when the warrior came to an abrupt halt.
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