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An ancient adventure of heroes and magic,

of witches and druids, and of love, seduction, and heartbreak

 

 


THE ORACLE

 

 

Allow me to tell you a tale of travel and adventure. It is the story of an ancestor of mine from long ago. His name was King Rufus and he ruled over the Kingdom of Vindocladia in the realm of Wessex, in the south of the island of Albion. This was at a time when the Gods and Goddesses were still revered and honoured by the people. Dragons ruled the skies, hobgoblins roamed in the deep forests, and sea nymphs lured men to a watery death. It was a time when faeries gathered at rivers and springs, and magic and spells were still being cast. Men followed the code of chivalry and women were ladies. It was a very long time ago.

Before dawn had a chance to paint the eastern sky with red and the morning songs of the birds began, a solitary figure slipped out of the castle unseen. The man walked confidently the hill to the sleeping village that surrounded the castle. The man wore a simple green cloak, not too flash nor too shabby. The hood covered his face as he quietly made his way through the village. He carried with him his trusty staff of holly. The man owned three staffs: an oak staff for its hardness that he used for fighting, a willow staff for its softness that he used for walking, and the one he had with him today.  The holly staff was best for general use: it was ideal for both fighting and walking. It was his favourite staff and he had named it Caliburn.

The man reached the edge of the village before turning back towards the castle for a final glance. It was his castle, for he was the King. King Rufus was his name, and he was starting out on an adventure that had been recommended by his prophet after reading the entrails of a goat. 

‘King Rufus, my Lord,’ the prophet had declared, ‘the omens are telling me that you must go in search of a magical realm outside your kingdom. You must journey alone and in secret after the great Festivals of Beltane have finished.’

The King had heeded his prophet’s advice. The Beltane fires had burnt themselves out a week ago and the Stag Lord, the King of Nature, had descended into the world of man bringing with him the fresh spirit of nature. Leaves were starting to appear on the trees and flowers were starting to bloom. Cattle were being released into fields after the dark winter months. The land was coming alive once more. The King loved this time of year. It was a good time for a quest. He turned his back on his castle and the village. However, before stepping into the thick, darkness of the ancient forest that separated all the Kingdoms, he asked the Mother Goddess for guidance and protection.

 

*

 

Shafts of morning sun penetrated the forest as the King walked the well-defined path that headed towards the small hamlet of Muleburne, 10 miles east of his castle at Vindocladia. 

Vindocladia was the meeting place of three major roads that connected his empire to New Sarum in the north, and the great stone temple beyond, Werham to the south by the Great Pool, and the town of Durnovana to the east in the shadow of the great castle of Dunium. The King’s prophet had told him to go in search of a magical realm, but he could not tell him where to find this land; however, he knew someone who could. Near to the hamlet of Muleburn lived the Oracle, Nimue, a priestess of beauty and wisdom. The King had used the Oracle several times in the past, and she had always proved to be correct in her prophecies. It was one of these prophecies that had led to him meeting his wife, princess Carolyn; the daughter of King Dalan and Queen Calatin, whose kingdom lay in the mountains of Gymry far out to the west. 

Along with his staff, the King had brought a shoulder bag containing a purse of silver coins, a roll of twine, and some dried meat and bread the housemaid had prepared for him the night before., and He also carried a dagger that was fashioned by the mystical hands of the faerie folk. It was said that the blade would cut through any material and kill any demon or unearthly creature it stabbed. This magical blade, Rufus kept hidden in one of his sturdy leather boots. 

