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~The Castle~

 


A large building or group of buildings
fortified with thick walls, battlements, and often a moat; castles
were the strongholds of noblemen.


Chapter 1

 


Aurora walked around the castle…or
what she supposed was a castle. The thing looked like it had been
in a war zone and had not come out on top. She was going through
what appeared to be a large gate when a shadow flew over her. She
looked up to the sky to see one of the wings, one of the rismak
that had come through with her. When it landed some twenty feet
away she waited with Pavel to see who it was. She was happy to see
Trianam walking toward her.

“There are some fields that
have been planted to the south. Not much more around it but a house
or two.” He looked up the wall of the broken stone. “Not much
better than this I’m afeared. We’ve our work cut out for us if we
have to rebuild this, My Lady.”

Trianam was in better spirits these
days. She supposed it had something to do with his babe being born,
but didn’t know. Just yesterday he’d cracked a joke…not a good one,
but he’d tried. She looked down at the broken dragon that lay in
pieces at her feet.

“I don’t think I have
enough Super Glue to fix this sucker.” He looked at her oddly but
didn’t ask. They were either getting used to her oddities or
ignoring them better. She wanted to think it was the latter. “What
else did you find? Any waterways?”

“Aye. There is one to the
south too that looks like it might have fed this one long ago.
Trees, small yet, fill the path but it looks dry to me.” He kicked
the dirt at his feet. “‘Tis not going to grow much I
think.”

“I don’t think anything has
grown here for a long time.” She looked over at Pavel when he
spoke. “Do you think someone or something is blocking the water
from coming here? That may be our quest.”

That was too easy. She looked at where
the water had once flooded through here. The bed was deep, maybe as
much as ten feet in the shallow parts and deeper by twice in
others. She walked to the edge and looked down. Trianam was right;
nothing had been here for a long time.

“Let’s set up camp. I don’t
know what else we’re going to see as its getting dark.” Trianam
told her that Venitice was looking for meat. “Good. I don’t know
what there is around here but if he brings something to eat that we
talk to later I’m going to murder him.”

He laughed and told her that he would
more than likely be bringing back a rabbit or some fish. Either
way, they’d have a hot meal tonight. She looked around the castle
again and thought of the king who had run it.

A dragon. He was a dragon that even
now sat inside the mountains that she could no longer see from
here. And somewhere there was a large ruby stone that was his mate.
Aurora thought about Illuminaria and the conversation that they had
had only the night before.

“He’s not going to be happy
with you when he finds out that he could be talking to you and not
a rock. I think you should tell him or at least let me tell
him.”

“I cannot. There is
something keeping me from doing so and I fear that if he finds out,
then all will be lost. You are the hope that would bring us
together, I feel it.” Aurora knew that no one in this realm messed
with their feelings, not on the big stuff. She also knew that when
she did get to the mountain, if she did, then King Dingdong and she
were going to have it out. He was simply just too bossy for her
tastes. Illuminaria had laughed.

“You think so little of him
as a king, do you not? ‘Tis fair judgment I think with the way
things are. But he will show you what a man that he is. He is a
great king and a better leader.” Aurora didn’t say anything to her.
“You will see. He will show everyone.”

“Sorry but right now, all I
can see is the ruination of this world. The tapestry that I saw
before coming here? It was faded and worn. What if something
happened to the thing and a tear was made on it? Would people fall
out? Would their area on it simply disappear?”

“It is safe. I swear to you
no harm will come to it. Your being here has insured that.” Aurora
wasn’t so sure and told her so. “You’ll see. All will be aright
with the world.”

And now here today she was looking at
a castle that was falling down around them, and she had no idea how
to fix it...or even if that was all that needed to be fixed before
the next world opened for them.

She looked at Uerthe when he settled
down beside her. He wouldn’t leave her side for any reason and she
loved the stupid thing for it. She reached out and touched his long
furred wing, and lay back on the blanket.

“There will be more trouble
in the morn, My Lady. There are those that watch us now that I do
not trust. I will keep watch this night until they tell you what it
is they want.”

She smiled. She knew there were others
watching them too, but as they didn’t attack, she simply thought to
wait.

