The Qualmstone

Chapter One

  The Qualmstone is a smooth, white stone, which can easily fit within the palm of your hand. It is usually regarded as an object of myth but it is a real stone with real magical properties. Its purpose is to hold the power of the Guardian of Gwindle until he claims it. When the Guardian dies, his power is transferred to the Qualmstone where it is kept safe until the new Guardian claims it. The myths are not clear on how the Guardian is to claim his power but it is to be supposed that he is born without realizing his true nature. Over time he will learn of who he is and he will call for his power and it will come to him. In the meantime the Qualmstone is kept safe where it hopefully will not fall into the hands of those who would take its power and use it for their own ends.

*

  Hathkiz was originally from Murlith but he had moved to Gwindle early on in his life. His parents wanted to get him away from the evil that resided in Murlith but they could not take away Hathkiz’s true inner nature. Hathkiz was a villain. He lived in the southern city of Eerindeer where he plotted to take over the world. When he was not doing this he was either stealing bread or he was building his great invention, which he was planning to use in his plot to take over the world. Hathkiz was a very eccentric man but he knew that if his invention worked then it would be much easier to take over the world. 

  Hathkiz was the sort of person that the Guardian of Gwindle found out about and disposed of before they had any chance to do any damage. Unfortunately luck was with Hathkiz and his evil plan. The Guardian had not been heard from for many years. Hathkiz the villain was planning on succeeding.

  At the moment he was fiddling with his bits and pieces trying to put together a machine that would allow him to listen to what people were thinking. This was his great invention that he was going to take over the world with. This was why he was so confident. His reasoning was fairly reasonable. If he could listen to what people thought, then he could cater for their desires. If he made them happy then obviously they were going to like him. They would then become his follower and regard him as their leader. Soon enough, if all went to plan, he would have an army capable of taking over the world, ready to do his any demand. Usually Hathkiz’s dreams were just those, dreams, but this time it seemed as if he had come upon a plan which might just work.

  Just then a roar erupted from Hathkiz and the biggest grin he had ever worn, spread across his face. He had completed the machine. Years of hard work had finally paid off. He was well on his way to realizing his dream. What he held up looked like a tangle of wire with a few bits of metal inside them, but it was a work of genius. He may be an evil villain but Hathkiz was certainly pretty intelligent when he put his mind to it.

  There was an orange hat beside him and Hathkiz picked it up. Putting the invention inside the hat he stuck a long, thin piece of metal through the top so it stuck out the other side. Then he put the hat on. If you were there to see it then I’m sure that you would not be able to contain your laughter. It certainly was a very funny sight. The orange hat looked very peculiar above the jet-black cloak and suit that he was wearing. Hathkiz also had several scars on his face as souvenirs from when he had been caught. The hat and the scars were almost the exact same colour and it looked very odd indeed. The hat covered his ears but the were two long wires with lumpy bits at the end which made it seem as though they were his ears and that he was some alien from outer space. 

  The lumpy bits were what Hathkiz grabbed. He shoved them under his hat and one can only suppose that he put them inside his ears. The metal bit sticking up the top looked very peculiar as well. It looked like what it was – an antenna. This was the thing which was to pick up peoples thoughts, the tangle of wires and metal was the part that processed them into something that Hathkiz could understand and the lumpy bits at the end of the wires were the things that communicated this to Hathkiz. It may have been all very simple and untidy, but it worked and this was ultimately what Hathkiz was trying to achieve. 

  Not wishing to waste any time, Hathkiz pulled on his black shoes and raced to the door. He frantically opened the door as if the house was on fire and he was hurrying to get out. The house wasn’t on fire though, he just was excited about what he was going to do. As he pulled the door closed he made a decision that he was not going to do any recruiting work today, he was going to just try it out and have some fun. What would you do with it if you were the owner of a machine like that. I’m sure that you would also want to have some fun with it so you can’t blame Hathkiz for making a decision like that.

  The first person that he was going to try it out on was approaching. It was a middle-aged woman, wearing a brown coat that went down to her knees. As the woman approached, Hathkiz grew more and more excited. At any moment the machine was going to start working. At any moment, the machine was going to burst into life. At any moment he was going to know that soon he would be the leader of the entire world. The moment came when the woman was two metres away from Hathkiz. 