The sun was high in the sky when the King neared Muleburn, as he sat by the River Pidele to rest and have a snack before visiting the Oracle. He found himself a spot under an old oak and ate a little of his bread and meat. While eating, the King thought back to the time of his first ever meeting with the Oracle, when he was still a young prince. His father, King Angus, had been away for some time fighting in the Brecon Hills of Gymry. He was helping one of his allies King Dalan to defend his Kingdom from Northern Pict invaders Things were not going well, and the King had sent a message for Prince Rufus to help the cause. The prince had a personal army of a hundred soldiers which he kept fighting fit, but Rufus did not agree with violence of any kind and had always been able to steer clear of warfare. King Angus had sent the young prince away at an early age, to New Sarum, to train in the art of fighting. Rufus preferred the staff over the sword, axe, bow, and spear to defend himself, as it was less likely to kill anyone. He was quite happy to crack a skull or two and break a man’s balls, leaving the killing to his troops. In fact, Rufus so enjoyed the feel of the staff that he practiced with it every day, even when his training had finished. Rufus considered himself to be the best staff fighter in the whole Kingdom of Wessex. He became so confident that he would command one of his troops to fire an arrow at him to catch in the wood of the staff. One day though, probably after too much wine, he tried to defend himself from two arrows, misjudged the flights, and was struck by one of the arrows in his right thigh. It hurt. The scar still remains to this day and reminds him of the incident when it niggles in cold conditions.

Anyway, as I have already mentioned, the prince had reservations about fighting wars that he considered none of his business, but at the same time he had a duty to his father. Rufus had heard about the Oracle and decided it was time to call on her for advice. Nimue readily welcomed the prince; she told him that going to help his father would set him up in good stead as the future king, and at the same time he would find the love of his life. On this advice, the prince took his army to Gymry and helped his father and King Dalan repel the invaders. In doing so, he won the respect of his father and King, and won the hand of Dalan’s eldest daughter: Princess Carolyn.

A rustle in the bushes broke his thoughts and Rufus automatically reached for Caliburn. He looked around for its source but could see nothing although he felt someone, or something, was watching him. The King decided it was time to move on and took a drink from the river before leaving. It was time to meet the Oracle.

 

*

 

Heading north upriver towards the Oracle’s temple, the King still felt that eyes were watching him from the undergrowth. He held his trusty staff close to his chest ready for an ambush. Suddenly, up ahead on the path a warrior appeared, dressed in leather armour, and carrying a short sword. Rufus found a good footing and held Caliburn ready to resist an attack. The warrior stood motionless, seemingly unconcerned at the King’s presence. Then, a beautiful woman wearing a gown of morning mist appeared from the same place as the warrior, stood by him, and held her hand out towards the King. 

‘Rufus my friend, I have been expecting you,’ the woman spoke in a gentle voice. ‘Don’t mind the warrior, he is employed by me to guard against attacks from the hobgoblins.’ The King recognized her as the Oracle Nimue. ‘Times are changing fast,’ she continued, ‘I see a new god in my visions, sweeping all other gods and goddesses before him like a dark cloud from the east.’ 

He lowered his weapon and greeted the priestess with a kiss on the cheek. Nimue went on to tell the King about recent incursions of the hobgoblins around Muleburne and the surrounding areas, attacking the villagers and stealing food and cattle. The Oracle believed that a higher force was controlling the normally secretive creatures, making them behave in ways that stirred up the lives of mankind, but she could not think why.

‘I need your help to seek a magical realm outside my kingdom,’ the King told the Oracle. 

Nimue walked back to her camp with Rufus, along a path through dense undergrowth.

‘I am sorry I have not yet been able to find out who abducted your son or why he was taken,’ spoke Nimue, as they entered the camp, which was encircled by standing stones. ‘I have been led to believe he is across the water in Armorica, being cared for by the faeries,’ she continued. 

Armorica thought the King, the land of the Bretons; he knew it well. I bet Morgan le Fay was behind it, contemplated the King.

The King had spent some time in Armorica as a prince, studying the Art of War with a master from the east called Sun Tzu, and swordsmanship with the samurai Miyamato Musashi. These studies took place at Penpon, in the centre of the Enchanted Forest of Broceliande that covered most of the region of Armorica. It was here that he met Morgan le Fay, a beautiful faerie, but not one to be trusted. As beautiful and charming as the faerie was, the young prince was in love with his Gymrian princess and refused her advances, until she entranced him into making love to her in her cave. She tried to keep him prisoner for his unfaithfulness to his betrothed Carolyn   but, because she tricked him, he refused to stay with her and threatened to cut her head off unless she released him. Reluctantly, she let Rufus go, but swore she would get her own back.

She has taken my heir as revenge, thought the King. 

Nimue had read his thoughts and told him not to jump to conclusions. She would find out for sure where his son was being held and inform him in due course. The King struggled to put the matter to the back of his mind as the pair made their way to a stone temple at the centre of the camp. 

