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The Kingdoms of Dagonfell

The kingdoms of Dagonfell were established long ago following the defeat of the malevolent god Dagon and his demi-gods by the benevolent god Adda and his followers. In the aftermath of Dagon’s fall, human tribes dispersed across the land, gradually displacing many elder races, and denizens over millennia, they transformed into the diverse kingdoms of Dagonfell, a realm reminiscent of our ancient world. Indeed, numerous myths, legends, and creatures from this forgotten land have seeped into our own reality over the ages, and vice versa. The bard served as the custodian of these narratives, encompassing histories, myths, songs, and poetry, significantly shaping the culture of all Dagonfell’s kingdoms. Bards were revered wherever they roamed, celebrated by monarchs, chieftains, and the populace alike, as they played the harp, sang elegies, crafted proverbs, and recounted sagas. They were the original storytellers, with Bowen standing out as the most illustrious among them, a bard, adventurer, swordsman, romantic, and master of tales.
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Chapter One - The Tale of Robin Goodfellow


The Kingdom of Anglia
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The vibrant glow of the stained-glass windows at The Wyvern casts a kaleidoscope of colours into the night, while the cheerful sounds of laughter and celebration spill forth, offering a comforting embrace to any weary traveller wandering through the darkness. Nestled in the heart of the quaint farming village of Greywood, this inn and tavern stands as a beacon of warmth and hospitality, a testament to the community's spirit. Greywood, known for its expansive fields of golden wheat that flourish season after season, plays a vital role in sustaining the agricultural landscape of Anglia, making The Wyvern not just a place to rest, but a hub of life and camaraderie in the countryside.

Within the cozy confines of the rustic tavern, a warm and inviting atmosphere enveloped the space, buzzing with the joyous spirit of a new harvest season's arrival. The townsfolk raised their glasses in jubilant toasts, their laughter mingling with the clinking of mugs as they celebrated the promise of bountiful crops ahead. The air was thick with the sweet aroma of honey mead and ale, remnants of which splattered across the wooden tables, evidence of the revelry that had already unfolded. With the night still stretching ahead, the anticipation of more merriment hung in the air, ensuring that the festivities were far from over.

Among the assembly, not everyone hailed from Greywood; there, illuminated by the dancing flames of the stone fireplace, stood Bowen, the bard. In his late twenties, he exuded charm and sophistication, his striking features enhanced by shoulder-length black hair, a neatly groomed beard, and captivating hazel eyes that drew attention wherever he went. Clad in brown leather trousers and sturdy boots, he complemented his attire with a vibrant green shirt and a rugged leather vest, complete with a belt adorned with pouches essential for any adventurer. With one foot perched on a chair, he skilfully plucked the strings of his lyre, his nimble fingers weaving a tapestry of sound as he sang a lively melody that filled the room with warmth and joy.

“Winter, now thy spite is spent.

Frost and ice branches bent.

Frogs and furious storms are over.

Sloth and torpor, sorrow, pallid wrath, lean discontent.

Now comes the graceful band of joy”.

The patrons cheer and clap the bard as he brings his happy song about the end of bitter winter to a close.

“Another song!” Cries farmer Osbert.

“No - a rhyme,” interjects Adelina, the plump but cute innkeeper’s wife.

Bowen takes up the challenge.

The patrons applaud.

Bowen sets aside the lyre, his fingers deftly transitioning to the lute, where he begins to gently pluck the strings with a practiced ease. The instrument, though aged and marked by time with its weathered surface and elongated neck, carries a history of melodies long past. Yet, under the skilled touch of Bowen, the lute resonates with a bright and vibrant sound, each note ringing out with clarity and precision, as if the instrument itself is rejuvenated by his artistry.

“Oh, there once was a girl with a wondrous face.

But when she did smile, she darkened the sky.

With her blackened teeth.”

“Another, another.” Osbert cries spilling his ale down the front of his dirty white shirt.

Bowen strums on as he commences another little ditty.

“I had a little nut tree, nothing would it bear.

But a silver nutmeg and a golden pear.

The king of Anglia’s daughter came to visit me.

All for the sake of my little nut tree”.

Adelina erupts into joyous laughter, her delight ignited by the unmistakable double entendre woven into the melody. “Absolutely marvellous, just absolutely marvellous,” she exclaims, her enthusiasm infectious as her compliments resonate among the others present, who eagerly echo her sentiments.

“More - more,” enthuses Osbert.

Bowen smiles at such an appreciative audience and strums again. His fingers not making a sour note.

“Tinker, tinker tailor, make me some hoes.

Tinker, tinker tailor, don’t make me wear holes in my hoes”. 

“Now that’s just silly,” Adelina tells him, her cheeks growing redder by the minute, “but one more - please”.

“No - a story,” Warin the blacksmith begs, “tell us a tale, bard.”

The notion is quickly taken up by all and sundry.

“Well, then, what shall it be?” Bowen asks.

“A tale of ale,” Colm the brewer suggests.

“No, a comedy, tell us the story of Trinity and her mischievous sisters,” begs Batch the butcher. 

“All fine tales to be sure,” Bowen concurs, “but hardly befitting for an audience of such illustrious common folk as yourselves.  Is it not better that I beguile you with stories of great battles, of King Tartan and Salon; or of the champion Cuchulain, and the cruel demands of honour? Or perhaps a story about the fabled realm of the dragon hunters? No, then how about I tell you a tale of great lovers, of the lily maid of Astolat?

Cries of “aye” and “nay” follow each suggestion. 

Bowen loves it; he has the audience in the palm of his hand.

“Or perhaps you would like to hear the coming of the blessed Adda to Dagonfell”, he continues with enthusiasm, “and his rise to apotheosis - yes - no?”

The suggestions receive a mixed response. Talk of piety or religion is not in the hearts or minds of anyone on this night of revelry. 

Bowen switches tack. “I can see that you’re a most astute audience; one not taken to spiritual and philosophical tales. So then perhaps a story about your king and his war with the rebellious Kingdom of Breasail?”

But stories about the ongoing war with the Breasails’ were also not high on the list of those gathered in the Wyvern.

Bowen runs his fingers thoughtfully along his chin, feigning confusion as he scans the audience, their expressions gradually shifting to disappointment. Just as their spirits seem to droop, he suddenly snaps his fingers, a spark of inspiration igniting in his eyes, transforming the atmosphere with a jolt of renewed energy. “So perhaps befitting the occasion a story of mother nature is what is in order tonight. How would you like to hear the tale of Robin Goodfellow?”

“He’s a myth, a will o’ the wisp,” Adelina chirps in.

“But in all myth is there not an element of truth?” Bowen counters.

“He doesn’t exist,” Warin says waving his hand and dismissing such nonsense.

“What would you know, Warin,” Osbert questions, “my da use to tell me stories of him, and he believed in ‘em.”

“Your da believed anythin’ after gettin’ into Brienus’ brew,” Batch mocks.

This jibe brings laughter all around.

Bowen interjects. “I fully understand your scepticism, I truly do. But I, Bowen, stand before you good folk as proof. For I’ve met him.”

This announcement quietens down the protests.

Bowen continues. “Yes, and if you would indulge me, I’ll tell you of my recent encounter with this denizen.”

Bowen’s last words have a taint of bitterness to them, but he has the attention of those gathered.

“Surely that is worth a pint?” Bowen smiles as he takes up his empty wooden goblet.

Godwin, the portly middle-aged innkeeper tops up Bowen’s goblet. “Aye, that’s a story I’d like to hear. And if ya not full of piss and wind, I’ll give ya another.”

