Ursula by Leon Phease
The first we knew of it was when a shadow began to descend upon the valley. We watched in fear and amazement as this darkness, eating away at our valley like a disease, came from nowhere into our lives. The sun was blotted out for days on end and when it did poke its head out from the gloom, we cheered, even if it was only short-lived. We knew it was a sign but we couldn’t guess what sort of a sign it was. There was much speculation over what should be done, even the suggestion of some messenger going off to Lavisville, the biggest city in the country came out but no one in our little community knew where this city was, it was only known from stories told by weary travelers.  
I was playing in the creek that ran down from the mountains in the north, when the shadow first came. Tristram was looking for gold in the creek and I had trudged along after him. Tristram was my only brother and he was older than me by 3 years. Our father had died many years ago, the villagers say even before I was born. I was helping Tristram forage in the creek for stones that looked sort of yellow because that was what he had told me gold looked like. I looked up at the sky just as everything went sort of blackish, we could still see, only everything had a sort of duller, darker look to it, and the sun was covered so it was colder. 

At first we had thought nothing of it but days later the tree outside our house went brown and for the first time in living memory it began to drop its leaves. Tales had been told of the so called “Autumn” which was the time where trees lost their leaves and everything got cooler and the days got shorter. We thought that finally autumn had found our little valley and was changing it. Tales also had been told of the “winter” which always followed autumn and brought freezing cold weather and white slushy stuff called “snow” and the tales said that animals died of the cold or went to sleep during the entire winter. That of course would have been disastrous for us, as the animals were our source of food. 

       Tristram and I had grown up in the valley and had always lived there but Ursula hadn’t. Once she had lived in a place far south of here where seasons occurred, so when the news of the arrival of autumn came, the entire village flocked to our house and begged to hear more about these mysterious seasons. She told exaggerated stories of the hardship they went through during the winter months and then as the villagers including Tristram and I were becoming apprehensive of what was surely to come, she told us that this was no season, this was some other mystery, not a season.

The news ran through the town like a virus. Town meetings were held to try and work out what was to be done. Eventually it was decided that a group of the town members were to climb to the highest mountain that was in the area of the shadow and try and look over it to see what it was and if anything could be done about it. Even though we were not one of the group that was to go we figured that Ursula was to go and therefore we wanted to go. 

The next day we woke to the excited murmurs of the group about to leave to go north. As we hurriedly got dressed Ursula came in and told us to go to our grandmother’s house and although we accepted her proposal we had no intention of doing this. Once we were fed and packed we waited with increasing thrill until the group agreed that it was time to go, and then we went, moving behind them like panthers pursuing their prey.

All through out the day we followed at a safe distance from the group, as we knew that until we got far enough away they would send us back home if we were discovered. I knew that Tristram wanted us to catch our own food for the first day or two before we made our presence known but I had my doubts. I hadn’t yet been taught the village’s methods of hunting but Tristram had been taught how to do this for two whole years now. Well I was just going to let him do the work. Unfortunately when it came time to catch our lunch, Tristram gave me a brief run-down of what his plans were, how they were going to succeed, and what he expected me to do. 

I ate a half-raw rabbit for lunch that day but I was very proud of myself for the fact that I had not only learned how to catch a rabbit but had done it myself with what I could say, relative ease. Even Tristram was pretty impressed with how I had performed. Maybe, I thought to myself, I could be like one of those people in the ancient fairytales that were told around the place, strong, handsome and able to live off the land easily. It was a pretty good daydream and I was sorry to end it when Tristram came running to tell me that we needed to leave because the group that we were following was going. 

After two days of living like that we decided that we were far enough away from home to not run the risk of being sent back. We knew that we would get into a lot of trouble but it didn’t matter because already what we had done was fun enough to be worth any punishment that they could give us and we would carry on with them which meant yet more fun. Hopefully not too much work though. So that lunch we crawled into the camp and then popped into what we knew as Ursula’s tent to be greeted with a scream and then a spanking. We later found out though that Ursula had been pretty sure that we were going to follow them and wasn’t surprised at all when we showed up.