A young priestess came from a tent and motioned for the King to sit in a chair, before returning with a goblet of wine for him while Nimue prepared herself to talk to the gods. A fissure in the ground emitted vapours that induced an ecstasy in the Oracle as she sat on a golden tripod As the King watched and enjoyed his wine, Nimue started to utter strange words: the tongue of the angels. The sun was now at its zenith in the clear sky above the clearing that held the Oracle’s temple. Nimue seemed to ride on waves of emotions, one minute excited and poetic and the next, groaning and twisting her body as if in agony. Soon she was done and the young priestess who had served the King helped the exhausted Oracle from her golden stool and ushered her into the tent behind the King. He was deep in thought; the sight of the Oracle in action never ceased to amaze him every time he visited. It was a spectacular experience to see.

Shortly afterwards, the young priestess exited the tent and came to stand facing Rufus. It was she, who interpreted the words of the Oracle. The King finished his wine and put the goblet on the small table beside his chair. ‘The Oracle has spoken to the gods through the mediation of the angels,’ the priestess told the King. ‘This is the response the gods gave to your question regarding the location of the mystical land you seek,’ Rufus sat up in his chair. ’’Southern voices calling to you, mystic magic, and seas of blue. Timeless marvels cease to wonder when you know the spell, you’re under. Secret sounds of giant sea birds, singing songs of a lonesome end. Golden cats in temples of stone, the spells of time are your friend.’’

The King was a little surprised at the interpretation; it was not what he was expecting. 

Timeless marvels? Golden cats in temples? This was no help.

‘It does not really tell me where I will find this mystical land,’ protested the King, ‘I do not understand its meaning.’ 

‘I can only relate what the Oracle spoke,’ asserted the priestess. ‘It is up to you to make of it what you will.’

Rufus scratched his head. He knew the priestess was telling the truth and could assist him no more. Rising from his seat he thanked the priestess, took a silver coin from his purse, and placed it in a bowl next to the tent. The priestess smiled at the King, and he kissed her on the cheek before making his way out of the temple site. He nodded to the warrior as he continued his journey westwards towards Tincladene and a bed before sundown.

 

 


THE MEADOW OF DELIGHTS

 

 

The riddle the Oracle had given the King was going around in his mind as he made his way towards the small hamlet of Tincladene. He needed to reach the valley of small farms   before nightfall; he did not fancy being out in the forest for the night. He much preferred the comfort and protection of a room to a cold and foreboding forest. The King was aware of eyes following him as he walked but decided that whatever was watching him posed no immediate threat.

The King reached Tincladene, which sat on the banks of the Fair River, as the orange ball of the sun set upon on the horizon. Amongst the small farms that made up the village of Tincladene, Rufus found accommodation at the Sun Inn, which backed onto the river. Before settling down for the night, the King enjoyed a tankard of ale in the bar. He sat at a table near to the door, contemplating the riddle that the Oracle had given him, when he was joined by a thin man dressed in an expensive red suit of clothes. 

‘Mind if I join you, good sir?’ the skinny man asked, as he sat opposite Rufus. ‘My name is Lord Belvedore,’ the man continued. He placed a large ewer of ale on the table between them and topped up the King’s tankard. Rufus thanked the well-dressed stranger and told him that his name was Rufus, from Vindocladia. He told Lord Belvedore that he was a carpenter on his way to Durnovaria to do some work in the castle. He kept the fact that he was a King secret. He could do without the intrusion of the skinny man but felt obliged to be polite. 

‘How can I help you?’ asked Rufus. 

‘It is I that can help you,’ replied Lord Belvedore, as he pulled from his bag a collection of fur things. 

‘The best coney fur in the land,’ the stranger continued, ‘Hats, gloves, boots, whatever you fancy at a knock-down price!’ Rufus looked at the man’s merchandise, then up at him.

‘I do not need any of that, thank you sir,’ replied Rufus, taking a generous mouthful of ale. Lord Belvedore topped up the tankard once again. 

‘How about a lucky coney paw?’ he continued. 

‘No thank you,’ insisted Rufus, starting to get irritated with the intrusion but Lord Belvedore had not finished yet, much to the annoyance of Rufus.