  ‘…It looks really stupid. You can tell he’s broken out of a loony bin. Probably…’ 

  These were the first thoughts that the machine translated. The range that Hathkiz could hear the thoughts was a bit depressing. He had hoped for about ten metres but it was only two. Hathkiz was going to make do, though. It had worked and that was the main thing. In case you’re wondering, Hathkiz made no comparison to his appearance and the thoughts that he had heard from the woman. Jubilation was what Hathkiz was going through and you can’t really be jubilant if you know that privately someone has thought that you look like a madman.

  Another person was approaching, this time a teenager wearing just shorts and a T-shirt. The first thought that struck Hathkiz was the very same that he had heard from the middle-aged woman because it was a rather chilly day. Then he looked at the boy again and thought that maybe he was too poor to afford warmer clothes. Then the boy came into the range of the thought hearer and Hathkiz stopped thinking about the teenager’s clothes and began to think about what the teenager was going to think about.

  The teenager didn’t merely think about what he was thinking; he also voiced his thoughts as well. 

  After being directed to the nearest loony bin, most of the jubilation wore off Hathkiz. He carried on walking though because he was eager to hear more thoughts. He went past nobody else for a while though and he wondered where everybody else was. He wasn’t to know that most of the people were sitting beside their radios finding about what was happening in the negotiations between Gwindle and Murlith. It was very likely that a war was going to start between the two countries and since Eerindeer was in Gwindle it affected everybody quite considerably. This war will be explained in good time for it is a very important part of this story.

  After he had walked for some time he came across two people who were standing outside of a tall and very posh looking building. These people, though Hathkiz didn’t know it, were guards. They were guarding a top-security item and their job was very important to maintain their nation’s security. What this sentence means is that their job of being a guard was important for Gwindle’s safety. 

  Immediately Hathkiz knew that it was in his interests to hear what these people were thinking, They were standing very straight as though what they were doing had meaning and they were right it had lots of meaning. Whether they were going to successfully fulfil their job later on when it was night remains to be seen. There was a good place behind a wooden box where Hathkiz would be able to hear their thought and not be seen. Then he was really going to test his machine.

  As he shrunk in behind the box, he began to hear one of the guards’ thoughts. 

  ‘…Two and a half more hours to go and then it’s someone else’s shift. Thank god, standing here all day doing nothing is pretty boring or maybe a bit more than pretty. That guy over there, I stand next to him all day every day, but I’ve never talked to him. If I do then I probably lose my job. He doesn’t look so bored. I wonder what he is thinking…’

  Hathkiz wondered this too but he decided that because there was no hiding place on the other side of the door he wouldn’t find out. It was pretty fascination just listening to someone else’s thoughts. The very same thoughts that you generally think are private, that you can think what you like. Not that this guy was saying anything too interesting. 

  ‘…It is a well-paid job though. All I have to do is stand here and do nothing for a year or two more and I’ll have saved enough to go into an early retirement and enjoy life. It’s just so boring. I guess knowing that what you’re guarding is a very important object sort of livens things up a bit. Most people don’t even know that it exists. I’ve seen it just the once and I devote my entire day to it every day. The Qualmstone is very important though. It needs to be guarded so that people don’t steal it…’

  At this Hathkiz stopped listening. If what the guard said was true, and it certainly sounded very true, then Hathkiz had no time to lose. The Qualmstone was a very exciting prospect. If he thought that his original idea for world domination was a good one, it was nothing compared to the idea that he now had. With the Qualmstone would come the entire power of the Guardian of Gwindle. All he would have to do once he got it was use its power to take over the world. He could kill men by the hundreds with it and he could use fear a weapon to keep everything in order. It was a very exciting prospect indeed.

*

  It was at this moment when the thoughts of Hathkiz reached Thavilsime, who was the ghost. Thavilsime was the ghost because he was never called by his name, Thavilsime just didn’t think it was evil enough. Thavilsime was a creature that looked like a human but wasn’t. He was immortal, and he was evil. He lived in the forests of Murlith but was often seen wandering the streets of Murlith City, the city in the far north of Murlith. He also plotted for world domination.

  Thavilsime had made it his life’s (which was never-ending) goal to take over the world and become the tyrant he dreamed of at night. His aims were very similar to Hathkiz but they were also very different. This was because Thavilsime was devoted to his goal and did nothing else. Thavilsime also had some powers, which made him all the more evil. The ghost as we shall call him from now on, was capable of doing some magic, which was evil. In fact all the evil power that was in the world was in his possession. This was because there were only two people with power and one of them was the Guardian of Gwindle who was supposed to have no evil power at all, only good power.