Immediately we were given jobs to do around the camp like packing people’s bags and collecting the water from the creek that we had followed up to here. Although we were very tired we were glad when it was time to leave to keep walking up the mountain. Now that we were in a group however it was a lot easier to keep on going because we could chatter away with our friends and Ursula and it took our minds from the tiredness that had formed in our legs and was spreading gradually upward. 

That afternoon we passed over the summit of the shadow and were able to stare at each other in brilliant sunshine which was something that we had not seen for a long time. Just before the sun went down over the horizon in the west we saw what was undoubtedly a black carpet. Even though we were able to see from under this black carpet and we could walk out from under it we could not see down, underneath it from above. It looked like we would never find out why the shadow had gone over the valley from up here, but we agreed to go to the top of the hill anyway, before turning around to go back. I fell asleep quite early, as I was extremely tired from the amount of walking that we had done.

When I woke up it was still dark. For a moment I had thought that the shadow had risen to above us but it hadn’t. I heard voices outside that had real urgency with them. I was about to go and see what was going on when Tristram came sprawling into my tent. The look on his face was of pure terror and he told me in a quick murmur: “The shadow has gone, Tim, and so has everything within it.”  As I was scrambling to see if what he said was true, Tristram held me back and I didn’t bother to struggle. I watched as Ursula crawled into my tent as well, making it a real squash as it only fitted one person. She told me to get dressed quickly and to get out of there, which I did. 

What I first realized when I first got out was that there was a distinct panic in the air, and that a whole small group of the adults had gone back into the area that was once covered in shadow. The second thing that I noticed was that the area that was once covered in shadow was now totally bare, no trees, no houses, and no villagers. It appeared that the shadow had eaten them up and had now left. When I told this to Tristram who I next saw though he told me that we didn’t know what had happened to them and that there was no point to go around guessing things. That was typical of him to always be acting all grown up. When I tried to tell Ursula what I thought though, to my surprise she told me just the same thing so I concluded that Tristram had come up with the same thing as I had but had already been told that by Ursula. I then got too confused so I stopped thinking about that and started thinking about what was there to be done. I noticed as well that the sun had risen and that it must surely be time for breakfast. 

Ursula supplied not only our breakfast but also a story about something like this happening in a place near where she used to live. She said that it was a doing of a man who could do magic and called himself a wizard. She also said that he was an evil wizard, who used his magic to consume who villages to gain energy. She said that he must have been going to look for more of his food when he came across our little community in the middle of nowhere. It must have been ideal for him, as he didn’t want anybody to know about him and be forced to keep a lookout for him. She also said that we were in mortal danger, having survived his shadow he now ran the risk of us telling people about him and his presence in the area. Also our only chance of surviving was to not be caught, and to go to the nearest place of civilization which was safe, which we figured, was Lavisville.   

The speed in which we were packed up and ready to leave was phenomenal. Within two minutes of the conclusion of the tale, we had left the place where we had camped for the night and we were walking toward the horizon in the east where it had been said that Lavisville was. Our pace had been picked up dramatically and the chat was no longer cheerful and enjoyable. There was barely any chat at all now and although Tristram and I were glad that the wizard hadn’t eaten us, we felt that we no longer enjoyed this trip. However we went along with the rest so as not to have too much chance of getting caught. 

We traveled for more than a week until we had lost track of how long it had been since we had left the village, and fatigue had set among us like a termite traveling to the centre of a tree and killing from the inside. Tristram had been caught by the fatigue and we had to carry him to the next camp. It seemed we had no choice now but to let the exhausted rest for a while. I watched Ursula who seemed to now have taken over the leadership over the group since the day we saw the shadow lift, care over the tired. She gave them love and they got better, not enough for us to leave now but sufficiently better to cut down on the length of our stay here. 

