
		
			The Last Defender

			Part 1: Fire Demon

			Marc Simon



	

 

			The Last Defender

			Copyright © 2026 by Marc Simon

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			 

			 

			[image: ]

			Tellwell Talent

			www.tellwell.ca

			 

			ISBN

			978-1-83418-886-7 (Hardcover)

			978-1-83418-887-4 (Paperback)

			978-1-83418-885-0 (eBook)



	

[image: ]



	

 

			For my family, for a lifetime of support, encouragement and love.

			Sinead, Artur, Mum, and Dad.

			Thank you.



	

Contents

			Acknowledgements

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Chapter Eighteen

			Chapter Nineteen

			Chapter Twenty

			Chapter Twenty-one

			Chapter Twenty-two

			Chapter Twenty-three

			Chapter Twenty-four

			Chapter Twenty-five

			Chapter Twenty-six

			Chapter Twenty-seven

			Chapter Twenty-eight

			Chapter Twenty-nine

			Chapter Thirty

			Chapter Thirty-one

			Chapter Thirty-two

			Chapter Thirty-three

			Chapter Thirty-four

			Chapter Thirty-five

			Epilogue

			Coming soon: The Last Defender - Part 2: Deadly Trails

			Chapter One



	

Acknowledgements

			Juggling a full-time job, family, keeping fit and writing is tough. Luckily, I enjoy all four! I would not have been able to write this book without the support of my wife. Thank you, thank you, thank you, to my wife who has encouraged and supported me through the years in all my endeavours and enterprises. She encouraged me fifteen years ago to rewrite my Dungeons-and-Dragons-style fantasy game I wrote when I was twelve into a published game book. With the help of many donors on a crowdfunding website (see the list below), my dream was realised. I continued to write and completed book two of the series and half of book three. Then life got in the way and I stopped writing. 

			 

			In February of 2025, I had a lightbulb moment and decided to convert my game books into novels, and I immediately started writing. When I write, I immerse myself in that world. I get into the flow state, which usually means being left alone. I have an incredibly understanding wife and son who will leave me to write for the short time I get each day. My wife also read the book as I wrote it, giving valuable advice and input. That leads me to Rachel Christini. Rachel and her family are friends of ours, and, over dinner one night, Rachel expressed her love of fantasy books. We got chatting about the book and agreed that Rachel could read the first draft so I could get some input from an outside party. Thankfully, Rachel loved the book and I think she read it in two days! Thank you, Rachel.

			 

			When I wrote my game book, The Fire Demon - Death Awaits You, my wife recommended the artistic input a pupil at the school she taught at, Ciaran Jack. He is responsible for the map and logo from my original game book. He went on to become a successful graphic designer and business owner. Now, eleven years later, he agreed to be involved in the project again and update the map and logo for the book. He has such a talent, and, if you ever need a graphic designer, I highly recommend him. Thank you, Ciaran.

			 

			I had kept this project as secret as possible, but the time came when I revealed all to the world, family and friends. Thank you all for your continued and ongoing faith and support.

			 

			The original crowdfund contributors:

			Mum & Dad

			Steve Tuckfield

			Jon Williams

			Sean Clifford

			Russ Barker

			Andy Irvine

			Hannah Atkinson

			Dom Bowles

			Adam Tripp

			Adam Chamberlain

			Raewyn Worthington

			Simon Wooding

			Emer Beatson

			Peter Bradley

			Jenny Beighton

			Anne Fox

			John Bevir

			Melinda Cleland

			Jo Riches

			Martin Bell

			Chris Rae

			Thomas Bevir

			Fernando Gutierrez



	

Chapter One

			The faint sound of footsteps, from at least half a dozen individuals, could be heard stomping their way along the passage. Like the continuous rumble of distant thunder, these boots carried menace and anger. These footsteps were from guards, guards that kept order and prevented intruders from stealing secrets from the citadel in the mountain. These were no ordinary guards—this was a Keplar patrol. Keplar were as intelligent as Elves and twice as strong as Orcs. They were also highly organised and disciplined. This was. . . unexpected. Oisin had prepared for years to tackle many creatures but Keplar were unknown to him, a breed he had never seen before. He had managed to dispatch two of them guarding the gate to the inner sanctum, but at great cost. Now he had alerted a Keplar patrol and sustained a ten-inch gash on his right thigh and a gaping hole in his left shoulder, his sword arm, from a Keplar spear during the violent tussle. He was down, but not out. Oisin managed to close and lock the gate to the inner sanctum, breaking the key in the lock in the process. This would slow but not stop the Keplar patrol. Oisin still had his sword, Eldrid, the flame cutter, so there was still a chance. Blood poured from the gash on his thigh and the hole in his shoulder. He limped down the passage, left arm dangling, virtually useless. He had a vial of green tabula healing potion but he wasn’t quite ready for it yet. He needed to wait for the right moment. The passage curved gently around to the right with torches on the wall lighting the way. Oisin’s vision started to blur. He shook off the pain and shouted loudly to himself, “COME ON!” The whole time he was thinking of home, his wife, Maggie, and unborn son, Artur. Maggie and Oisin had agreed on the name before he left for the mountain. The name translated to “great warrior,” something he hoped Artur would grow up to be. Whether Oisin would be there to see it, time would soon tell. His motivations were in no doubt, but motivations can only get you so far. Oisin had the heart of a warrior, and he would not—could not—stop until his heart stopped. Now a strange low hum could be heard.