  There was also a spell which the ghost had cast over the land which made it so that the ghost could hear any thoughts of world domination in anybody so he’d know all about his competition and be able to steal ideas. The ghost regarded the thoughts of Hathkiz before his revelation over the Qualmstone as irrelevant because he heard those sorts all the time. Now he’d heard the idea about the Qualmstone he began to see the sense of it. The Guardian’s power was vast, as he’d learnt when he was much younger and had been foolish enough to try and take him on. Now all that power was available to him. He sat up and was excited. He’d travel down to Eerindeer immediately.

Chapter Zwei

  He stands in the shadows, black as midnight and barely visible. The parts of his face not concealed by a black eye-mask are covered in numerous red scars, which contrast against his pale white skin. He is tall but his build is hard to make out as his black cape and suit camouflage against the shadow like a stick insect amongst twigs.

  It was just past midnight when the villain emerged from the gloom. A blind man would never have sensed his presence for he was as quiet as a mouse. His expression has a natural looking surly scowl, which suggests he is always grim. Even a person with full use of their senses may not have detected his presence, such was the nature of his concealment.

  The streets he moved silently about on were as dark as the shadow had been and he blessed the lack of light. He crept along, his movement flowing naturally so as to remain unnoticed. When he came to the end of the street, he shrunk back into the shadows. He peered around the corner and studied the road he was about to negotiate, carefully. There was one working street lamp but the street was empty. Immediately, a plan formed in his mind. He would hastily proceed through the dangerous lighted area so his availability for viewing would be for as little time as possible.

  After a count of three, he jumped around the corner. Abandoning his stealthy creep, he sprinted along the pavement, his cape billowing out behind him. In the light of the street lamp, his face shows clearer. All the features on his face look rough and worn, and the grimace that is ever present on his face adds to the impressive yet evil look. His suit is tight and a very dark shade of black. His cape is long and normally drags along the ground. Now it is flying in the air like a kite.

  Every aspect of the villain makes him look all the more amazing and awesome, but also sinister. He is like a powerful beast looking upon a herd of prey. His demeanor has an aura of evilness about it. This villain is frightening, dangerous and deadly. He turns the corner and he is gone. 

*

  Hathkiz leapt behind the wooden box that he had hidden behind earlier in the day and he took off his eye mask. Pausing for a bit he reflected on what he was about to do then he took off his cape and his black suit. Underneath these he wore a suit of the sort that implied that he was a businessman. This suited his purpose. 

To most people Hathkiz now looked like an ordinary, law-abiding, and extremely boring man. He looked like a businessman so people wouldn’t talk to him for fear of being drawn into a long and boring conversation about how the share market was going. 

  He had though about how to get the stone for a very long time. It had first occurred to him that he should bring a knife and use it to get the people inside to tell him where the stone was. Then he wondered what he would do if there were too many people for him to point knives at and what would happen if they didn’t want to show him where it was. It would be a better idea if first he wandered around and gave himself a better idea of the amount of people that was in the building first so he could create a good plan that had a chance of succeeding.

  Right then though he had thrown all these ideas out of the window and had decided to rely on luck. He didn’t want to be a pessimist and he decided that without luck the mission would fail anyway. What he really thought was that he couldn’t really be bothered thinking about a complicated and sophisticated plan when he could just go in and get the stone. He was aware of the risks but he decided that the guards would be more relaxed about their jobs because to them it would feel just like any other night when nothing had ever happened. Why would they think that tonight was any different? They had no reason to so Hathkiz assumed that they wouldn’t. He relied on it.

  Hathkiz knew that there was a secret door on the other side of the building because he had done a lot of research about his mission beforehand. It was the only door that lead to the Qualmstone, the other one at the front was a decoy. The secret door was, however, disguised to look like the wall and so Hathkiz would not be able to see any difference. He set about feeling along the wall for the door at once but pulled back so as not too look suspicious when a person rounded the corner of the street and came into view. 

  Hathkiz realized that looking suspicious was the last thing that he wanted to do. His plan revolved around not being noticed and so he acted as casual as he could as the person passed him and carried on walking down the street. It was after all nighttime and nobody would really take any notice of Hathkiz. Hathkiz wasn’t going to take any chances though. 