“You’re most kind,” Bowen informs him as he takes a swig from his goblet. “My, but that ale has a sweet taste to it.”

“So how does this story begin?” Colm enquires.

“Like all good stories,” Bowen tells him, “with a fair maiden.”
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Three weeks prior, within the rustic confines of Clover Farm’s stable, Delores the cow raised her head, her ears perked in curiosity at the unusual commotion emanating from beneath the hay. The playful antics of two individuals, lost in their own world, created a symphony of laughter and whispers that danced through the air, drawing the attention of the gentle bovine. With each curious moo, Delores seemed to question the source of this delightful disturbance, her large, expressive eyes reflecting a mix of bewilderment and intrigue as she observed the lively scene unfolding in her tranquil domain. 

“You’re naughty,” a girl’s voice says followed by uncontrollable giggling.

Moments later, Juliana, a young farmer’s daughter, flustered and excitable, pops up from beneath the hay. “Bowen ... Bowen ...” she calls out, her hands fishing beneath the straw.

Bowen suddenly emerges from beneath the surface alongside of Juliana, spitting hay from between his teeth. “Yes, my sweet singing nightingale?”

“You’ve made a blooming mess of me,” she informs him brushing hay from out of her auburn hair.

Bowen takes her hand and kisses it. “Ahh, but you were made to be messed up.”

The bard’s words are as sweet as pie.

“Stop it will ya,” Juliana says with no conviction to her manner, “if papa catches us, you won’t be messing anybody up.”

“I can’t help myself, Juliana. You’ve bewitched and bamboozled me,” Bowen tells her in a most grandiose tone.

“You do speak funny, ya know that, but it sounds nice.”

“But not as nice as your lips,” Bowen leans in and kisses her, long, sweet and lingering.

“Stop that.”

“If you insist.”

Bowen pulls away only to be grabbed and forced down by the effervescent farm girl.

“You speak so sweetly,” she tells him, “that I’m half a mind to believe what you say.”

Bowen lays on the ham. “You wound me.”

“How many girls have lost their heart to you?” Juliana demands to know. “I wager many.”

“Women aren’t interested in me. I’m no lord or noble, I’m not even the serf of a questing knight. I’m but a simple jongleur, a bard wandering here and there telling tales and singing a tune for my next crust of bread.”

Juliana doesn’t buy the story. “You’re anything but a simple bard, Bowen, of that, I’m sure. Where are you from?”

A genuine sadness and sorrow creeps into the bard’s face. “It’s been many years since I saw my home.”

“And where would that be?”

“Far, far away.”

Juliana smiles mischievously as she kisses her bard, her hand reaching beneath the hay to undo his belt buckle. “Still, it must be wonderful, not being tied down, able to get up and go whenever you please.”

“I suppose. But I’m happy to stay here. Nothing could drag me away from you.”

BANG!

The stable door swings wide, fracturing the stillness of the scene, and there, framed by the golden glow behind him, stands Juliana’s father, Bart. His imposing figure looms in the entrance, a menacing silhouette against the light, gripping a gleaming pitchfork that glints ominously. The very presence of this formidable man heralds an end to the fleeting tranquillity, a stark reminder that this moment, so fragile and fleeting, is about to be irrevocably altered. 

“I’ll kill you,” the grieved father promises.

“Got to go,” Bowen says to Juliana

“I thought nothing could drag you away?” Juliana questions. 

Bart moves forward. “Come here.”

“Papa wait,” Juliana intervenes.

With a fierce determination, Bart thrusts the pitchfork forward, aiming directly at Bowen. In a split second, Bowen competently sidesteps the attack, but his escape route quickly vanishes as he finds himself cornered against the wall, with Delores standing beside him, her eyes wide with alarm.

“Please, kind sir, I implore you to understand that this is merely a misunderstanding,” Bowen earnestly argues, his leather trousers slipping down to his ankles in a rather embarrassing fashion.

Further incensed, Bart renews his attack with even greater vigour. He intends to avenge the injustice done to his daughter. Bowen fends off the pitchfork with a nearby milking bucket while deftly knocking the farmer to the ground with his leg.

“I do apologize,” Bowen tells him sincerely, pulling up his leggings at the same time.

“I’ll throttle you!” Shouts the farmer.

“Papa - stop,” Juliana begs.

As Bart rises from the ground, Bowen springs over him with agility, landing gracefully atop a ragged, skeletal plough horse that seems to embody the struggles of hard labour. With a determined gaze, he shifts his focus to Juliana, his voice laced with a bittersweet tone as he utters, “Parting is such sweet sorrow.” 

Juliana smiles warmly as she quickly gives him one of her blue hair ribbons as a memento. “Tell a tale about me one day.”

With a playful wave and a kiss sent into the breeze, Bowen spurs the horse into action. The furious farmer, red-faced and determined, tries to pursue him, but Bowen swiftly races away from the dull, monotonous farm, sending a flurry of startled chickens flapping into the air behind him. He bursts forth into the vibrant countryside, the sun glinting off the rolling hills as he makes his daring getaway, the thrill of freedom coursing through him.
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Flambard, the stout serf of Bowen, is a middle-aged man whose greying hair is thinning quickly, revealing a prominent forehead. He is clad in humble attire, featuring sturdy leather boots, well-worn breeches, and a brown cloth blouse cinched at the waist with a leather belt, from which dangles a small hunting knife. He has made his temporary home on the gently sloping bank of a meandering river, where the sound of water adds a soothing backdrop to his surroundings. Nearby, Goliath, a majestic black stallion with a powerful build, stands tall, while Mavis, a petite pack mule, is securely tethered, ready to assist in the day's tasks. 

The favourable smell of cooking fish fills Flambard’s large hairy nostrils and puts a grin on his face. He has two freshly caught trouts on a spit over the campfire. He sprinkles some seasoning on them savouring the aroma even more with the added spice.

“Bless my stars but this is going to taste sweet, juicy and tender,” Flambard exclaims. His statement prompting an approving “neigh” and glare from Goliath. “Now, now, don’t look at me like that, I’ve told you before this is human food.”

“Yee-yor-yee-yor,” Mavis screeches.

“And don’t you start either,” Flambard warns the mule, “or next town we arrive in it’s off to the tanner with you.”

Mavis expresses her disapproval of the joke, indicating her lack of appreciation for it. Despite the various threats he may issue, it is evident that Flambard holds a certain affection for his mule, which underscores the complexity of his character.

Flambard gets back to the cooking. “Sweet, juicy and tender.”

However, Flambard’s licking of his lips in anticipation of the forthcoming treat is rudely interrupted by the abrupt arrival of Bowen. The bard thunders to a halt down the bank, deftly alighting from the stolen horse, and just as quickly smacking its rump to send it galloping back home.

“Flambard, I feel it’s time we avail ourselves of these parts no more,” Bowen announces matter-of-factly.

Flambard rolls his eyes to the heavens. “Here we go again. Who was it this time?” Flambard asks derisively, “you were supposed to be looking for work.”

“My dear Flambard I really do feel that we need to have a serious discussion concerning the whole master, serf relationship thing,” Bowen tells him good naturedly.

“Can’t even fart without his permission,” Flambard mumbles to himself.

“I heard that. Why do I even keep you around?”

“If you didn’t, who would you have to abuse and push around.”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right; I knew there was a reason for having you around.”

“And that’s about as good a compliment I’ll ever get from you. I cook, I clean, and I don’t know why I bother.” Flambard complains.

Bowen smiles warmly at his loyal friend. “My dear Flambard, what would I do without you?”

“Get into even more trouble than you usually do.”

“Friendships will always last if they’re put first,” Bowen tells him.