“Some of them are humans,
Venitice said. Zapps said that they were a curious lot but he would
watch them as well.” She laughed when Uerthe hummed loudly, the
equivalent of a growl, she supposed. “Zapps said he was sorry three
times already.”

“He is a brute, My Lady. I
do like the large troll but he must be more careful where he puts
his feet. My tail will be sore for a long time.” Rolling to her
back she heard him hum again. “I believe I will find a way to carry
him to the clouds once. He is large but I believe with help we
could get him there.”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.
If he fell off then you’d have to explain to me how you let my
friend be hurt. And think of what he would do to you if you were to
try and not get him up there? He’d kick your butt, but
good.”

She tried to sleep but she couldn’t.
Getting up, she walked to the castle and tried the large door
again. It was either locked tight or there was something or someone
blocking it. When someone spoke behind her, she pulled her sword
but didn’t turn.

“There is a spell on it.
Many stronger than you have tried but there is no opening it
without the spell.” She turned slowly and looked at the man. “I am
Yuri. I am the keeper of the castle.”

“What does that mean? That
you’re the one responsible for it?” He nodded. “I think you’re
failing at your job.”

“I have done the best that
I could. There was no hope for it when we were closed off to the
others. People were pillaging and rampaging everywhere. There was
not enough food and we—”

“What does you watching the
castle have to do with the closed off areas? If you were supposed
to be watching the castle, keeping it from harm, then you failed.
The other things, they were not your problem.” She looked up when
Pavel and Zapps stepped into the moon light. Each of them had their
swords drawn but neither of them looked aggressive. But she knew
that if she needed them to be, they would be at the ready in
seconds.

“We do not allow his kind
to be within our boundaries. I don’t know how you crossed over with
such a…beast but I would ask that you take him away.” She looked at
both her men, not knowing nor caring which one he was talking
about.

She turned her back on him and said
no. “Pavel, I want you to find a few animals and see if they’ll
spread the word for me. Zapps, see if you can find something that
will do the same for the humans. I want as many people here in the
morning as we can gather on such short notice. I want some
answers.”

“Yes My Lady,” Pave
answered. Neither of them moved and she was glad for it. “What
would you like for me to do with this creature?”

“I don’t care but get him
away from here.” Aurora heard a short scuffle then nothing. Still
walking, she knew that Zapps was still behind her. She turned to
him when he cleared his throat.

“Many know that you’re
here. None of them know who you are but they have knowledge of your
presence. Am I to tell them that their Champion has come or would
you like to tell them?” He was teasing her and she knew it. “I
believe there is a long cape in the wagons and I could fashion you
a crown if you desire.”

“I was thinking of kicking
your butt and taking your vest. I think I could wear it as a coat
and pants, it’s so big.” He laughed with her. “There are a lot of
people here, you think?”

“I would think so. This
area was heavily populated many years ago. It was considered well
of you if you lived near the castle. It was where the king and
queen lived. More so better for you if you were one of the staff.”
He looked to where Pavel was taking the man Yuri. “He is no better
than some of the people who would take advantage of those less
fortunate.”

She agreed. “I couldn’t sleep. I
thought that if I came here I could figure something out. The doors
aren’t going to let us in.”

“No My Lady, we are missing
something that would open them for us. What would you like to tell
the others to bring them here?”

She turned to look at the doors. “Tell
them that we’ve been sent by the king. And that we would like to
know what they need most. Yuri said that there were no gardens.
More than likely from the lack of water. Maybe one of them knows
where it’s clogged up at.”

After he left she walked around the
castle completely…no small feat because of its size. By the time
she was in the front again she’d made a mental list of the things
that were broken, windows as well as any places that looked like
the walls were close to tumbling down. She looked up at the stars
and moon, thankful for them to be able not to fall.

She was still working on her list when
the people started gathering. Well, “people” was a relative term
here. There were humans, of course, but there were others as well;
even a few species she’d have to ask Trianam about as she’d not
seen them before. And there in the front of them was Yuri. He
looked to have made himself some sort of leader. Smiling, she
thought she could handle him.