  After walking along with his hand sliding against the wall, he noticed a very sharp change in texture. Before he had been walking along and he had been feeling what felt like marble or something of the sort, Now his hand was feeling something made of steel. It was a steel door! Hathkiz punched the air in delight and felt around for a door handle. He found it on the left side of the door and he turned it, pushed the wall open. The wall turned into the door that he had felt when he opened it. 

  He hurriedly walked inside and shut the door before anyone noticed that he had come inside. Then he turned to study the room that he had come into.

  What he had entered was a long corridor that seemed to go to the other side of the building. There were many doors on both sides of the corridor. It seemed that he would have to go through one of them. He wanted to try the first door but something held him back. It was an instinct that made him kneel to the gap under the door before opening it. He smelt the air and noticed something nasty. The air had been poisoned. The room had been booby trapped so that anyone who went inside would have been poisoned.

  It came as a shock to Hathkiz that he had so nearly went to his doom. His recklessness had nearly lost him his life and he swore to be more careful from now on. He decided that probably all but one of the rooms were booby-trapped. That room would be the room that held the Qualmstone. This revelation somehow impressed upon Hathkiz, the immensity of his task. He was determined to carry it out or die trying though and so he went on.

  He knelt by the next door and sniffed the air. Turning his head, he put his ear by the door and listened intensely. He heard nothing at first and then he noticed a faint hiss. Concentrating on that sound, he managed to pick up more and more hisses until he realized that the entire room was full of the creatures making the hissing noise. There were lots and lots of snakes behind that door.

  Hathkiz went on to the next door and bent down and took a sniff. He smelt nothing that was anything dangerous, just a whiff of perfume. He listened but he couldn’t hear anything worth noting, just a faint song, like a lullaby. Hathkiz couldn’t help himself; a force that wasn’t him made him reach for the door. He just had to get in. He was clutching the doorknob and about to turn when a part of his brain that was unaffected by the lullaby woke up. It yelled at him from inside his brain and he lifted his arms to clutch his ears. Hathkiz fell down but he realized that he had once again been saved by his instinct. 

  Hathkiz didn’t know what was inside that room but he could guess that it wasn’t as good as he had thought when he had been about to enter it. He was still fighting his instinct to get inside the room, even after he knew that it would have meant his downfall. The lullaby must have had some magic in it because it took all his strength to stop himself from running back and opening that door.

  He was lucky that the next room happened to be the correct room that he was looking for because if it hadn’t have been then he probably wouldn’t have been able to hold on any longer. As it was, once he walked through all thoughts were banished to a place in his brain specially designed for things that just wouldn’t go away but he wasn’t going to listen to. This was very lucky for him because otherwise he wouldn't have had his wits about him for the next obstacles.

  Inside the room that he walked into was a desk that had been left right in the middle. It looked like someone had just put it there and gone away meaning to come back and move it but didn’t get around to it. On the desk, there were two drawers, one of them was labeled ‘this map shows where the Qualmstone is hidden,’ and the other drawer was labeled ‘key to the next door.’ 

  Hathkiz wasn’t going to open the drawer that supposedly had the map inside it. He knew that the people that hid the Qualmstone wouldn’t just write a map and leave it in a drawer so that people like him could just steal it. On the other hand, the people needed to access the stone and they had to do that using the key. It seemed highly likely that the drawer that was labeled ‘key to the next door’ was telling the truth. 

  He was about to open that drawer when he began to have second thoughts. 

  This problem was indeed more complicated than he had originally thought. What if what he had been thinking was the protectors of the stone had thought he was going to think. If that were the case then they obviously would have put the key in the draw labeled ‘this map shows where the Qualmstone is hidden.’ Then he went silly and started thinking about whether the protectors had thought that he was going to think this and wondered whether to open the other drawer. He didn’t need to though because the key was hidden in drawer labeled ‘this map shows where the Qualmstone is hidden,’ and he could have gone on thinking like he was forever and it wouldn’t have helped him. 

  Hathkiz opened the correct drawer, mainly because his instinct told him that it was the right drawer more than anything else. He didn’t know what the protector’s of the stone had thought that he would think but he didn’t need to because he had the key.

  Hathkiz took the key and fitted it into the lock of the next door. Excitedly he pushed it open. Inside all he saw was light. It took him some time to adjust but when he did, he saw a smooth, white stone almost oval in shape, which he could fit in the palm of his hand.