Flambard gazes at Bowen, and in that instant, they experience a serene and reflective pause together. “Now move your blooming arse and start packing,” Bowen tells him, shattering the moment.

“Such is my lot,” Flambard grumbles.

Bowen then grabs one of the cooked fish and begins eating much to the dismay of Flambard, who reluctantly sets about packing up camp. Bowen then crosses to his horse. “There’s a good boy,” he says ruffling Goliath’s ears, “how you doing? You want something to eat?” Bowen asks as he feeds some of the fish to Goliath, only adding to Flambard’s disquietude.

“Bloody horse eats better than me.” Flambard laments, addressing his grievances to the empty air around him. However, Goliath, the horse, possesses keen hearing and, to Flambard’s dismay, seems to respond with a knowing smirk, as if fully aware of the man's discontent.
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Bathed in the warm hues of a crimson sunset that signals the arrival of spring, Bowen leisurely rides atop Goliath, his back comfortably leaning against the horse's sturdy neck, while his feet dangle cross-legged over Goliath’s hindquarters. A few steps behind, the ever-grumbling Flambard trudges along, guiding Mavis, the pack mule, who plods steadily in her wake. Together, they traverse a vast expanse of lush, pollen-laden grass, making their way towards the inviting shadow of a distant forest, where the trees stand like sentinels, beckoning them closer. High above a flock of crows fly by. While on the ground bumble bees go about their work of pollination.

In this joyous realm of spring, Bowen plays the lyre and sings.

“I, a wandering scholar, lad, born for toil and sadness.

Oftentimes am driven to madness.

Literature and knowledge I fain would still be yearning.

Were it not that want of wealth makes me cease from learning.”

“How bloody appropriate,” Flambard tells Mavis, who “yee-yors” in agreement.

As the sun dips below the horizon, surrendering the sky to the deepening shades of night, Bowen and Flambard find themselves gathered around a flickering campfire nestled in a tranquil glade at the periphery of Darkwood Forest. The flames dance and crackle, casting warm, flickering shadows that play upon the surrounding trees, whose branches droop like enormous hands yearning for the last remnants of daylight. A soft evening breeze whispers through the foliage, creating a soothing symphony of rustling leaves, while high above, a majestic white owl calls out, its haunting hoot echoing through the stillness of the encroaching darkness.

Flambard’s anxiety is palpable, his eyes darting nervously from shadow to shadow, flinching at even the faintest rustle in the underbrush. His apprehension is well-founded, for Darkwood Forest is infamous for harbouring merciless bandits and other sinister beings that lie in wait, eager to ensnare unsuspecting wanderers. This forest, one of Anglia’s many majestic woodlands, remains untouched by the encroaching hand of industry; however, unlike the more familiar Sharma and Grimpin Forests, Darkwood boasts the title of the oldest woodland in all Dagonfell, with its sprawling depths still largely uncharted and shrouded in mystery.

Flambard puts some more wood on the fire to try and chase away the encroaching shadows.

“I don’t like this place. Forests make me nervous, they’re always synonymous with bandits,” Flambard speaks in a hushed tone of voice. Goliath and Mavis seem to agree as they edge closer to the fire. “We’ll most likely wake up with our throats slit before dawn...or worse.”

In contrast to Flambard, Bowen's mind drifts far from the concerns of bandits and malevolent spirits. Instead, the bard's gaze is fixed intently on a woman's heart-shaped gold locket, its surface marred with scratches and wear, yet still bearing the delicate carving of a rose. The locket, a relic of affection, seems to whisper stories of love and loss, drawing Bowen into a reverie that transcends the dangers lurking in the shadows.

“That’s not going to help,” Flambard tells him upon noticing the locket.

Bowen’s mood is dark and grave. “And why not?”

“The past is best forgotten.”

“I know.”

“But you can’t forget, can you?”

“No,” Bowen answers in a lassitude manner.

Flambard’s sympathies go out to his master, a person he has known since he was a boy of nine, and he would willingly give his own life for this man. 

“You still hold out hope that one day you’ll find him and set things, right?” Flambard says more as a statement than a question.

“As you say, matters must be set right.”

“And vengeance?” Flambard asks.

Bowen is silent for several long moments before looking directly into his companion’s eyes. “The world has always acted on the principle that one good kick deserves another.”

Flambard doesn’t have an answer and so falls silent.

The two men linger in quiet contemplation beside the flickering flames, each lost in the labyrinth of their own minds for what feels like an eternity. At last, Bowen secures the locket around his neck once more, a gesture both tender and resolute. “These concerns are distant, perhaps meant for another day... if they are meant to be at all,” he remarks, brushing aside the weight of his sombre thoughts. “After all, the unpredictable road ahead may hold surprises we cannot yet fathom.”

The fire pops startling an already jittery Flambard.

“Road - what road,” he says.

“Well, when we find one, we’ll see.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

Bowen smiles at his friend and becomes mischievous. “Then again perhaps we’ll have our throats slit by bandits tonight while we sleep.”

The fire pops once more and once again Flambard jumps. “Adda have mercy,” he says offering up a prayer.

To ease his servant’s fears and misgivings, Bowen grabs his lute from his saddlebag and begins plucking the strings and starting up a tune.

“Some are gaming, some are drinking.

Some are living without thinking.

And of those who make the racket.

Some are stripped of coat and jacket.

Some get clothes of fine feather.

Some are cleaned out altogether.

No one there dreads death’s invasion;

But all drink in emulation.”

“That reminds me,” Flambard says, “we’ve run out of wine.”

“What do you mean we’ve run out of wine?” Bowen queries.

“We’ve run out of wine.”

“How am I supposed to create without Bracken’s liquid?” Bowen asks melodramatically.

“I’m sure the Euboeans god of wine will understand.”

“Hang on a minute,” Bowen recollects, “there was some left last night.”

“Well, I’m off to bed,” Flambard says as he pretends to yawn, attempting to change the subject.

“Have you been using it for your arthritis again?”

Flambard smiles sheepishly. “It’s purely medicinal.”

“Right, that’s coming out of your pay.”

“What pay?”

“Well, when I do give you a wage, I’m docking you,” Bowen assures him.

“Thankfully I’ll be long dead by then,” Flambard mumbles as he unpacks his woollen bedroll.

Sometime later between the hours of one and two Bowen and Flambard lie fast asleep beneath their bedrolls by the dying embers of the camp’s fire. The forest is locked in virtual darkness and an eerie silence pervades all. In fact, the only noise to be heard is the loud buzz saw sound of Flambard’s snoring. Goliath and Mavis rest nearby, both animals awake and looking a little jumpy. Slowly the clouds part high above revealing the silver light of the full moon. The beams of moonlight filter down through the canopy like a shower illuminating the surrounding forest. A gentle breeze suddenly whips up and blows through the glade and the campsite. Like the breath of a sleeping lover, it washes over Bowen’s face. 

He stirs and awakens.

The trees in the glade begin to sway.

But not from the wind.

Through sleep filled eyes Bowen sees the bark of an old willow tree peel off and ever so slowly morph into the shape of a beautiful naked woman with long raven black hair that reaches down to her buttocks. Her skin is as white as alabaster. Her eyes are a deep piercing blue. It is as if you were looking into the depths of the ocean itself. Her lips have a ruby tinge to them, inviting one to want to kiss them passionately. Her breasts are small and petite. Her legs long and slender.

Bowen stirs from his slumber, blinking away the remnants of sleep as he takes in the enchanting figure of the wood nymph before him. Her captivating presence holds him trapped, rendering him motionless on the ground. With an ethereal grace, she glides towards him, her footsteps silent despite the twigs and leaves scattered across the forest floor.