			“Not my ears as well,” he said to himself.

			He shook his head again but the hum did not abate. This was coming from somewhere ahead. It unnerved him.

			He relished tough times—they were what made him who he was, a master metalsmith and master fighter, not just with the sword but hand-to-hand fighting. Oisin wasn’t large but he wasn’t small; he was neither skinny nor muscular. Quick and mobile, he was a lean fighting machine being. A true warrior, strong of heart.

			He rounded the corner and found his way blocked by a very heavy, jet-black stone door. The door had strange scenes engraved around a pentagonal recess in its centre, about the size of a small fist. Among the scenes was a strange creature with fiery wings with creatures cowering at its feet. Another scene portrayed mighty warriors being slain by the creature, four in total. Another showed a castle on the edge of a cliff with its door half open. Another scene showed a winged creature flying above a great city breathing fire onto it. One scene that stood out the most, sent a shiver down Oisin’s spine. It was that of a man with an injured right leg and an injured left shoulder holding a sword in his right hand, standing in front of a stone door, just as Oisin was then. 

			“This cannot be! How?”

			Oisin stared in horror and confusion. He then brought his focus back to the moment, just like he had been taught many years before. He looked at the pentagonal recess and smiled as he pulled a necklace from inside his tunic. It was black, pentagon-shaped, and made from the rare mineral thalamite. He had procured it from an obliging dead Dark Elf, the leader of a patrol he’d managed to dispatch with just a few cuts and bruises to himself. One of his finer fighting moments. He took it from around his neck and lifted it up to the door, hoping, praying that it fit the recess. Oisin slotted the piece into the recess with a satisfying clump and stuck it firmly in place. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the door started to open, sliding to the right with a loud grinding noise. It slid slowly. Oisin was in a hurry. The Keplar guards that were behind him could open the gate and catch up to him at any moment. As soon as he was able, he slipped sideways through the gap.

			Inside the chamber was very hot. Oisin could not make out the size or shape of the chamber because acrid smoke filled the air and the taste of sulphur stung the back of his throat. That strange background hum that could be heard earlier was now loud and pulsated in Oisin’s ear. The room had a strange orange glow, but a curved stone lip on the floor could be made out about eighteen feet inside the chamber. A slow, bubbling sound could also be heard:

			Gloop, gloop, glooop.

			Oisin lifted his sword arm and at the same time awkwardly pulled a green vial from a pouch on his right hip. He managed to flick the cork out, and stooping a little, managed to down the contents. He closed his eyes, willing, hoping, praying. Jorge from the Pegasus Rising Inn had been kind and stout of heart in offering him this potion. Oisin had put his trust in him. That trust was now being tested. Then Oisin smiled to himself. He felt . . . strong, vibrant, excited.

			“It really works!” he said to himself. 

			He stood up tall and glanced at his leg. The gash was healing! He then looked at his shoulder, noticing that the hole created by the spear had healed. He threw his sword into his left hand and, with a quick swipe and parry, he said, “I’m back. Come on!” 

			Time was not on his side though. At any moment the Keplar patrol could get through the gate and be on him. Even with his newfound strength he would find it difficult to battle six Keplars and the beast. 

			“Where are you?” he said to himself, looking around the chamber for the beast.

			Oisin crept toward the raised stone lip in the room. The lip turned out to be a full circle of rough stone, chipped and scarred. Inside the lip was a thick, bubbling black substance. Gloop, Glooop. Occasional bubbles rose to the surface and popped. Gloop. The pit was about nine feet in diameter. The acrid smoke in the room seemed to come from this pit. It made breathing difficult and even stung Oisin’s eyes, making tears well up in his lower eyelids. These were not ideal conditions for a one-on-one battle with a beast.

			Above the pit was an opening. Much of the smoke seemed to be escaping that way, telling Oisin that this must, in effect, be a shaft all the way to the top of Chantire Mountain.

			“Come on. Where are you?” he whispered to himself again. From information he had gathered whilst exploring the underground caverns, Oisin knew he would have to strike the beast early to level the playing field and give him a literal fighting chance of slaying the creature. Various people in the caverns had referred to the beast as a “fire demon.” Whilst Oisin believed in the afterlife, he did not believe that “demons” could inhabit the earthly realm. To him, it was just a poor beast to slay.