  He had ever seen the Qualmstone before but he knew that this was it. It gave a feeling of power even though it was only very small. It illuminated the whole room with its power and the very air around it seemed to be filled with electricity. He knew that in that stone was more power than in the rest of the world put together. 

  The stone was impressive to say the least and Hathkiz wasted no time in picking it up and examining it. It was powerful, it was great, and it was his. There he stood for some time, marveling at its beauty, until he realized he needed to go. He didn’t want to put it in his pocket though because the feel of all that power in his hands was exhilarating to say the least. He ran back the way he came and all the memories of what had happened that day came flooding back to him. He knew that he would remember this night for the rest of his life. Not only was he unaware of just how short his life was going to be, he was unaware of the other reason that he would remember this night. It was standing outside the steel door, waiting for him.

Chapter Trois

  The ghost had not been sitting idly while Hathkiz had been stealing the Qualmstone, far from it. As soon as he had heard of Hathkiz’s plan, he had grabbed everything he needed and begun the long journey through most of Murlith and nearly all of Gwindle to Eerindeer. It had only taken him a few hours because he had powers that allowed him to travel very quickly. It exhausted him though. He had traveled about 200 kilometres and that would exhaust anybody, especially someone who was traveling at top speed and using all their power while doing it. 

  He wanted to steal the Qualmstone for himself for he knew that with it he would be able to take over the world easily. He needed the power, and he needed the confidence. The Qualmstone would bring him both. He took a deep breath and reached for the handle of the steel door, which he could see because of his powers. The door burst open before he had touched anything though and a man wearing a business suit holding a smooth white stone in the palm of his hand knocked straight into the ghost. 

  The Qualmstone had fallen from Hathkiz’s grasp as he fell over and it had rolled in behind him. The person who he had knocked into was also sprawled along the ground. He saw the person stand up and walk to where the Qualmstone had landed. This person was going to get the Qualmstone! Panic ran all the way through his body and with a sense of urgency, Hathkiz threw himself onto the stone and picked it up. 

  The ghost had been about to pick the Qualmstone up when the man had got to it first. Obviously this was the Hathkiz whose thoughts of world domination, he had picked up earlier. He was not going to let them eventuate however, he wanted the stone for himself and he was going to get it. Gathering his power he used it to pick Hathkiz up and throw him against the wall. 

  Hathkiz who had not realized just how hostile this person was suddenly felt the evil powers throw him against the wall and he felt pain. The blow made him a little dizzy but he knew what he was up against. He was up against some sort of devil, who already had some power but wanted the Qualmstone to achieve his goal of taking over the world. He wasn’t going to let the devil get the stone if he could help it though. He cleared his mind and concentrated. The stone began to glow red as he soaked some of its power. Then he directed it at the devil and the devil hurtled back onto the street. 

  The ghost had felt this power before but in a far more potent form. There was no doubt that this was the Guardian of Gwindle’s power that had hit him. He rose to his feet and once again gathered his power. This time he gave it a much larger concentration than before and with much more force, he released it. If Hathkiz had properly managed to control and use the power of the Qualmstone, then he would never have been affected by the devil’s second attack. He was.

  The power that had hit Hathkiz was far stronger than the previous one and he was once again thrown against the wall. This time he didn’t get up. The pain that he felt was excruciating. The wall was a great dent in it where he had hit it and a thought ran through his brain that he should give up the Qualmstone. Nothing was worth such punishment. But he wasn’t about to give up just yet. He tried to do what he had done before with the Qualmstone but he wasn’t quick enough. The power of the devil hit Hathkiz for a third time and it was a telling hit. Hathkiz flew through the air and smacked against the wall of the building with a terrific crunch.

  The blow knocked out Hathkiz so he didn’t know what happened afterward. There had been so much force in the blow that he had carried on flying through the wall, which had crumbled under the immense intensity of the impact. But he was still holding onto the Qualmstone and the ghost needed it. He focused his energy for a fourth time, but this time he didn’t use it to throw Hathkiz away from him, he used it to bring Hathkiz back through the hole in the wall and to make him drop at the ghosts feet. 