‘I can get you anything you want,’ the stranger persisted, ‘Women? Boys? Tell me what you want, and I guarantee that I can get it,’ insisted Lord Belvedore. 

‘Anything?’ enquired Rufus.

‘I guarantee it,’ boasted the man in red. 

‘I am looking for a magical realm,’ explained Rufus, taking another large swig of his ale. ‘In the south by the sea,’ he continued, unsure of how much he should reveal to the stranger. Lord Belvedore thought for a second, rubbing his large, pointed chin. 

‘I know of a place,’ whispered Lord Belvedore ‘A place called The Meadow of Delights, about five miles south of here, a beautiful magic clearing in the forest beside a river.’

‘Five miles south from here, you say?’ asked Rufus, beginning to take an interest in the stranger. It could not do any harm in visiting, he decided. ‘How much for you to take me there?’ enquired the cautious traveller. 

‘You, my friend, I will take for nothing. I have to go that way tomorrow anyhow,’ insisted Lord Belvedore. ‘I will be leaving early: as soon as the sun rises. Meet me outside here and we will travel together to the Meadow of Delights.’

With that, the strange man in the red suit saluted to Rufus, bidding him farewell, gathered up his furs, and left the tavern as quickly as he had arrived. He had left behind the ewer of ale on the table. 

Waste not want not, thought Rufus, and spent the rest of the evening finishing the ale. The bar had filled up with locals who were merrily drinking and singing the night away.

As dawn painted the morning sky red, orange, and yellow, Rufus stood outside the Sun Inn waiting for Lord Belvedore to arrive. A cool breeze wrapped itself around the king as he looked up and down the street. The village was empty of souls this early in the morning. Then a lone figure walking towards him, silhouetted against the morning sunrise, caught his eye. It was the stranger in red, with his sack of furs over his shoulder, a black brimmed hat shielding his face, and a sword tucked into his belt.

‘Good morning, Rufus, my friend,’ called Lord Belvedore. The king gave a wave of his hand towards the man and waited for him to reach him before returning conversation. 

‘Good morning to you, sir. I am ready for you to show me the Meadow of Delights you promised last night.’ 

Lord Belvedore smiled at the king, ‘Of course my friend, follow me. We shall reach the place in an hour or so.’ The King took up his staff and walked alongside Lord Belvedore out of Tincladene, with the rising sun behind them, and took the path through the forest leading towards the great town of Durnovaria.

The pair followed the river for a time before coming to a bridge that led to another path through the forest, heading south.

‘This is the path to the Meadow of Delights,’ said Lord Belvedore, pointing towards the old wooden bridge that straddled the river. Beams of sunlight darted in through the canopy of leaves as the sun continued to rise overhead. The forest was much denser south of the river and the path more constricted, and much less travelled. The squeals of animals could be heard in the distance. Rufus took a firm grip of his trusty staff, Caliburn, before taking the lead over the bridge and into the dark woods on the other side. The King could feel the same eyes looking at him that he sensed on his way to the Oracle the day before.  

‘These woods are foreboding,’ Rufus thought out loud. 

‘Nonsense,’ replied Lord Belvedore, ‘I come up and down this way regularly and have witnessed nothing more than a scared deer and a few long-eared conies, bobbing about in the undergrowth from time to time.’ He gave Rufus a reassuring pat on the back, took the lead along the path, and began to whistle a tune as he walked. Rufus was not reassured but could not show his discomfort; after all, he was a brave king. He followed on behind the strange man in red, staying alert to everything around him. The forest was too dense to see very far and for all the King knew a monster could be only feet away, ready to strike.

But Rufus needn’t have worried; they shortly arrived at a large clearing, which seemed extremely bright after the darkness of the forest. A large standing stone dominated the area and a stream flowed across the expanse. It looked very serene and immediately Rufus began to relax.

‘Welcome to the Meadow of Delights,’ announced Lord Belvedore, as he gestured with his hand at the scene before them. The meadow was awash with colour: red poppies, pink of peonies, yellow dahlias, and pale blue foxgloves. It was truly a meadow of delights, such as the king had never seen.

‘Let us rest for a while by the standing stone,’ announced the mysterious man in red. 