			Oisin was growing impatient. His focus started to wander. The acrid smoke and the constant hum were taking their toll. He needed to get this done.

			Oisin had turned from the bubbling pit to explore the rest of the cavern when he heard the bubbling activity increase. Oisin suddenly felt the sweat that has been beading and dripping all along. The sweat now felt cold. Oisin realised that a breeze was circulating the room. He turned and saw that smoke was being blown BACK into the chamber from the opening above the pit. He also noticed that the bubbling activity had increased and the loud hum had increased in vibration, becoming more high pitched. This was an assault on the senses. In battle a warrior gets into the flow. Warriors fight in the moment and when in the flow the warrior can almost anticipate an opponent’s next move. Once that flow is interrupted, the mind wanders, the body stiffens and the “flow” disappears. 

			Oisin was growing impatient. The high-pitched hum was really starting to get to him. The sweat from the heat and tears from the smoke were blurring his vision. He was expecting to enter the chamber of the beast, do battle and escape. Now he found himself gripping his sword so tightly that his hand ached. He was tense. The Keplar patrol would surely be there at any moment.

			He took a step closer to the bubbling pit, whose activity now resembled boiling water, except the water was thick black gloop. He found himself staring intently at the pool, almost hypnotically. He stooped for a closer look and saw, in the centre of the pool, what seemed like a large bubble, the size of a large head, slowly surfacing. As this “bubble” rose, it took the form of a grotesque head covered in the slick black liquid.

			“No! This cannot be?” Oisin was wide eyed in bewilderment with a pinch of consternation.

			Oisin suddenly realised that this was the beast—a “demon,” after all. And with those thoughts, flames appeared all over the thick black gloop, making Oisin take a step back from the lip. 

			Oisin tried to snap out of the hypnotic paralysis he found himself in and, with all his mental strength, he managed to snap out of it and raise his sword.

			“Get in early. Make the battle more even. This is my chance,” he told himself.

			What Oisin had not realised was that the Keplar patrol had been waiting outside the door the whole time. They had snuck up some time earlier, after forcing the gate open. They were definitely smart. Orcs would have come charging in, screaming. The Keplar had waited until the right moment, knowing that Oisin’s focus would be diverted and his senses overpowered. They crept up on Oisin, moving silently, helped by the high-pitched hum that was now an intolerable shrill. Their spears were held out in front in battle formation, ready to thrust. Keplarian spears are especially long with a vicious serrated head that leaves a wound ragged and hard to treat and heal.

			Just a few yards away, they crept.

			Oisin raised his sword, with thalamite water runes forged into the blade.

			This could be over very quickly, he thought to himself.

			And with those words, Oisin felt a sharp pain through his body, then another, and another. He gazed down to see three spear tips protruding from his chest. Oisin dropped Eldrid and never saw the other three spears penetrate his body as his vision went black and he departed this realm, dead. Oisin would never see the black gloop from the pit reach over the lip and engulf his body, dragging it into the foul liquid.

			



	

Chapter Two

			Brinson Hage

			Chantire

			Twelve years later

			Brinson Hage was quiet. The harvest moon was shining full and bright. Not as bright as the red glow that appeared at the edge of Goblin Combe, the wood that bordered the arable land of Brinson Hage, the land that grew the food and tradable goods for Brinson Hage, Herrinon and Ragiol, which bordered Chew Waters. The ominous glow grew brighter and broader, lighting up a farmer’s dwelling, a farmhouse thatched and vulnerable. A man rushed toward the farmhouse, surprisingly spritely for his age and size but not surprising when the circumstances were taken into consideration. He reached the sturdy wooden door and banged on it with his fist.

			“Maggie, wake up! There’s a fire! The crops are burning. Maggie!”

			The door opened. Maggie stood there in her night smock, long, greying wavy hair half-covering her face. Maggie had a stern face with wrinkles and penetrating green eyes but still had a youthful beauty for her forty-one years.

			“What is it, Monty? What’s going on?” Maggie asked, flicking her hair behind her ears.

			Monty was one of the local metalsmiths and Maggie’s friend. He stood at the door, bent over, puffing and wheezing.

			“There’s a fire in the west paddocks,” he said. “The corn fields are burning.”

			Just at that moment a loud “WHOOSH” was heard, followed by the sky lighting up over the east paddock, the wheat crop. Both Monty and Maggie gawped in dismay.

			“What’s happening?” Maggie asked.

			Monty, still slightly out of breath, said, “The crops are burning. Get Artur—we need all the help we can get. You two head to the west paddock. They’re cutting a break in the corn so it won’t spread anymore. I’ll gather who I can and head to the wheat paddocks and see what we can do. Now, hurry.”

			Without her saying a word, Maggie’s strength and fearlessness took over. She hurried to the hearth, where Artur slept, next to the faint glow of the embers. She bent down, shaking him.