  The Qualmstone dropped out of Hathkiz’s hand and gleefully, the ghost picked it up. What would the ghost do with it first? On his way south to Eerindeer, the ghost had passed a large Murlith army forming in the great forest. About 30 kilometres south from there, he had gone past a large Gwindle army forming in the city of Stonelaw, the northernmost city in Gwindle. The ghost knew that war was about to break out between the two countries and he wanted to somehow use the war to take over the world. What he would do is he would help the Murlith army to victory in a way that when Gwindle is defeated, the Murlith army would look to him as their leader and in that way he would become the ruler of all the land. 

  The ghost took no time in turning north and speeding as fast as he could to the border where the action was about to begin.

*

  Eskargus and Alwin weren’t usually awake so late at night but tonight was an exception. They were walking home from a very bad day at school in which their whole class had had to stay behind for several hours because their teacher had been in a bad mood. They were both 12 years old and they were best friends. Eskargus was slightly taller than Alwin but Alwin was still taller than the average 12-year-old girl was. Eskargus was quite a bit taller than the average 12-year-old boy was. 

  They were discussing their teacher and all her faults when they came across the man. He was lying on the ground in the middle of the road and he was obviously either asleep or dead. Eskargus led Alwin closer so they could observe more carefully. The man was wearing a business suit and he had red scars on his face, as if he had been in several fights during his lifetime. He seemed dead but as Alwin checked his pulse he stirred. 

  Eskargus nodded to Alwin to show that he was alive. They were wondering what they should do when the man sat up, giving them both a fright. 

  “The devil…” he croaked. Eskargus and Alwin both looked at each other. They didn’t know what he meant by this. 

  “He’s got the Qualmstone,” whispered the man with great difficulty. “He’s going to try…” the man stopped. Alwin and Eskargus were both listening intently. They knew that what the man was saying was important because it had the air of importance about it. 

  “He going to try…” began the man again and paused yet again. “To take over the world with it…”

  Once again the man stopped talking. He seemed to stop breathing but he had one more thing to say. He needed to say it. He would say it before he died. Hathkiz knew he was going to die but with all his determination he drew some breath.

  “Stop him…” he said and then he fell over. He was dead.

  Eskargus and Alwin looked at each other. It was very strange what the man had said but it made sense. They knew what the Qualmstone was and although they were skeptical about whether it existed they assumed that it did from the contents of what the man had said.

  “What do you think he meant by the devil?” asked Alwin.

  “I don’t know,” answered Eskargus. “Maybe it was his name for something that he came across that was evil. Like whoever killed him.”

  “Look at that!” said Alwin who had just noticed the whole in the wall. She pointed it out to Eskargus who was amazed to see it.

  Eskargus walked up to the wall to inspect the whole. It was evident that the wall was made of brick. What was not so evident was how the hole had been made. The wall was about a metre thick. Whatever had hit the wall to make that hole would have hit it with a huge amount of force. He told this to Alwin.

  “Yeah. Maybe the hole has something to do with the man’s death,” answered Alwin.

  “Maybe,” replied Eskargus. They left it at that because they would never have guessed the answer anyway and even if they did it would have been irrelevant because what had happened had happened and what was going to happen was more important to them.

  “I think we should try and find out about the devil,” suggested Eskargus. “That will help us stop whoever it is from taking over the world.”

  “I agree,” agreed Alwin. They then tried to think of ways that they could find out who was the devil but neither of them could. Then Eskargus suggested that maybe they didn’t have enough information to do anything about stopping the devil from dominating the world. 

  “Maybe we should just wait for stuff. The devil may have something to do with the war. He may be a Murlith spy or something. Maybe this devil person is Murlith itself, like the whole country,” he said.

  “What do you mean by the whole country? The whole country couldn’t have come down here to steal the Qualmstone,” replied Alwin.

  “I mean that probably Murlith as a country, sent out a spy to take the stone so that Murlith would be able to use it to conquer Gwindle and take over the world,” answered Eskargus. Alwin understood what he meant and thought that it was a genuine possibility. She however decided that she didn’t think that it was the case.

  “I think that what he meant by the devil was that he didn’t what to call it but it was evil so naturally he gave it the name of the devil. I think that he would have said Murlith if the entire Murlith was involved,” suggested Alwin and Eskargus immediately saw that she was right.

  Somebody else walked past and saw them with the body. They explained how they had came and found that he was dying. He aroused the neighbourhood and soon there was a crowd of people surrounding the body. They put it on a stretcher and they took it away. Eskargus and Alwin were thanked for their concern and then they began to walk home again.