Bowen is dumbfounded by what is now standing above him.

He goes to speak but is halted by this vision of loveliness placing her lips upon his. To Bowen her lips taste like ripe strawberries and her fragrance is an intoxicating blend of earthly smells of the forest, all sweet and alluring. At first hesitant, Bowen soon responds in kind, crushing his lips against hers. 

Goliath and Mavis look on with glazed eyes as if under a spell.

The forest nymph pushes Bowen back down, tossing his blanket aside, and straddles him as she commences to undo his clothing and smother him with her lips and warm body. Bowen reaches up and clasps her breasts, her nipples hard and pointed. He quickly gives into his burning loins as his aroused manhood enters this sprite of Darkwood Forest.

The ensuing intimacy is a whirlwind of fervour and ecstatic delight, as Bowen experiences sensations of bliss that transcend anything he has ever encountered in the realm of the earthly. Each moment is charged with an electric energy, igniting a fire within him that he never knew existed, enveloping him in a euphoric embrace that feels both otherworldly and profoundly liberating.

Meanwhile, Flambard remains sound asleep, snoring loudly, utterly and completely unaware of what is transpiring next to him.

The following morning dawns bright and early. 

Startled, Bowen wakes up, confused and disorientated. He looks around and sees no sign of any naked woman. Only Flambard sitting nearby preparing a breakfast of lumpy porridge. Even Goliath and Mavis, munching on the grass, appear normal and unperturbed by anything strange that might have gone on during the night.

“Sleep well?” Flambard enquires pleasantly.

“Yes -I mean no - I mean I had the strangest dream - I think.” 

“You’re lucky, I didn’t sleep a wink all night,” Flambard tells him. “Well,” he adds, “are you going to grace us with your presence your highness, or sleep all day?”

Dismissing it all as a bizarre but nice dream, Bowen throws back his blanket and stands up completely naked.

Flambard shakes his head in disapproval. “Can’t you ever keep your clothes on?”

Bowen is flabbergasted, and a little cold. 

He looks around for his clothing and finds them neatly folded and stacked a few feet away. He then feels something twitching in his hair. He reaches up and removes a single leaf tangled in his locks, further adding to the mystery of last night.
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Later that morning bard and servant continue their way through the forestry realm of Darkwood. Bowen sits upon Goliath walking him along a woodman’s track, still pondering whether he was dreaming or not about what occurred to him last night. As usual Flambard brings up the rear with Mavis, who is in a stubborn mood today.

“I swear Mavis, if you don’t get a move on, it’s off to the tanner,” Flambard warns. However, this only prompts Mavis to walk even slower. “Well, if that’s not to your liking - there’s always the glue factory.”

The stubbornness of Mavis continues.

Flambard tries a different approach. “Look, how about an extra carrot for lunch, if you get a move on.” Mavis considers Flambard’s offer, and deciding that it is a good one, begins moving at a faster pace. “I’ve become a peace negotiator for a mule,” Flambard bemoans his lot in life. Having sorted out Mavis’ problems Flambard turns his attention to Bowen. “Do you even know where you’re going?”

“We’ll save days off our journey going this way.” 

“And where are we going exactly?”

“To the court of King Tanis in Dunvae. I hear that he is a great patron of the arts,” Bowen adds. 

“A patron of the arts,” Flambard scoffs at the suggestion, “the scourge of Breasail”, now I know you’ve lost it.”

“We need patronage, coin, and who better than a king,” Bowen informs his serf.

“More likely we’ll end up drawn and quartered - if we don’t get lost first.”

“My dear untrusting friend, when are you going to have a little faith.”

“The moment we have some coin,” Flambard counters.

“Feed your faith and doubt will starve to death.”

“I’d rather feed my belly,” Flambard mumbles beneath his breath, a statement that Mavis seems to agree with giving a soft “yee-yor”.

Even Goliath concurs with several “neighs”.

The small group of man and beast continue following the woodman’s track for a short distance more before they appear to transition from the depths of the forest and arrive at a castle encircled by a moat.

“Oh, perhaps they know where we are?” Flambard suggests looking at the castle a short distance away.

“We’re no lost,” Bowen affirmatively tells him.

“Says you.”

Flambard and Bowen go to move but stop when they suddenly realize that the castle is situated in a large clearing within the actual forest itself.

“This isn’t right,” Flambard states the obvious.

“Your perception of deduction never ceases to amaze me,” Bowen says sardonically.

“There’s no need to be sarcastic. I was just pointing out...”

“The obvious,” Bowen interjects.

“Well, if that’s your attitude,” Flambard replies in a slight huff.

“Let’s go see if anyone’s home.”

This suggestion doesn’t go down too well with Flambard. “What? I don’t think that’s such a good idea.

“And why not?”

“Are you daft?” Flambard asks in disbelief. “A strange castle in the middle of Darkwood Forest; and you want to see if anyone is at home.”

“I think we’ve stumbled upon a tale that might be worth telling,” Bowen says with genuine interest. He begins walking Goliath towards the castle.

“Bowen wait,” Flambard begs him.

Bowen stops, turns back around and looks at Flambard. “My dear friend, the greatest thing we can ever experience is the mysterious. Plus, a roof over our heads for the night wouldn’t go astray either; I can smell a hint of rain in the air. It’ll be alright, trust me.”

Bowen departs, trailed by a hesitant Flambard, who instinctively perceives impending trouble as he catches a whiff of it in the air. “A fool and his wits are soon parted,” Flambard says to himself.

The castle stands in a state of decay, its once-majestic form now shrouded in neglect. A wild tangle of weeds and overgrown grass envelops the ancient walls, while creeping vines cling tenaciously to the weathered stone, which is marred by deep fissures that snake through the grey masonry. The moat, a murky expanse of stagnant water, reflects a sinister hue, its depths obscured by the remnants of long-dead creatures and the nauseating stench of decomposing plant life. Clearly, this fortress has been forsaken for many years, yet traces of its former glory linger, hinting at the exceptional skill of the masons who crafted it, their artistry still faintly visible beneath the layers of decay.

Bowen and Flambard approach the dilapidated drawbridge, its creaking timbers groan under their weight, and when they finally come to a stop before the imposing, locked gates of the portcullis, their anticipation is mingled with the eerie silence that envelopes the fortress. 

“Perhaps there’s no one home,” Flambard offers meekly.

Bowen dismounts from Goliath, eager to examine the castle up close. As he approaches, the fortress reveals itself to be even more uninviting than it appeared from a distance. Undeterred by its grim exterior, Bowen stretches his arm upward and pulls on a weathered bell rope, only for the ancient bell to tumble to the earth with a resounding crash, echoing through the desolate surroundings.

They wait.

And wait.

“See,” Flambard says in relief, “no one home, let’s go.”

Bowen goes to pick up the bell and ring it again when a voice calls out from above. 

“What do you want?”

Bowen and Flambard look up towards the battlements but cannot see anyone. Bowen decides to introduce himself. “I’m Bowen the bard, seeking refuge for the night for myself and my serf. I’m willing to pay by offering my services to the lord of this castle.”

“The master likes his privacy.” 

A voice, rich with age and mischief, now resonates from directly in front of Bowen and Flambard, drawing their attention. It belongs to a ragged old man, clad in a tattered red and black jester's outfit, his appearance a patchwork of faded colours and frayed edges, standing just beyond the imposing closed gate. The jester's presence is both whimsical and eerie, as he leans slightly forward, his eyes sparkling with a blend of wisdom and folly, ready to share whatever secrets or riddles lie within the confines of his peculiar world.