By the time the sun was high in the
sky there were perhaps seventy beings. She moved to the front of
the castle as her men lined up on either side of her. Zapps was
sitting on the ground just beyond the crowd. She was sure it was so
he wouldn’t frighten people.

“Welcome. My name
is—”

“You’re a trespasser.”
Well, Yuri wasted no time. “You have no rights to bring those
animals here with you. We want you to leave here
immediately.”

“And if I told you that I
was sent by the king, would you still ask me to leave?” He nodded.
“How many here want us to leave? Before you answer that you should
know a few things. First of all I’m—”

“We don’t care who or what
you are. We want you gone from here.” She nodded at Zapps, who
moved through the crowd to stand beside Yuri. “You would threaten
me with your beasts? See why she wasn’t sent by the king? He would
never stifle one’s opinion.”

She pulled her blade out and tossed it
at his feet. It quivered as she moved toward him. When he made to
leave, Zapps simply put his hand on his shoulder, holding him
there. She bent, picked up the knife, and slid it into her
scabbard.

“I’m the Champion.” She
walked to the gates again and repeated what she’d said to Yuri.
“I’m the Champion sent by the king to open a pathway here as we’ve
done behind us. When I and my men leave here you’ll be able to
cross over into The Orchard as well as the South Village. Even The
Pasture will be opened for you.”

There was a great deal being said but
nothing she could make out. She waited for them to quiet down as
she moved to Pavel. She leaned in to whisper to him.

“Find out what you can
about him. He kept cutting me off before I could say my name. I
think he knows a little more than we think he does.”

Pavel nodded and turned to leave
before looking at her again. “I’m going to shift because they are
calling for me to be taken away.”

She laughed and watched him shift from
human to lion. She walked back to the gates as silence settled over
everyone. Uerthe moved to stand beside her, as did the other
rismak. No one moved.

“These are part of my men.
To harm them is to harm what belongs to the king.” She hated saying
that, but Zapps had told her that she must make clear from the
beginning that she was representing the king in all
matters.

“They will kill us and eat
our young.”

Aurora shook her head, but before she
could answer the woman in the crowd, someone else spoke, then more,
until the crowd was loud again. She walked away from the castle.
There was no talking to these people now.

“Uerthe, I’d like you to
bring the other rismak to the back of the castle. While Pioter and
Trianam try to follow the water way to see what the problem is,
we’ll work on trying to do some of the heavy lifting to get the
castle cleaned up.” She stood in an open field.

By evening they had picked up only
four of the castle pieces and had not found any dams that blocked
the water. She told them they would start earlier in the morning
and she fell on her blanket and slept. The king invaded her dreams
with a question.

“What do you know of
boats?” She looked at him and decided that he was much too chipper
this early in the morning. “I know that they float, but what makes
them float?”

“They don’t sink.” She
rolled over and pulled her blanket over her head. “Why do you care
how they float? They just do.”

“That is not a very helpful
answer. I need to know because we are going to go on a fishing trip
to find more food and I know nothing about boats. Do you suppose I
should just fly and let them fish?”

“I don’t think that would
be helping them. Where are you going fishing at?” She sat up to
speak to his image. “Is there a large body of water near
you?”

“Of course there is. How
else would we fish if there was not?” He looked at her hard. “Have
you bumped your head again? Are you addled?”

“No, but your castle has no
waterway. And because of that they can’t grow anything. Your people
are starving.”

He looked behind her and she knew that
he didn’t see anything she was seeing. He was looking at something
in his world, probably his mate.

“Long ago there was a man…I
forget his name but he said that damming up the waterways would
make for a larger pond or lake. He said that he could fill it with
all sorts of fishes and then he would charge peoples who came to
use it and its bounty.” He sat down on something from his world and
not hers and floated in the air. “I do not know if he lives yet,
but he lived nearer the point where the maze is.”

She knew which way that was and
Trianam was headed there as soon as things settled down. She nodded
her thanks and smiled at him. The man was simply too happy
nowadays, and she kind of liked him…not that she’d tell him
that.

“A boat floats because its
mass is less than the water. Do you know what density is?” He
nodded at her. “Well, a boat has less density than the water so it
floats atop of it rather than sinks.”