*

  Cethard was watching the forest when they came. One moment there were just trees, their branches blowing in the wind peacefully, the leaves gliding to the ground like little men on parachutes, dancing in the dawn sun. The next moment, men appeared. They were marching purposefully out of the forest, carrying their swords and their bows and arrows. They meant business that much was obvious. Cethard was pained by the knowledge that many men would die before the day was out. He was pained by the knowledge that today would be long remembered for the acts of heroism and the acts of cruelty that were to occur. He blew the trumpet and almost immediately, two thousand men joined his side, waiting for the battle to commence. 

  The Murlith soldiers waited until most of their soldiers were out of the forest before halting in anticipation of the battle. Cethard knew that many men would still be in the forest, waiting for a surprise attack. He had to deal with the soldiers that he could see first though.

  The plan went through his mind once more. They would push forward and try to drive the Murlith soldiers back into the forest and then they would retreat into the city of Stonelaw and begin guerrilla warfare. Their whole army wasn’t here, only a portion. What they had been assigned to do was be a suicide mission. Try and kill as many Murlith people as you can before you are killed. That was what they had been told.

  Cethard wanted more than anything else, to be remembered. He didn’t mind if he did die, he wanted to be a hero. He wanted future generations to say his name and think of good, just and heroic things. He wanted to be a martyr. The war was the perfect opportunity for him. He knew that he didn’t lack courage and he knew that his skill would match that of anybody else. Now he wanted to prove himself.

 Both armies stood facing each other, still and silent. For a few seconds they merely eyed each other and waited. The Murlith army made the first move. A loud roar broke out amongst their soldiers and they began to charge, running at the Gwindle soldiers with hostility, showing their ferociousness and their hatred. Fear coursed through Cethard’s body. What if he was killed early? What if a stray sword struck him from behind? The thought stiffened his resolve to not get killed. He wanted to be there at the end, when the Murlith soldiers surrendered at his feet. He didn’t want to die, he wanted to be a living legend when the war ended. He swore that he would be become one.

  The Murlith soldiers reached the Gwindle soldier and fierce fighting began. Cethard swung his sword continually, aiming for the neck and the chest. Looking around, he saw a sword thrust at his face, just in time. He ducked down and pushed his sword forward with as much force as he could muster. The sword pierced through the armour of the Murlith soldier and sliced through the skin into the chest. Almost as quickly as he had stabbed the sword, Cethard pulled the sword out again. He couldn’t afford to be complacent. There were more Murlith soldiers to kill.

  “Retreat!” the call came from the forest and Cethard saw the Murlith soldiers turn around. This was obviously part of their plan. They retreat into the forest and fight in there where the fighting would be more difficult. They probably had archers in the trees waiting for the Gwindle soldiers to enter. It would be like entering a slaughterhouse. 

  “Halt!” He called out to his soldiers and they obeyed. What was he to do? They obviously hadn’t inflicted enough damage to the Murlith army to warrant a victory. Or hadn’t they? The majority of men lying dead upon the ground seemed to be Murlith soldiers and there were a lot of them. Maybe the retreat had been called out of worry. Maybe this wasn’t part of their plan.

  “Place your shields over your head,” Cethard instructed. He decided they would follow the Murlith soldiers into the forest, but with their shields over their heads. This would protect them from archers sitting in the trees.

  “Forward!” he screamed, leading his soldiers into the forest. Just as he expected arrows struck into the shield he was holding over his head. One arrow pierced right through the shield and fell just in front of him. He took no notice. The battle was recommencing and he wanted to concentrate only on the enemy. 

  The Murlith soldiers were looking at the shields over their heads and were astonished. The plan that they had spent a long time constructing had been foiled. Their morale had been damaged and Cethard knew it. This was going better than he had ever dreamt. His men were doing beautifully and he, also, was doing his bit. 

  An arrow was sticking out of a tree right in front of him. He put his shield down, it wasn’t doing much anymore because the arrows seemed to have stopped, and he seized the arrow. Looking up he saw an archer reloading his bow, sitting in the tree. He threw the arrow up at the archer and hit him in the back. With shock, more than anything, the archer fell out of the tree. A well timed thrust with his sword by Cethard saw the archer stabbed in mid-air. The archer was dead before he hit the ground.