“My master doesn’t like visitors,” the old man tells them through missing teeth, his face is a myriad of wrinkles, crags and age spots, tuffs of grey hair stick out from beneath the Fool’s hat, with one jingle bell missing, having seen better days.

“He doesn’t like visitors at all,” the old man repeats himself, his bony hands clutching his mock staff for support. The top of which is adorned with the carved head of a donkey.

“Again, my name is Bowen...”

“And mine is Gringoire,” he says butting in, “or at least I think it is it’s been so long since I used it last.”

“I’ve always felt names are overused,” Bowen tells him without breaking stride, “but if I had to choose a name it would be Gringoire. Why on many occasions I’ve thought of renaming my serf Gringoire.”

“Huh?” Flambard questions.

“What do you want?” The absent minded Gringoire asks.

“A roof over our heads for the night and free entertainment from me, Bowen the bard, singer of songs and teller of tales.”

“My master doesn’t like visitors,” Gringoire again repeats himself as if saying it for the first time.

“What a scattered brain twat,” Flambard says.

Bowen presses on, elbowing Flambard in the gut for good measure, to shut him up. “We would be no bother; my serf is more than happy to sleep in the stables.”

Gringoire suddenly espies the top of Bowen’s lyre sticking out of his saddlebag. “You can sing? Entertain?” He asks with enthusiasm, completely ignoring everything that Bowen has been telling him.

The bard takes it in stride. “Sing, dance, and tell stories - I can juggle a little -whatever takes your fancy?”

“My master is in need of cheering up,” Gringoire says scratching the stubble on his chin in contemplation.

“Then I’m your man,” Bowen informs the jester.

“Come, follow Gringoire.” The fool tells them as he disappears inside the portcullis.

Bowen turns to Flambard. “You better watch yourself my friend, or that’s how you’ll end up.”

“Very funny, so funny in fact I forgot to laugh,” Flambard says mockingly, “and what’s all this rot about me being happy to sleep in the stables?”

The clattering noise of the winch hoisting the corroded gate cuts through the air, silencing any lingering grievances. Bowen and Flambard, at the forefront with their animals in tow, navigate through the gatehouse, only to be showered by a cascade of rust that falls like confetti around them.

Moments later, they step into the castle courtyard, a space that offers no respite from the decay surrounding them. The scene before their eyes is as disheartening as the one, they just left; the once-magnificent stone walls are now draped in a tapestry of grass, moss, and creeping vines, as if nature herself is determined to reclaim what was once hers. The air is thick with the scent of damp earth and the soft rustle of leaves, a reminder that time has not been kind to this ancient stronghold, which stands as a testament to both human ambition and the relentless power of the natural world.

“Come, come, follow, follow,” Gringoire says excitedly as he skips and jumps along in front of the unexpected visitors.

“Your master’s castle seems...” Bowen searches for a word.

“Shite,” Flambard offers.

“Old,” Bowen corrects. 

Gringoire looks all around as he hops along. “Old...yes...like the master. Come, come, the stables be over there,” he says pointing a bony finger in the direction of an enclosed stable off to the right of the keep.

Bowen turns to Flambard and says in jest. “You heard the man, now be a good servant and see to the horses.”

Flambard shoots Bowen an icy stare before reluctantly heading off to the stables with Goliath and Mavis, mumbling curses beneath his breath all the way to the stable doors.

Bowen follows Gringoire inside the castle itself.

The great hall of the castle exudes a palpable sense of decay, as if time itself has woven a shroud of neglect around its once-majestic features. The remnants of exquisite craftsmanship linger in the frayed and faded tapestries that drape the walls, whispering tales of opulence from a bygone era. Above, the ceiling and beams boast intricate carvings, their artistry still visible despite the ravages of age. Yet, the hall stands as a mere echo of its illustrious past, with patches of vibrant green moss creeping over the stonework.

In the majestic fireplace, a modest flame flickers, its glow illuminating the ornate stonework surrounding it, though it currently cradles only a handful of slender twigs instead of the robust logs it could accommodate. Nestled comfortably in front of this cozy hearth, a ginger and white tabby cat, adorned with a plush, thick coat of fur, lies peacefully asleep, soaking in the warmth radiating from the fire, embodying a picture of serene contentment amidst the chilly air.

Just one more mystery to add to the list as far as Bowen is concerned.

“Master, master, wake up,” the voice of Gringoire reaches Bowen’s ears.

The bard's gaze is irresistibly captured by the imposing mahogany dining table, where a man is sprawled across its surface, deep in slumber, his snores echoing softly in the room. Clutched in his hand is a goblet, devoid of any remnants of drink, while beside him, a wine barrel lies toppled, its contents long since consumed. Bowen does a double take at first sight he thought it was nothing more than a pile of rags resting on the table, and not a man.

“Wake up my lord,” Gringoire shakes the man’s shoulder, “we’ve company, entertainment.” The jester continues to shake his master, but the lord of the manner doesn’t stir from his drunkard sleep.

“Alas,” Gringoire murmurs to himself, grappling with a sense of remorse as he arrives at a difficult conclusion. Yet, with no alternatives in sight, the seasoned jester seizes a nearby bucket filled with icy water and douses his master.

Suffice to say it has the desired effect.

The man sits bolt upright letting out a mighty yell.

For the first time, Bowen gazes upon the lord of the castle, Robin Goodfellow, a striking figure whose presence commands attention. With cascading curls of deep black hair framing his face and a rugged, unshaven jawline, he exudes a certain charm despite the signs of age creeping in, including the early stages of a pot belly. Clad in elegant attire that includes breeches, stockings, shoes, and a surcoat, each piece tells a story of better days long past. A lavish gold belt cinches his waist, hinting at the opulence he once enjoyed, now faded like the fabric of his garments. Yet, it is his eyes that truly captivate; they are a rich brown, piercing and slightly slanted, revealing a depth of experience and wisdom, while his visage remains an enigma, betraying no clear indication of his true age, though it is evident he has traversed the tumultuous path of life for at least five decades.

“Gringoire you stupid fool!” He bellows. “I’ll have your hide!” 

“I’m sorry master but I had to wake you,” Gringoire says cowering from his lord’s wrath.

“By drowning me?”

“We’ve entertainment.”

“What?” Robin Goodfellow asks. Before beholding Bowen bowing gracefully at him. “By the breasts of Kupla - who the devil are you? A rogue? A scoundrel?”

“A bard,” Bowen informs him.

“A bard?” Robin Goodfellow belches. “I need a drink...Gringoire!”

On cue Gringoire appears with a fresh tankard of wine.

“Is this your doing?”

The old servant cringes before answering. “I thought you could do with some entertainment.

“Why?”

“Because your mood has been most unbecoming of late,” Gringoire dares to say.

“And you think entertainment will resolve my woes?” Robin Goodfellow accuses.

Gringoire smiles. “It couldn’t hurt.”

Robin Goodfellow looks to the heavens. “By Brea’s tits it’s hard to find good help these days.” Robin turns his gaze upon the bard. “I suppose you’ll be wanting food and drink?”

“Whatever you feel my services are worth, my lord,” Bowen says in an elegant tone and manner befitting a royal court.

Robin Goodfellow farts in response. “We shall see your worth bard. It’s been a long time since I’ve had guests.”
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Upon departing from the whimsical company of Robin Goodfellow, Bowen ascends to the guest quarters situated on the uppermost level, just above the grand hall. The ancient oak door creaks and groans against the flagstones as it swings open, revealing a space that, much like the rest of the estate, is desperately in need of attention. The sleeping area exudes a musty, damp atmosphere that feels far from welcoming; a heavy layer of dust blankets the floor, untouched by any sign of life, while dense cobwebs drape languidly in every shadowy corner, adding to the overall sense of neglect.