“So a boat, because of its
shape and size, is still lighter than the water it sits upon.” She
nodded. “Even if the boat were made of say, stone…no, that would
not work. Stone has a deeper density.”

“I think you got it.” She
lay back down then turned to look at him. “The castle is falling
down, are you aware of that? And I don’t have enough glue to put it
together again.”

He smiled at her. “You do not need
glue, but simply knowing how the pieces fit the whole. You’ll
figure it out. If you don’t then I will make fun of your lack of
efforts the next time we meet.” Then he disappeared.

“What the heck does that
mean?” she shouted to the night sky. “Come back here and explain
yourself.”

She was going to hurt him when she saw
him. How was she supposed to put the pieces together to make it
whole?


Chapter 2

 


She was exhausted, Trianam could see
that. Every night she would go out and try to figure out how the
pieces went together, and would go to bed just as the sun was
coming up. Before lunch break she was back at it again. They had
been at this for over three weeks. If she did not get rest soon she
would fall ill.

Trianam turned when someone coughed
softly.

“I have a small bed of
vegetables. If you would like, I would add them to your pot.” The
little woman was no bigger than a fervinram but strong looking. “I
have a well.”

He nodded to the large caldron that
they’d been using to cook in. Malindris had given it to them when
she’d seen they were eating in shifts because all they had was a
small tin pot. It had come in handy, but if they continued to grow
in number, they would be back to eating in shifts again.

As she began paring up her bounty,
Trianam sat beside her and picked up a carrot. It was small and
sort of limp, but it was the first vegetable they’d seen since
they’d been there. He helped her cut up the rest.

“I’m Idona. My farm, what
there is left of it, is to the south.” Trianam told her his name.
“They say that she is not the Champion. That she is yet another
fake. We have had our fair share of those.”

“She’s the real thing. I
have seen her do things that others could never do. And she does
speak to the king, I have seen her.” She nodded as she pulled out
some sprays of herbs from her pockets. “You should let her see your
garden. I’m betting that she could help you with it.”

“I have heard from the
trees that she can heal all manner of soil. Do you think she is
here to fix this ground? ‘Tis tired of waiting for its king I
think.” Trianam thought that was a perfect way to say it. “Will
take a great deal to win over the others to help.”

There had been more and more people
coming to see what they were doing. None of them had offered to
help but this woman, but they weren’t hostile to them any longer.
And Yuri had not returned since the first day. Aurora was moving to
another pile of the stone they’d removed when he whistled for
her.

“Aurora, this is Idona. She
has offered us her vegetables for our sup.” The women shook hands
and Trianam took a step back. Something had passed between the two
of them.

Idona turned back to the pot as she
spoke. “She has sent me messages, my sister. She told me of you.
Said that I would know you by your heart. She was
right.”

“Trianam, this is Genese’s
sister. They haven’t seen each other since the closing. She and her
sister are a great deal alike, it seems.” He looked between them
and frowned. “Don’t worry, she won’t hold it against you that you
made Genese mad at you.”

He hadn’t meant to insult the witch,
but when she’d told him that his son would need more than simply
milk if he was to grow strong like his mother, he had taken
offense. He had thought she was saying his boy was going to be
small, and only fit for women’s work, and when he’d said that she
tore into him harshly. But her giving him the pains a woman felt
during birth had been too much…for him especially. But he did have
a great deal more respect for his lady wife.

“You have learned your
lesson then?” He nodded at Idona. “Then there will be no reason for
me to make you suffer more.”

Thanking her, he went in search of his
wings. They were set to go further than they had before, and had
only come back for some food. Today they would not be back, but
would go as far as they could and return on the morrow. He was not
happy about leaving Aurora alone.

He was skyward when he realized what
she’d been doing when she’d been directing the stones to be laid in
a certain way. She had been putting the pieces in piles according
to how they might fit together. He could see that wall stones were
piled neatly in one part of the field, then in yet another there
were dragon pieces. Here there were many pieces and she had been
working to fit them into single dragons. She had not made much
progress he could see.