			“Artur, wake up. Artur!”

			Artur stirred, opened his eyes and lifted his head, his thick mop of blonde hair flattened on one side. For that brief moment he was in total confusion, blinking, caught between the realm of sleep and the land of wake. Then he said, “Mother, what is it?” as he rubbed his eyes.

			Urgently but clearly, Maggie said, “We have to head toward the west paddocks . . .”

			Before Maggie could finish, Artur interrupted: “Why? What’s going on?”

			Maggie calmly told him, “There are fires, the crops are burning. Now get your tunic on and grab the scythe. I’ll get the buckets. We can get water from the river. Now, go!”

			Artur jumped to his feet, put on his tunic and boots, and headed outside to grab the scythe.

			When Maggie and Artur arrived at the west paddocks they saw about twenty farmers and villagers coordinating the battling with the fire. The fire was roaring and hot with farmers frantically cutting a break about thirty yards ahead of the fire with the remaining villagers pouring water at the base of the fire front, trying to slow its progress. The night was still, which meant the fire’s progress was not as fast as it could have been.

			Maggie motioned to Artur and said, “Go and help the farmers cut the break. I’ll join the water chain. Two extra buckets will be much welcomed.”

			As Artur rushed over to help the farmers, in the fire’s glow Maggie noticed that he had grown. “Maybe it’s the light,” she said to herself. But while still not large or small for his twelve years, he showed a toughness of spirit. He was stronger, quicker, and smarter than most his age. His father would have been proud. And then Maggie looked down and thought, Maybe it’s time, before she took one final glance at her boy and rushed toward the river and the water chain.

			The next morning was still and sunny. Smoke still rose from scorched areas of the paddock and the villagers were still wearily pouring water on hot spots that threatened to flare up again. During the night no one cared or dared to talk about the cause of the fires; it was human instinct to focus on saving the food supply and tradeable crops. But now people started to talk. There were whispers that this was no natural occurrence. How could it have been? It was dry but not tinder dry. There had been no lightning, and no reason for anyone to sabotage this year’s harvest. That didn’t stop people talking of the past, twelve years before, when a winged creature spewing fire had caused death and destruction. Food shortages and famine were common but the people of Chantire were resilient and had prevailed long enough to see the attacks stop and they fully recovered. And yet, only two fires had been started—a warning of more to come? Even Maggie knew deep down what had caused the fires. It was her husband who’d left to slay the beast after weeks of attacks in the area. She was still pregnant with Artur at the time. He’d never returned. Now she felt a deep dread in the pit of her stomach. She knew what had to be done. Her husband was a Defender. It was Oisin’s destiny to heed the call when the time came. That destiny was passed onto Artur, his birthright.

			 

			That morning, the Brinson Hage Council was convened in the great hall. It was a great clamour, with everyone talking at once and no one talking any sense. It was as if this evil had returned, like a spell bringing everything from the past back—fear, anger, hatred, despair.

			Then a loud noise was heard, wood hammering on wood—bang, bang, bang, bang.

			A large man stood, his voice booming above the clamour of people standing in the great hall. It was Monty.

			“Silence! We must have silence!” 

			The council consisted of a broad spectrum of ten people—shopkeepers, farmers, teachers, and tradesmen. This was renewed every two years and everyone over the age of twenty-five had to serve on the council. Currently the hamar rodd, or council chairperson, was Monty DeFarr. He sat in the middle of a long table with the other nine council members. He was the head metalsmith of Brinson Hage. He was a large man—slightly overweight but strong in the upper body and with thin legs that seemed out of place with his muscular torso. His close friends called him Sparrow because of this.

			The crowd of people either ignored or were oblivious to Monty’s call for calm and silence. Then with a voice like thunder: “I said SILENCE!”

			Monty’s booming voice rose above the clamour, almost shaking the great hall itself. The throng of people almost immediately fell silent. 

			“Thank you, townsfolk,” Monty said, sounding exasperated. “I’m sure you all know why we are here.”

			Almost immediately Monty was interrupted by someone near the front.

			“Of course we do. It’s back!”

			“We don’t know that for sure. Did anyone see it?” Monty questioned.

			“We don’t need to see it. Who else would start two fires in one night?”

			The crowd mumbled and whispered.

			Then Monty raised his voice slightly again. “This could have been a rogue or a villain, for all we know. We have seen nothing for twelve years. We have prospered. Why now? If it has returned, why did it not do more dam—”

			An old man near the front interrupted. “This is exactly how it started last time. Do you not remember?”

			Mumbles and whispered of yes and aye could be heard in the crowd.

			“And do you not remember the attacks got steadily worse as it grew stronger? I remember.”

			The old man stepped to the front and turned to the crowd, revealing a hideously fire-scarred face and neck. He said, “It got me while I was trying to protect my family. The pain I feel every day from this scar reminds me. I never forgot.”