‘I have brought food and drink.’ Lord Belvedore continued. 

‘And then I will leave you to search for what you are looking for in peace and continue on my way with a full stomach and a quenched thirst,’ stressed Lord Belvedore, as he sat by the large standing stone and began removing some of the contents from his bag. Rufus, now fully at ease, joined him beside the nine-foot, grey, limestone megalith. Lord Belvedore offered a slab of cheese and a crust of bread, and Rufus thanked him before eagerly devouring the food. While he ate, Rufus took in the surrounding scenery and enjoyed the view. A few clouds in the heavens obscured the sun now and again, creating shadows that raced across the meadow. Birdsong accompanied the rippling of the small stream that flowed eastwards in front of the two men. A cool breeze rustled the leaves in the forest surrounding them; this is paradise indeed, thought Rufus.

After the pair had eaten, Lord Belvedore passed a goatskin of wine to Rufus, who drank the sweet contents gladly and thanked the stranger for his kindness once again. Lord Belvedore smiled as he watched his companion relax and stretch in satisfaction. The king felt good in himself, and his eyes grew heavy as he relaxed against the great stone, his mind beginning to wander. What was the riddle the Oracle had given him? Southern voices calling to you, 

Mystic magic seas of blue, Timeless marvels ... Rufus could not remember of the rest. 

What did this place have to do with the riddle? What did this place have to do with anything? 

Rufus tried to open his eyes, but a deep tiredness had gripped him. He felt comfortably numb as the pleasantness of the warm sun caressed his weary body. He failed to notice the man in red remove a length of cord from his bag and reach over towards him. 

 

*

 

When Rufus came around, his head was spinning, and he felt sick. Worse still, he found himself tethered by his wrists to the standing stone behind him. 

What was going on? 

As his mind cleared, he realised that the stranger had deceived him, but for what purpose? He could see the contents of his bag on the ground in front of him, minus the coins, and his staff some distance away, lying in the grass. Rufus could feel the trusty “Fireblade,” his dagger made by the faeries, still safely hidden inside his boot and was glad that he took the precaution to conceal it there that morning. Unfortunately, he could not reach the weapon to free himself; he was helpless until somebody came along to free him. He did not have to wait long. Coming out of the forest from the southern edge of the meadow, the King saw several figures striding towards him. At first, he could not make out their features, but as they waded across the river, he could see that they were hobgoblins, heavily armed with swords and clubs and making their way straight towards him.

The smell of the hideous creatures reached Rufus about a minute before they were standing at his feet, sneering, and prodding him with their weapons. 

‘Another poor sap for the Ogre,’ observed the fattest and most disgusting hobgoblin. 

‘Lorac will be pleased,’ replied another, ‘this one at least has some meat on his bones,’ he continued. The group of hobgoblins laughed at this comment. 

‘Will be worth several gold pieces I think,’ continued the first creature, rubbing his dirty hands in glee, which caused another outburst of laughter from the group.

Rufus stared at the motley crew of fat, slimy, swine in front of him, as he slowly regained his composure. He knew from experience that these creatures were not the most intelligent of beings and once he was free would be able to make his escape. He decided to play along to find out what they were up to.

‘What do you want with me?’ pleaded Rufus. ‘Please don’t hurt me.’ The leader of the group spat out a great green globule of slime that landed on the ground beside the king before replying.

‘Oh, it’s not what we are going to do with you that you have to worry about my friend, but what the ogre is going to do with you.’ The chief hobgoblin called to a comrade to untie the prisoner, while the others kept their swords aimed at





cover.jpeg





images/image2.jpeg
trlonhullfort
S
(Ve il
S

{ o/fenple of
¥ Belisoma
st
éi‘?,f ':LT[?F
THE ISLE
OF
THE DEAD

Cave





images/image.png
Duien - Hhide Casle
Dumeris — Duchester
Adebue - Mibere
e Maer — Overreine
Rirgstede — Rgstnd
Tichdene ~ Treleten
Vindechis - Bndary Ris
khmax Refet> 00N Waimethe - Weyreth
Weir farlet — Wrehar
The isle otk

memeom mcieat tracks

enebead





images/image3.png