Bowen takes in his drab surroundings. “I’ve seen more cheer in a graveyard.”

“Rest...freshen up...come later,” Gringoire tells him as he begins pulling the room door shut.

“Gringoire,” Bowen says, halting him, “how long have you and your master been here?”

Gringoire shrugs. “Too long to say.”

With that Gringoire shuts the door. The scrapping sound of wood upon the cold stone floor sends goosebumps down Bowen’s arms. 

“Well, it certainly isn’t Ravenshard Palace,” Bowen tells himself as he settles onto the bed, triggering a significant cloud of dust that had gathered over time to billow into the air.

On that tempestuous night, a fierce spring storm envelops the forest in its chaotic embrace. Brilliant flashes of lightning pierce the inky darkness of the sky, casting eerie shadows that dance across the landscape, while torrential rain lashes against the glade and relentlessly batters the ancient castle walls. Inside the damp stables, where the roof leaks and the air is thick with the scent of wet earth, Flambard has managed to kindle a small fire, its flickering flames providing a warm glow amidst the gloom. He carefully brews jasmine tea over the fire, the kettle, darkened by years of use, hisses softly as the flames reach up to kiss its base, and he diligently adds more straw to keep the fire alive, creating a cozy refuge from the storm's fury outside.

“All things considered I think we’re better off out here tonight,” Flambard says to Goliath and Mavis. Horse and donkey have been made as comfortable as possible by Flambard with what little hay is available. “There is an eerie feeling to this place, no good will come of it. But trying telling that to your owner.” 

For once both Goliath and Mavis agree with a “neigh” and “yee-yor”.

Within the expansive great hall, a striking contrast emerges against the backdrop of the stables, where vibrant flames dance energetically in the stone fireplace, illuminating the space with their warm glow and creating playful, distorted shadows that flit across the walls. Two substantial logs crackle and hiss as they burn, valiantly striving to fend off the biting chill of the night and the relentless rage of the storm outside. Nestled comfortably in front of the roaring fire is still the ginger and white cat, its body stretching luxuriously as it purrs in blissful contentment, an empty bowl of milk resting nearby, a testament to its recent indulgence.

Robin Goodfellow lounges at the table, creating a delightful chaos around him. He gnaws on a juicy leg of mutton, its rich, savory juices cascading down his chin in a tantalizing display. With each hearty bite, he washes it down with generous swigs of wine, revelling in the indulgence. Across from him, Bowen sits, equally engaged in the feast, but his conduct is a stark contrast; the bard savours his meal with a refined grace, his every movement a testament to polished etiquette that highlights the disparity between the two companions.

“Do you and Gringoire live here alone?” Bowen asks attempting conversation.

Goodfellow burps loudly before answering. “Just me and my court jester. But I’ll tell you something bard. There was a time when this hall was filled with song and dance every evening.”

“Really.”

“Yes - my hall was once renowned throughout the land as was my table,” Robin says with a slight tinge of melancholy in his voice. “And now it’s nothing but a nest for rats and the decayed.”

“Well, you serve a strong brew,” Bowen compliments the wine as he raises the goblet to his lips. 

“Bracken’s finest,” Robin Goodfellow enthuses.

“A two-edged sword was the gift of wine to man,” Bowen quotes an old proverb.

“I’ll drink to that,” Robin Goodfellow says cheerfully emptying his goblet in a single swig. Gringoire who is standing nearby quickly refills the master’s cup.

“You’re somewhat of an enigma, bard,” Goodfellow continues, “you know the stories of the ancients, tales long forgotten in these lands.”

“Not quite.”

Robin Goodfellow looks more intently at his guest. “The fact you know of these things speaks of a classical education, but not from around here. You’ve almost an air of nobility to you. Where are you from?”

“Nowhere in particular...but most recently Lyonesse,” Bowen answers. 

“The minstrels and bards of the Isle are the best in all the kingdoms,” Goodfellow says, “but I wager that is not where you originally hailed from.”

“I am but a humble storyteller.”

“Huh - and I’m a drunk,” Robin Goodfellow scoffs at Bowen’s words. “Pity the poor drunkard who started out to get mellow, then he got ripe, and ended up rotten,” Goodfellow rhymes and then laughs bombastically. “I’ll drink to that.”

Bowen also laughs as there is something captivating, almost magical about his host, despite his uncouthness.

At that moment, Bowen found himself gazing toward Robin Goodfellow, who had tilted his head back to take a drink. In that fleeting instant, the hair that obscured one side of Robin's face shifted slightly, revealing a pointed ear to the bard's attentive eyes.

Bowen expresses his concern, stating, “I believe I may have consumed an excessive amount of alcohol,” as he attempts to regain clarity of thought while questioning the reliability of his vision.

“Nonsense,” Goodfellow tells him. “There’s no such thing as a little too much. Wine improves with age, the older I get the more I like it.” Goodfellow drops another fart. “Ahh that’s better...so tell me, bard, where exactly do you hail from?”

“No place special.”

“Oh, but you would be surprised at the special places I’ve been to. Once upon a time my feet were never still,” Goodfellow says as his eyes fall upon his expanding waistline, “how time changes things.”

“Lost time is never found again.”

“So true.”

“So, as I always say...take time by the forelock,” Bowen raises his goblet.

“I’ll drink to that...in fact I’ll drink to anything these days,” Goodfellow raises his goblet and drains it dry. “Gringoire! Where are you?”

“Here master,” Gringoire squeaks as he comes up to his master.

“More wine.” Goodfellow tells him. “Can’t you see we’re parched. Come on man snap to it - snap to it.”

“Yes, right away,” the old jester says as he moves off to get another keg.

“Silly old fool.”

“Yes,” Gringoire agrees.

Robin Goodfellow turns his attention back to Bowen. “Drink and be happy, my friend, for happiness is home brewed.”

After a while, a tipsy Bowen weaves his way back to his bed, clutching a flickering candle that casts a wavering glow in the dimness. Outside, the storm has escalated, unleashing a cacophony of thunder that reverberates through the guest quarters, accompanied by brilliant flashes of lightning that momentarily illuminate the room. Suddenly, a fierce gust of wind bursts through the arched window, flinging the shutter wide open and extinguishing the candle's flame in an instant, plunging Bowen into darkness. “Great,” Bowen mumbles as he makes his way to the window where he manages to fasten it before finally collapsing onto the bed. Within moments he is asleep, happy to have even a lumpy and dusty mattress beneath him for once.

As Bowen drifts into the realm of dreams, a shadowy figure cloaked in mystery lurks just beyond the tree line of the encircling forest, its hunched form fixated on the castle of Robin Goodfellow. An unsettling aura envelops this enigmatic presence, heightening the tension in the air. In a dramatic flash of lightning, the scene is momentarily illuminated, revealing a weathered, gnarled hand gripping a crooked, darkened walking stick, adding to the foreboding atmosphere that surrounds this silent watcher.

Over the next few hours, the storm rages on given no indication of letting up.

And once more between the wee hours of one and two Bowen slowly wakens.

The first thing he realizes is that he is busting for a leak.

The second thing he realizes is that his head is beginning to pound from too much wine.

“Shite.” Bowen slowly sits up; not wanting to move too fast as that only aggravates the blacksmith with the hammer and anvil in his brain. “Shite.” While attempting to clear his head Bowen gropes for the piss bowl. Eventually finding it he sets about relieving the pressure on his bladder with an expression of great joy.

As he finishes his ablutions Bowen suddenly realizes a third point.