			Monty interjected, “We still have no proof. We have had fires in Brinson Hage but no one has blamed it?”

			“That’s because the cause for each fire was known!” said another voice.

			All this time Maggie and Artur were standing at the back of the great hall, listening intently, saying nothing. Then Maggie quietly spoke with a sense of urgency in her voice. “Artur, we have to get back to the farmhouse now.”

			With that, they both quietly removed themselves from the meeting, slipping through the gap in the slightly ajar door of the great hall. As they left, Maggie looked around, scanning the sky, and said to Artur, “What they didn’t say, or remember, was that the beast came back the very next morning and attacked two random houses on the outskirts of Brinson Hage before its fire seemed to weaken and it headed off in the direction of Chantire Mountain. That’s where your father went to find it.”

			Artur stopped in his tracks.

			“Mother, that is the first time you have mentioned Father in years. Are you telling me that Father left to slay this beast?”

			Maggie closed her eyes and shook her head as if regretting saying anything at that moment. “Not now. Back at the farmhouse. I’ll explain everything,” she said.

			They both picked up the pace with Maggie frequently scanning the sky.

			 

			They reached the farmhouse, with Maggie giving one final look up at the sky before closing the door behind her. She paused, gathering her thoughts for what she was about to say to Artur. She told him to sit at the table, motioning with her hands, and they both sat down at the table.

			Maggie took a deep breath and came straight out with it.

			“Artur, your father Oisin was a Defender. That meant that when the time came—and only he would know that time—he would heed the call to whatever mission he had to do. For your father the call was made to find and slay the beast in the mountain. This winged beast has been called a fire demon. It is not of this realm, this earth. It comes from another plane. It was behind the attacks twelve years ago and I fear it was behind the fires last night. If this is the case, firstly, there will be more attacks and, secondly, unfortunately for everyone, especially you, your father Oisin was unsuccessful in his mission to kill the dire demon.”

			Maggie continued in a more sombre but caring tone, switching from messenger to mother.

			“Your father was an amazing man. He was strong, and I mean strong. He had the strength of an ox but he was also humble and caring. He was a great fighter. He won the Battle of Brinson sword-fighting festival six years in a row, demonstrating cunning and guile with the sword.” 

			Artur, looking confused and a little shocked at all this coming out now, said, “Why did he have to go?”

			“It was his destiny, his birthright, Artur,” Maggie said. “He was a Defender. The gods had a purpose for him and when that purpose came, he had to heed the call. Some say it is a privilege; some say it’s a cursed chalice. But we don’t get to choose. I have something for you that might help explain.”

			And with that, Maggie stood and walked to her chest in the corner. After a bit of rummaging, she pulled out an envelope sealed with an ornate wax seal of the letter D and handed it to Artur. Artur held the envelope, staring at it for a while before Maggie said, “Go on, Artur, open it and read the letter from your father.”

			Artur broke the seal and gingerly pulled the letter from the envelope. He unfolded the now yellowing parchment and started reading:

			 

			Artur,

			By the time you read these words, you will be old enough to understand the weight they carry. This letter is all that is left of me. Though we never met, know this truth: I longed to watch you grow, to guide your steps, to teach you the ways of the world. But the call reached me first, and destiny forced me onto a path from which there was no turning back.

			If you read this, then my journey has ended and I walk no longer among the living. Now your own path opens up before you, just as mine did. It is a path of service, of lifting up the helpless, of seeking justice where none can be found, of defending the light even when shadows gather thick around it.

			Artur, you are a Defender in training. To become a true Defender, you must learn not only the skill of the blade, but the strength of a sharpened mind. Your training begins now. Travel to the monastery near Herrinon, on the shores of Chew Water. There, the monks will shape your body and spirit until you are ready . . . or the call finds you.

			The road ahead will be harsh. The days will test you. But lean into the destiny that waits for you, and it will carry you farther than fear ever could.

			Keep pushing. Keep striving. I will always love you, son.

			Oisin.

			Artur stared in silence at the letter, strange feelings welling up inside him. Then, as if in response to the sudden realisation or some kind of magic, Artur stood tall and proud as if he had transitioned into a man in that very moment. Maggie looked on with a mixture of emotions: pride, sadness, and anticipation. Artur looked at his mother and asked, “When do I leave?”

			Maggie stood and replied: “Whenever you are ready, son.” 

			She held out her hands and walked round the table to Artur. “I’m so proud of you,” she said holding his hands. “I’m not going to stand in your way; the future of Chantire is at stake. No one can see the future—it is not ours to see. We have to live with purpose for a purpose. Your father’s purpose is now your purpose. My purpose was to support your father and bring you up to be the fine young man you are now.”

			And with those words it was as if Maggie had had a sudden realisation. She shook it off and with the possibility of earlier events returning, she said, “I’ll find your pack. You must leave immediately. The monastery is a day’s walk. You’ll want to be there before night falls.”