They followed the dried bed until they
could see no more. He thought that the king had the wrong person
and that they were chasing nothing. But Trianam would do as Aurora
would ask of him because he simply could do no less. When they
settled for the night, Pioter moved closer to him and lay down. The
beast had been nervous since they landed and it put him on edge as
well.

He was just closing his eyes when he
saw movement. He put his hand on his wings and he stilled too. It
was perhaps five more minutes passing before a great beast came out
of the darkness to stand in the light. When Trianam touched the
pommel of his sword the beast sat down. It was a troll.

“You’ve scented the air
with your fire. You wish to be killed this night?” He reached out
and ran his hand over the fire, and both the smell of smoke and the
smoke itself disappeared. “I am Tholan. You smell of my cousin,
Zapps.”

“I know him. He never
mentioned you however. How did you come to know that I’m a friend
of Zapps?”

“You smell of him, as I
said. Nay, he would not mention me, for he is not aware of me
living. I have been caring for his mother all these seasons. I am
younger by half.” Trianam didn’t offer his hand and neither did the
troll. He did look like Zapps in that he too was a large creature,
but it was the vest that gave him credit.

“Zapps wears one similar to
that what you wear. He said his aunt made it.” Tholan laughed. “You
find it funny that he wears a vest?”

“Nay, I find it funny that
you lie. You know as well as I that his mother made these both. But
I should be happy that you would test me so. You are called Trianam
the Slayer.”

There had been variations on his name
since he’d helped Aurora. He offered the man some of his stew with
the vegetables in it from Idona. Tholan seemed to know
this.

“She is a good woman. Hard
on a man who does not do as she says, but she is good and kind. She
has a garden that she works that feeds most of my family in the
colder months.”

“It must be a large garden
indeed.” They both laughed. “What do you know of the
waterways?”

“‘Tis being dammed up by
another. He thinks to sell it to us. And when we do not buy, he
still holds it from us. But he cannot guard it at all hours, so we
steal what we need. He claims to have the king’s permission to do
such.”

Trianam shook his head. “No, he does
not. I have been sent to find the man and tell him that he must
stop. I’m a feared that it will not just take a conversation with
him.”

“More than likely not. He
is a poor man who does not even use what he has in fear of not
making a bit of gold for what he has used. Some say that he has not
bathed in a long many moons and that when he does he pays for the
water he uses or returns it to where he took it.”

“Can you show me where it
is, the water?” Tholan nodded and grinned. “Is there something else
I should know?”

“Aye, there is. But you’ll
come with me tonight with your beastie. I will make sure he is fed
well, as you will be. You can trust me. I would not lie to the hand
servant to the Champion.”

He wasn’t sure how he thought about
being called a hand servant to anyone, but Trianam stood when
Tholan did. He followed behind him until they came upon a small
house in a glen. The lights on inside were both comforting and
warm. After Tholan went inside, he did as well.

Idona sat at the table mending a
shirt. She looked homey there, as did the other woman. She was
Tholan’s aunt, and more than likely Zapps’s mother. She was sewing
patches to another vest into a scene. She stood when he bowed
before her.

“You smell of Zapps. Come,
let me take him in.” Suddenly he was engulfed into her chest and
being held tightly, almost too tightly. When she let him go he sat,
his breath knocked from him.

“You’ll eat. Tholan, go and
see to his wings. The two of you must be starved.” There was a cup
of brew before him and a large platter of warm cookies before he
could protest. “I’m afraid all we have are stew and hard bread. I
had not expected company.”

She fussed around the room quickly and
Idona continued with her mending. When another platter of food was
put before him, Trianam took the woman’s hand. He looked at her and
tried to put his mind around how quickly things were
moving.

“It’s the air. You must
settle. You’ve been where it is dry for several weeks and now there
is water nearby and your body knows it. It shall pass.” She sat
down and looked at him. “Eat something. A little, I think, but
drink plenty. We have all we can carry and then some.”

“Who are you?” He flushed
when he realized how rude he’d been when she stood to refill his
water. “I’m sorry, My Lady, I assure you that my mother did raise
me better. I am Trianam. I know
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