He can hear the faint sound of music filtering up from below.

At first, he doubts his ears. Dismissing it as nothing more than his imagination.

Yet, the melody persists, weaving through the air with an enchanting quality that is unlike anything he has encountered in his life. It flows gently, a captivating blend of joy and sorrow, each note resonating with a depth of feeling that pulls at his heartstrings. This composition encapsulates a spectrum of emotions, intertwining softness and allure, creating a rich tapestry of sound that envelops him completely, leaving him spellbound and yearning for more.

Bowen continues to listen.

And the music continues to play.

Bowen tries to make out the instruments that are being used, and even though they sound like strings, they are not done by a harp or lute. He must know the source. This whole place is one big mystery, and Bowen must unearth its secrets. His curiosity must be satisfied.

Regaining his composure, Bowen carefully navigates his way out of the guest quarters. Drawn by the enchanting melody that fills the air, he quietly ascends to the landing that overlooks the great hall, moving with the utmost caution. As he leans over the weathered banister, his eyes widen in astonishment at the peculiar scene unfolding beneath him.

In the heart of the great hall, the enchanting nymph who graced Bowen in the depths of the forest now twirls gracefully, adorned in a magnificent flowing gown of deep emerald. The fabric drapes elegantly around her form, cinched at the waist with a delicate girdle that accentuates her figure just above the hips, while the sleeves are embellished with intricate ornamental bands that catch the light with every movement. Her long, raven-black hair cascades down her back like a silken waterfall, adding to her ethereal allure. At a nearby table, Robin Goodfellow sits entranced, his drink forgotten as he gazes in awe at the mesmerizing spectacle before him. The nymph dances with an effortless grace, her movements perfectly synchronized with the enchanting music that seems to emanate from the very air itself, with no visible instruments or musicians in sight. Just when Bowen thought he had witnessed the pinnacle of wonder, his breath caught in his throat as he beheld a remarkable sight: the ginger and white cat, which had been dozing peacefully for what felt like an eternity, now soared through the air around the nymph, its furry wings - each about a foot long - flapping vigorously as it joined the magical revelry.

Bowen could barely believe his eyes. He had heard legends of flying cats, the Grimalkin, feline companions to those deities of the fairy realms. But such creatures were long thought vanished from the kingdoms of Dagonfell. Bowen quickly experiences a notable clarity of thought as the haze enveloping his mind dissipates. Setting aside any lingering uncertainties, he resumes his scrutiny of the peculiarities that characterize this unusual night.

The longer he gazes at this enchanting being of the woods, the deeper he falls under her mesmerizing spell. Her movements are a captivating blend of grace and abandon, each step igniting a fire within him. In mere moments, Bowen finds himself utterly entranced, unable to divert his attention from this ethereal dancer. Robin Goodfellow, too, is spellbound by her performance, and as he witnesses her enchanting display, a solitary tear escapes his eye, tracing a path down his cheek, a testament to the beauty that unfolds before him. “Elvina,” Robin Goodfellow whispers the name of the forest creature, his voice breaking, filled with emotion.

The wood nymph known as Elvina sways back and forth in front of Robin Goodfellow, moving her hips with great sensuality, weaving her spell over all those gathered. Her every move is in conjunction with the music, her bare feet not missing a beat. With the crescendo of the music, her movements become more fervent, each twirl and leap infused with an ethereal energy that captivates the onlookers. As the melody softens, her grace transforms, slowing into a mesmerizing rhythm that draws the audience deeper into her enchanting performance. She is a vision of enchantment, a bewitching presence that holds Bowen in rapt attention. Even when her striking blue eyes meet his, he finds himself ensnared by her allure, caught in a spell so potent that any man would gladly surrender to its charm.

Bowen finds himself falling instantly in love.

In an instant, the enchantment is shattered as the great hall's doors explode open, tearing free from their hinges with a thunderous crash that sends splinters flying. The resounding echo of breaking wood fills the air, creating a cacophony that drowns out all other sounds. A fierce gust from the raging storm sweeps in, swirling through the room, and in its wake, the dormant torches lining the walls burst into vibrant flames, illuminating the space and heralding the entrance of an unexpected visitor.

“Robin Goodfellow,” a deep sounding and crackling female voice calls out.

The voice emanates from a cloaked grotesque old crone whose skin resembles tattered blue parchment, as if life itself has ebbed away from her. Her right eye, a chilling black orb, seems to bore into the very soul of anyone who dares to meet her gaze, while the left socket is a hollow reminder of what once was, now reduced to dust. Her nose is an elongated, crooked beak, sharp and menacing, and wisps of white hair escape from beneath her hood, framing her ghastly visage. Adorning her neck is a macabre necklace crafted from the shrunken skulls of both humans and animals, each one a testament to her dark and twisted existence.

“Black Annis,” Robin Goodfellow announces her, “you’re still alive,” he adds dumbfounded by her sudden appearance.

“I’ve come for the book,” Black Annis’s voice is dripping with menace.

Bowen instinctively retreats into the shadows, keenly observing the situation as it develops before him.

“Give it to me,” Annis demands. Her tone leaving no room for argument.

“Never - witch,” Goodfellow tells her with a hint of defiance as he stands only to stumble in his drunkenness.

Annis laughs mockingly. “You drunkard fool. Give me the book...or I’ll have your little plaything,” Annis turns her eye to Elvina whose expression is one of utter terror, even more so when the witch points her gnarled walking stick at her.

“No...you’ll not have her,” Robin Goodfellow says. He tries to move, to get his body to work, but he is too drunk.

Gringoire bursts forth from the shadows, brandishing a long, rusted pike, his heart pounding with the fierce resolve to defend his master at any cost. Yet, as the blade is thrust towards her, Black Annis remains unperturbed, her gaze unwavering. With a calm yet commanding gesture, she lifts her other hand to grasp one of the bleached human skulls adorning her necklace, aiming it directly at her assailant. In an instant, Gringoire finds himself frozen, paralysed by the sheer force of her dark magic. As Annis tightens her grip on the skull, the jester's weapon clatters to the ground, his hands instinctively flying to his head as he is engulfed in a wave of agonizing pain. The malevolent sorceress intensifies her spell, the pressure from the skull amplifying the torment within Gringoire’s mind, leaving him helpless and writhing in distress.

“No,” Goodfellow pleads.

But it is no use. Black Annis doesn’t quit. Robin Goodfellow is forced to watch as his trusted servant slowly falls to the floor dead. Releasing the skull, Black Annis turns to Robin Goodfellow and says in a very cryptic tone. “What was live is dead...what was dead is live.”

The air fills with the raucous laughter of Black Annis, echoing through the vast expanse of the great hall as the Green Man strides in, brandishing a formidable woodsman’s axe. Towering at an impressive eight feet, his massive frame is a tapestry of intertwining vines, lush leaves, and decaying foliage, embodying the very essence of the forest. With every step, he exudes an aura of raw power and primal strength, making the Green Man a truly terrifying figure to behold.

“Shite,” Bowen mutters beneath his breath from above.

At the same time, out in the stables Flambard is suddenly awaken from his slumber by the distinctive sound of a hoof tapping the ground outside the door.

“Bloody hell Goliath,” Flambard says half asleep, “what are you doing outside.”

The noise of the rain pounding upon the roof is almost deafening. Flambard gets out of his bedroll, stands and crosses to the door attempting to wipe the sleepiness from his eyes and failing to notice in the darkness that Goliath and Mavis are still inside the stable. On reaching the door he lifts the latch and swings it open only to be greeted by the sight of two glowing bloodshot red eyes staring into his face.

“Shite,” comes fully awake.