			Together they packed what meagre belongings Artur had. Artur picked up the letter on the table and put it in his pocket. With a final look around Artur walked out the door of the farmhouse, followed closely by his mother.

			“We’ll stop and get provisions for you at the market to keep your strength up,” Maggie said with another look to the sky.

			 

			The market was bustling. Brinson Hage had a large open-air market spread out over the town square in six rows. There were many traders and customers going about their daily business, haggling for a deal, buying the evening meal, or simply browsing the various wares on offer. With a flask of water in his pack, Artur needed some provisions for the day.

			“What about some dried meat and some fruit?” Maggie asked.

			“What about a pie? I would love a meat and gravy pie,” Artur replied.

			“Do you think I am made of money, master Artur? Dried beef and fruit it is. Get used to it—those monks eat very frugally,” Maggie said, half-laughing.

			Artur and Maggie looked at each other with a smile tinged with sadness.

			“I’ll see you again, Mother,” Artur said hopefully.

			Maggie paused before replying. “Of course you will. You’ll be back on your days off, except monks don’t have days off.” She laughed.

			Then it happened. Maggie was looking up to the sky laughing when a shadow crossed the low morning sun. The future’s not ours to see, she said in her mind. Then chaos and destruction broke loose. A black winged beast, large and sinewy, with long arms, long legs and a long whip cracking tail flew over the market. People scattered, screaming. Tables toppled, people fell. Everyone ran in different directions. It didn’t matter because there was nowhere to hide in the open market. On its second pass the beast unleashed fire. It was indiscriminate, spewing molten fire over the crowded market. Some were vaporised, caught in the direct line of fire. Some were running, burning, spreading the fire as they ran before collapsing, dead. On the third pass some men had gathered spears and a few archers readied their bows, standing defiantly in the one of the rows. Artur and Maggie, completely in shock, stood frozen two rows over, watching the carnage unfold. The beast swept up into the air, turned, and swept at speed, leathery flaming wings folded back, swooping toward the defiant men and archers. They didn’t stand a chance. As the beast swooped down, the archers and men held position until the last second before unleashing arrows and spears. As they unleashed their weapons, so did the beast unleash fire. The arrows and spears were vaporised before they could do any damage. So too were the defiant men and archers. As the beast swooped up, just a smouldering trace of footprints was all that was left where they stood. The beast made ready for a fourth pass. Artur saw to his horror that they would be in its path. Artur grabbed Maggie and shouted, “Run!”

			They ran but the beast swooped fast. It opened its gaping mouth and let rip with molten fire again. Maggie tripped and fell. At first Artur didn’t notice. By the time he did it was too late. He turned to see molten fire fast approaching where his mother lay. Maggie lifted her face from the dirt, looked at Artur, and smiled. 

			Artur screamed, “Noooo!” just as Maggie waved him away. 

			There was nothing he could do. Artur turned and darted to the right into a farrier’s stall. A horse broke loose and bolted, galloping out into the fire, just missing Artur. He saw a farrier’s thick leather apron, grabbed it with both hands on the run, and dove into the dirty water of the quenching trough and covered himself with the apron. He could hear the whoosh of the fire as it passed. The apron heated up and the water began to warm but Artur did not burn. Once the fire passed, he waited a few seconds for the beast to pass away then he threw off the apron and leapt out of the trough and ran to where his mother had fallen. He shouted for her but fires still burned; charred bodies and the injured lay everywhere. All that was left where Maggie had lain was a shadow, an outline of a person with an outstretched arm. Maggie’s last goodbye to Artur. Artur collapsed, hands in the dirt, and started sobbing; a wave of helplessness and despair washed over him like a tidal wave. He remembered the letter from his father and how he’d stood in front of his mother and proclaimed that he would follow in his father’s footsteps. 

			Then, with a new feeling of strength and determination, he stood up, wiped the tears from his eyes, and watched the beast in the distance fly in the direction of Chantire Mountain. Artur muttered four words: “I’ll see you again.” Then he put on his pack and strolled purposely in the opposite direction, to the monastery in Herrinon.

			



	

Chapter Three

			Herrinon 

			Ten years later

			The monastery near Herrinon had extensive grounds. Various livestock were kept—cattle, goats and chickens—and crops were grown, such as corn and wheat, and fruit and vegetables to sustain the monks and to trade with. All this needed tending to. Artur knew these grounds like the back of his hand. He had spent the last ten years working the land and training to be a warrior. The monks had been good to him and had taken him in without question all those years ago. He had started at the bottom doing chores such as cleaning the chicken sheds and carrier pigeon coops, and rounding up the cattle and goats. All this started the process of building resilience, strength and endurance. A monk’s life is not easy. His mother had been right. The days were long and there were no days off, just a few hours’ reflection every seventh day, a chance for everything learnt to soak into the brain and body. As Artur grew, his days were spent farming, learning to fight, and with time in the classroom learning to train the mind and learning knowledge of the world. Artur had developed into a strong warrior. He had been trained to build on his already strong personality traits of showing kindness to all, being dependable and loyal, and showing humility rather than showing off. He became a skilled fighter with the sword, axe and quarterstaff and was also skilled at hand-to-hand combat, learning that you didn’t need a blade to be a deadly fighter.