The next day I woke up earlier than usual and found that Ursula was the only other person awake. Automatically I moved toward her as she was my mother and she saw me and beckoned for me to come over. 

“This fatigue, it can’t all be coincidence for it to happen all at once.” She said to me and I understood what she meant and listened carefully to what she had to say now. 

“I took a walk this morning while it was dark and I couldn’t be seen easily and I saw something.” She pointed toward the bushy area to the left of us and I understood that she must mean me to see something that was in there. We moved quietly towards the area that she had pointed at and it took us 10 minutes for us to get there but it was well worth the 10-minute walk. 

What we saw was an arrangement of footprints that was in a funny pattern, sort of like the way that I noticed Ursula used to walk but Ursula had never walked this strangely. I heard her whisper that it was a wizard’s way of walking and then I knew that the camp was under attack. I left Ursula behind, crashing through the undergrowth like a mad rabbit, running as fast as I knew how. Ursula, I knew would be following me but she would never catch me before I got back. What had been a 10-minute walk turned into a 2 minute run and as I came into the camp I saw that everything was on fire. Screams filled the air and I saw that the place was in chaos. I had no idea of what I wanted to do but I knew that I had to do something. There was a definite feel of magic in the air.

Ursula, panting, came to a halt next to me but she seemed to know exactly what to do. She pushed me forward and then followed me to the centre of the camp where we felt the most magic was. Undoubtedly she had no ideas of running away and seeking refuge from this horror whatever it was. And then I realized that Ursula had been right about the evil wizard, there was no escape from him, we had to fight and there was the slimmest chance that we might survive. The closer we got to the area that we were heading for, the more I crept behind my mother, paralyzed with fear and anticipation of the worst. And then we were there; standing with the tallish man that was definitely the person behind these horrors. A reddish glow shimmered around the wizard’s outline like protective armour made from light. 

“Reya!” my mother whispered as she stared at the figure and the wizard looked up and saw us. 

“Ursula!” He said in reply and I wondered how he could ever have known my mother’s name. “Ursula, it’s been a long time hasn’t it?” He croaked and a grin broke out in his face. 

“You haven’t changed from the time when we went to magic school together, haven’t you?” My mother said, forcing the words out of her mouth. I was in shock that my mother had learnt magic at a magic school, I never knew of that before and wondered why I was not told. 

“You were always the weakling, unable to complete anything, not able to perform any magic.” Reya replied as I figured that was what his name was. 

“Well it will be a shame to kill you but I suppose I will have to.” Reya spoke remorsefully, as if he enjoyed the killing that he had done. As he stepped forward a rumbling sound came from the ground beneath him and a large pit formed from under his feet. He jumped to the side and nodded his approval at Ursula who was now panting from the effort of doing her magic. 

“It was a nice try but now you have exhausted yourself. Take a rest and watch while I slaughter your son.” I suppose that meant me. I wasn’t going to give in though. I picked up a wooden stick and hurled it at him with all the strength I could muster but it vanished before it hit him and he laughed. As he brought his hand in the air to perform some deadly curse my mother yelled in terror and dived at Reya. 

“Noooooo” she yelled and I watched as if in slow motion, as Ursula wrapped herself around his legs and clutched there, sobbing and screaming at the same time. He reached down to pull her away from him and then toppled losing his balance and falling to the ground. Ursula pulled with all her strength at his body and down they fell into the pit that had been made, both of them screaming at the same time. Down they fell beneath the earth and into the clutches of death. Tears fell down my face as I moved over to the pit and stared down, unable to see the bottom, unable to see their blood, run together in a puddle on the bottom of the pit. My mother had gone along with the evil of the wizard and again a sacrifice of the brave and good was needed to defeat evil. I would now go and find Tristram and together we would build a community and try and forget the evil of Reya, but we would never forget our mother who was courageous, virtuous and was loyal.(    

The End.
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