The crimson eyes are set within a visage that boasts two elongated, menacing tusks and a broad snout, characterized by two moist, flaring nostrils that seem to sniff the air with an unsettling intensity. This fearsome countenance is anchored to a robust body cloaked in tangled fur, supported by four sturdy legs ending in hooves, and topped off with a short, spiky tail that adds to its wild appearance.

“Adda,” he mumbles in disbelief as the six-foot-tall boar from hell rears up on its hind legs causing Flambard to fall back onto the ground.

The boar lets out a mighty grunt.

In the great hall, the Green Man moves with a determined gait, his presence commanding attention as he approaches Goodfellow, who stands confidently, and the timid Elvina, who shrinks back in apprehension.

“That which is precious to you...you will not have...’til you give me that which is precious to me,” Black Annis says rhythmically.

“Never!” Goodfellow shouts as he attempts to halt this abomination of nature. But in his condition, he is easily swatted away like a fly by the Green Man, who sends him crashing to the ground beneath the table rendering him unconscious. Without breaking stride, the Green Man of the forest zeroes in on Elvina, its clover eyes narrowing.

Inside the stables, chaos reigns as Flambard springs into action, vaulting off the ground to slam the door shut against the raging creature. With every ounce of his strength, he braces himself against the sturdy wooden barrier, but the horned boar is relentless, battering the door with its formidable tusks, splintering the wood as if it were mere kindling. The air is filled with the sharp sound of cracking timber, and shards of wood, both large and small, whiz past Flambard's head, creating a perilous dance of debris around him as he fights to hold the door firm against the onslaught.

Moments later in the great hall; Bowen leaps into action.

With a burst of adrenaline, he leaps from the balcony, soaring through the air to land squarely atop the Green Man, who looms ominously over Elvina. It’s a daring drop of at least twenty to twenty-five feet, and the bard’s momentum propels him forcefully into the massive figure of the walking forest. Both Bowen and the giant emit a resonant “umph” as they crash onto the unforgiving stone floor, the impact reverberating through the space. However, Bowen, ever the agile performer, instinctively tucks his shoulders upon landing, rolling into a tight ball before springing back up to his feet with remarkable speed and grace.

“Run!” He cries out to Elvina grabbing her hand.

He guides her towards the rear of the hall, urgency in his steps. The Green Man rises, seizing the axe that had clattered to the ground, and launches into a furious pursuit, unleashing a terrifying roar that reverberates through the air, overpowering the rumble of thunder outside. Just moments before the monstrous figure can reach them, Bowen and Elvina dart through a door at the back of the hall, slipping into the castle's kitchen. The ghastly spectre barrels after them, a whirlwind of fury and dread, as it closes the distance with alarming speed.

Bowen shoves Elvina aside into the nearby stairwell as the green monstrosity knocks him aside.

As Bowen engages in a lively game of tag with his creature of the night, Flambard finds himself grappling with his own nighttime terror, watching in horror as the stable door crumbles to splinters, leaving only a fragile remnant behind. Suddenly, he is hurled backwards as a massive boar burst through the wreckage, its furious snorts echoing in the night. The enraged beast lunges at him, its sharp tusks aimed menacingly, intent on ripping into his flesh. Flambard, scrambling on all fours, frantically tries to evade the onslaught, but his reflexes falter just enough for one of the tusks to graze the back of his trousers, narrowly avoiding a catastrophic injury to his most sensitive areas.

In a frantic bid for survival, Bowen darts beneath the kitchen table, his heart racing as the Green Man brandishes his massive axe with an ease that belies its weight. The creature, a hulking mass of muscle and vine, attempts to squeeze beneath the table in pursuit, but his sheer size renders him ineffective, forcing him to shove the table forward. Bowen, caught in a desperate retreat, scuttles backwards like a crab until his back collides with the cold, unyielding wall. Frustrated by his inability to reach the nimble human, the Green Man begins to swing his axe wildly, each strike echoing with rage. Seizing the moment, Bowen swiftly retrieves a hidden blade from inside his right boot, slashing it across the monster's face, eliciting a guttural cry of pain. Enraged, the Green Man flexes his powerful shoulders, and with a thunderous crack, he splits the table in two. In a seamless motion, Bowen rolls aside, plunging the knife deep into the tangled vines of the Green Man's chest while simultaneously seizing a charred skillet and bringing it crashing down against the side of the creature's head, a whirlwind of defiance against the looming threat.

The whack momentarily staggers Bowen’s adversary.

Seizing the moment of distraction, the bard swiftly darts toward the stairwell where Elvina stands poised, ready for their escape. In a fit of fury, the Green Man unleashes a terrifying roar that echoes through the air, his powerful form surging forward as he reaches out with a sinewy arm, intent on capturing the fleeing Bowen. Just as Bowen reaches the foot of the stairs, the Green Man's outstretched limb catches him off guard, sending him sprawling to the ground with a heavy thump.

The stable has descended into chaos, a whirlwind of panic and fury, with Flambard at the centre of the storm. The wild boar, a monstrous creature, thrashes its head back and forth like a pendulum, its blood-red eyes burning with a feral intensity that seems to paralyse Flambard in fear. He fights to keep his feet moving, narrowly dodging the beast's relentless assaults, but exhaustion is creeping in, and he can feel his strength waning. Just when it seems that all hope is lost and the creature is closing in for the kill, salvation arrives in the form of Goliath and Mavis. The horse and donkey spring into action, positioning themselves to shield Flambard from the advancing menace. Goliath, with a fierce determination, rears up and delivers a powerful kick aimed at the foul-smelling beast, forcing it to retreat momentarily. The boar, enraged and frustrated, shifts its focus to the valiant stallion, but before it can launch another attack, Mavis darts in from the side, delivering a series of punishing blows to its ribs with her powerful hind legs, turning the tide of the battle in their favour.

The boar squeals in pain at the shattering of its bones.

With a thunderous roar, Goliath lunges at the foe, delivering a crushing blow to its skull with powerful front hooves, splattering blood across the battlefield. The once-mighty adversary, now wounded and dazed, turns in panic, its instincts kicking in as it flees the chaos, darting away into the enveloping darkness and the raging storm, leaving behind the echoes of its defeat.

Flambard turns his attention to Goliath and Mavis. “Thanks,” he tells them.

As the chaos in the stables subsides, a more sinister confrontation brews in the kitchen, where the atmosphere has turned ominously lethal. The Green Man, a grotesque figure of nightmares, has Bowen trapped at the base of the stairwell, its towering form casting a shadow that seems to swallow the light. The creature's breath, a foul miasma reminiscent of decaying foliage, envelops Bowen, making it difficult for him to breathe as he is assaulted by the stench. Its long, vine-like tongue writhes menacingly, while thick, wriggling blood worms spill from its gaping maw, adding to the horror of the scene. Struggling against the suffocating odour that threatens to overwhelm him, Bowen fights back with a desperate flurry of rapid punches, aiming for the creature's face and torso, each strike fuelled by a mix of fear and determination as he battles for his very survival.

They have no effect.

Bowen lets fly again and again.

But the extra effort is futile.

The Green Man swings his axe menacingly, aiming for Bowen's head with lethal intent. In a split second, the bard instinctively ducks, narrowly avoiding the deadly arc of the blade as it slams into the stone step beside him, sending shards of granite and sparks flying in all directions. Above them, Elvina seizes the moment, delivering a swift kick that sends the Green Man's head careening to the side, creating a brief window for Bowen to escape. Without a moment's pause, he breaks free from the creature's grasp and dashes up the spiral staircase of the tower, with Elvina leading the way and the Green Man hot on their heels. As they
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