			 

			Now he stood at the large wrought-iron gates of the monastery, ready to return to Brinson Hage. He’d heard the call one night a week before, waking in a sweat from a lucid dream about the beast in the mountain. Only this time it was Artur who was battling the beast, not his father. In his dream, Artur found himself being killed, not by the beast but by three spears through his body from behind. He had told the monks of his dream and they told him that it signified the death of one life and the start of another. One mission had been completed, another had begun. 

			“Your training is now complete. This door is closing but another one waits to be opened,” they told him. That door was his mission to slay the beast. He was now a Defender who had had the call. It was time. The monks had gifted Artur a fine sword and dagger in his graduation ceremony and bestowed upon him the incantation of the fearless warrior.

			 

			The fearless warrior

			Heart shining bright

			Stand for all that is good

			And all that is right

			 

			Stand for all

			Show honour and humility

			Be strong in mind and body

			With faith in boundless ability

			 

			Through shattered hope

			And wounded pride

			You stand tall

			Courage and strength provide

			 

			Stand your ground 

			For good and in battle

			Stand strong and tall

			Before the death rattle

			You are a warrior!

			 

			Artur took one last look at the monastery, shouldered his pack with the sword strapped inconspicuously to the side, grabbed his quarterstaff leaning on the monastery wall and turned to face the dirt road that led to Brinson Hage. Artur reached inside his tunic and pulled out the letter from his father. During his time at the monastery it had been one of the few possessions he had. Artur would periodically read the letter to keep his spirits up and affirm his motivations. If the monks had found the letter they would have confiscated it. The letter would have kept pulling Artur into the past, something the monks did not believe in. “In order to move on, you have to let go of the past,” the monks had always said. 

			Those words reminded him of something his mother always said: “The future is not ours to see.” Artur smiled to himself, thinking: The monks say let go of the past, my mother said don’t see the future—that only leaves the present moment. Artur shook his head with a smile and then walked boldly toward Brinson Hage.

			 

			As Artur approached Brinson Hage, he could see that little had changed in the ten years he had been away. The same scene greeted him as it had all the times he’d returned with his friends from adventures around the woods and fields surrounding the town. Thin plumes of smoke rose into the still air and livestock grazed the pasture in some fields while the wheat crop grew in other paddocks. He briefly smiled and thought, home. Only it wasn’t home anymore. His mother and father were dead and the farmhouse and its surrounding land would have been forfeited due to being laid empty for more than five years. His “home” now belonged to someone else. That didn’t bother him now. He had learnt from the monks to let go of the past and focus solely on being a Defender. The past had gone and could not be changed; the future had not happened and could not be seen. You had only the present moment to live. They had taught him this.

			 

			No one gave him a second glance as he wandered down the dirt and cobble streets. This had been another teaching from the monks. “Be the grey man.” This meant watch things from the outside, don’t stand out and get involved, and only intervene if you have to. As he neared the centre of the town and the marketplace, he noticed the town getting busier. It was harvest time. Even the monastery was busy but the monks had understood Artur’s destiny and let him leave without resistance. 

			 

			The market was indeed busy. Artur felt nostalgic. The last time he had been there was when the beast from the mountain had let loose fire and brimstone on the citizens of Brinson Hage, and where he’d last seen his mother before she was sent to the afterlife by the evil creature. To Artur it was not about revenge. The monks had taught him well. Emotions like revenge and anger cloud a warrior’s judgement, making him vulnerable in battle. The market stalls were numerous. The monks had gifted Artur a pouch containing twenty pieces of silver to get what provisions and equipment he needed. Artur had thought long and hard about what was required to enter the mountain and find the beast. Artur figured he would need:

			 

			A length of rope

			Lantern and oil

			A tinderbox

			Some armour coverage

			Provisions.

			 

			The most expensive part of this list would be the armour, but he didn’t want to compromise on this. Artur made his way straight to the metalsmith area of the market. Brinson Hage was home to four metalworkers, two farriers for the horses that constantly needed shoeing, and two metalsmiths capable of fixing cart wheels, repairing farm equipment and other general metal work. The armour Artur required was leather and iron ring; dragon-scale armour would be nearly impossible to find and was out of his price range. Chainmail would also be too expensive and too heavy, restricting Artur’s fighting style. Brigandine was a good first armour. It consisted of semi-flexible toughened leather, not unlike a farrier’s apron, inlaid with iron rings to add extra durability and protection but keeping the weight to a minimum. Ideally, along with the breast plate and shoulder protection, Artur would like two forearm protectors, which would act like a shield, able to parry away weapons without the cumbersome weight and lack of mobility of a wooden shield. 

			Artur passed by the farriers. He knew exactly where he was heading. His mother Maggie had been friendly with a metalsmith by the name of Monty—or Sparrow, as his friends affectionately called him due to his large muscular upper body and skinny sparrow-like legs. It was Monty’s forge that had saved Artur’s life that fateful day. Artur arrived at Monty’s forge but saw a large muscular woman who must have been nearly seven feet tall. She would be about the same age as Artur. Artur stood, mesmerised. Artur used to play sword-fighting with other children. One particular girl was tall and thick set, very strong for a girl. She would happily take blows from a wooden sword while trying to grab the other children and throw them to the ground, thus winning the fight. This girl Artur used to play-fight with was Monty’s daughter. Could this woman he was staring at be the very same?

			



	

Chapter Four

			Behind the Great Hall, Brinson Hage

			Fourteen years earlier

			Eight had gathered behind the great hall—seven boys and one girl, although the girl was nearly twice the size of the boys but was the same age. Each had a wooden sword and they took turns having duels. The only rules were: no blows to the face or head and the winner was the one who could put their opponent to the floor. The fighting and tactics were basic for children of eight years but surprisingly brutal for children. Artur has already won his first duel and four of the children had left, leaving Artur, two other boys and the girl.

			“Go on, Artur, fight Jonty. She’ll crush you,” said the taller of the two remaining boys. His name was Rhyder, and he was a tall, weaselly bean pole with not much in between the ears—the only way to describe him. The other boy, Eadric, laughed and said in an annoying half-sung way, “Artur’s gonna get beaten by a girl.”

			He was short but thought he was six feet tall, had ginger hair, a face with squat and wide nose that unbalanced his face. He also had little between the ears. Artur had fought Jonty before. She was a metalsmith’s daughter. She was tall, thickset and had long dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She was smart and very strong. Every time Artur had fought Jonty he had lost. No matter what tactic he tried, he just could not get her to the ground. This time he would use his speed and mobility to get the upper hand. 

			Artur and Jonty started circling. Every time Jonty struck she tried to grab Artur and he’d jump out of Jonty’s reach. Rhyder and Shem were baiting Artur. “Come on, Artur, why are you running away?” Rhyder said, while Eadric bleated, “Artur is scared, nah nah, nah, nah nah.” 

			Artur tried a few swipes at Jonty’s legs but the strikes that landed didn’t have any effect. Artur grew impatient. It didn’t help that Rhyder and Eadric continued to bait Artur. Then in a rash moment of impatience, Artur rushed in with the aim of striking Jonty on her right shoulder, then used his right foot to step behind Jonty’s legs and his right hand to push her backward, unbalancing Jonty and pushing her to the floor. As Artur struck her shoulder, Jonty lurched forward as if not struck at all; she grabbed Artur’s left arm, pulled him in, and encircled his upper body with her arms and bear-hugged him, squeezing the breath out of him. This was gold for Rhyder and Eadric, who pointed and laughed, Eadric bleating, “Look, Artur’s being cuddled by Jonty! Ha ha ha!”

			There was nothing Artur could do—he couldn’t even speak. Then Jonty released her grip and simply threw Artur down to the dust. Artur lay on his back getting his breath back. Artur looked up at Jonty, who looked even larger from the floor, grimaced and said, “How many is that now?”

			“Nine,” Jonty replied, as she offered her hand to pull Artur off the floor. Artur obliged and grabbed Jonty’s hand. She pulled him up like a ragdoll. 

			“Thank you, Jonty,” Artur said. Jonty smiled at Artur. “I have to go,” she said. “My father has chores for me to do. Are you going to be alright with Beanpole and Goblin over there?” Jonty said this loudly, so Rhyder and Eadric could hear. On hearing Jonty, Rhyder and Eadric fell silent. Then they turned and ran, shouting back, “Beat you later, girls!”

			“That’s original,” Artur said to Jonty. He continued, “I have to go too.” He slapped Jonty on the back and said, “I’ll beat you one day, Jonty.” 

			Jonty looked at Artur and laughed, saying, “Nah, you won’t!”

			And she walked away, laughing. . . .

			 

			Back to the present

			“Jonty? Is that you?” Artur asked.

			The woman turned, face and arms blackened by soot and dirt, though this just increased the definition of her muscular torso. Her dark hair was cropped short—long hair and fire were not a good combination. She wore a leather sleeveless tunic over a cotton vest and a farrier’s apron over long pants. Just like her father, Monty, her torso was large and muscular but her legs were long and slim. She stood staring, hammer in hand and a long
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