  He looked around. The Murlith soldiers were retreating further. Cethard saw his soldiers following the Murlith army deeper into the forest and he went with them. There was no point in not pushing on their advantage. He was just worried about the likelihood of an ambush.

  The ambush that he was worried about never came. They chased the Murlith soldiers for over an hour, racing through the trees in pursuit of the enemy. When the other side of the forest came near, Cethard told his troops to stop. 

  There would almost certainly be another army of Murlith soldiers waiting outside of it. He gathered all of his soldiers and together they formed a plan.

  “What shall we do?” he asked his men. “We shouldn’t follow them out into the meadows because that would be certain suicide. We should either turn right, left, or back.”

  He left it to his men to make a decision. “Shouldn’t we turn left?” Someone near him asked. “If we turn left then we can go through into Murlith without meeting their entire army. Then we can meet them from the side and launch a surprise attack and retreat quickly before they know what had happened.”

  It was a good plan. “What do you think?” He asked his men. “I think it is a good idea, do you?” There was a general chorus of yes that ran around the group. 

  Cethard estimated that he had about 600 men left. He supposed that his superiors would want him to draw back into Gwindle but he decided against it. The morale of his men was high and he wanted to take advantage of that. 

  He led their move left and soon enough they had moved out of the forest. The large expanse of men was out to their right. They couldn’t risk being seen.

  “Keep to the forest!” He called out to his men and they carried on moving west. After about another hour of walking he told his men to stop. This was where they would camp. 

  It was not yet lunchtime but he told his men to eat their lunch. There were some volunteers for scouting. He wanted to know the movements of the enemy, he wanted to know their number and he wanted to know, if possible, their thoughts and morale. He also sent two messengers to go separately to the main Gwindle army still in Gwindle, to tell them what they were doing. 

  Once he was satisfied that everything had been taken care of, Cethard went to eat some lunch himself. He wanted everyone except a few lookouts to have some sleep. What he was planning to do was to attack during the night when it would be much easier to melt away after taking the Murlith men by surprise. 

  He didn’t sleep, however. He wanted to hear what the scouts had to say. Their information, if they could get it, would be very valuable. Cethard knew that information was one of the most important parts of war. They needed it before they could plan in detail what to do. 

*

  The ghost was nearly there. He spied Stonelaw up ahead, and he saw the Gwindle army. The Gwindle army was beginning to move north, into the forest. He cursed himself for taking so slow with the journey. He was tired that was why. He cursed the sun that was overhead. He had taken almost double the time it had taken him to go south, to go north. 

  So the Gwindle army was invading Murlith. Somehow he could use that to his advantage. Yes. He knew what he was going to do. He was going to give this information to the Murlith men, to gain their trust. From there his domination of the world would begin.

Chapter Wha

  So war had already began. By the Eskargus had gotten home, he had had no time to explain what had happened in the journey home. He had been dead tired and he had fell asleep before reaching his bed, upon the floor. When he woke up, the radio was going at nearly full blast explaining how the armies of Gwindle and Murlith had finally clashed. They didn’t have any information on the war however, just that it had started. 

  At school the next day, the teacher that had been so grumpy the day before was even grumpier. Nobody dared do anything that might upset her for fear of another evening at school instead of at home. If they were feeling a bit more rebellious then they might have refused to do the work that she had set them. They were to make things for the war.

  They had to bake cakes, write letters, make shields, sharpen swords and much more stuff. It was quite hard work and they had been told to do this all in silence. Eskargus knew that they should do their bit for the war but he didn’t feel that they had to be treated like this. He was angry. Unfortunately there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it.

  If it had happened in peacetime then he would have got his father to get the teacher kicked out of the school but his father was away in the war. He hoped that his father was all right. He had tried to think as little as possible about his father because he didn’t want to think about the possibility that he might die. He didn’t want to think about the hardships and the fighting that his father would have to go through. He didn’t want to think about the truths about the war. 

  The bell for lunch wasn’t the bell for lunch anymore, it was the bell that told you to eat as much stuff as you could in about a minute and then run to the fields behind the school where military training was to take place. They were taught how to fight with the swords and they were told what to do in specific circumstances. Most of all they were taught to follow orders with utmost obedience. Eskargus didn’t really listen to most of it.

  “…If you’re superior tells you to do something, you do it. Not only do you do it, but also you do it with all your capabilities and you do as good a job possible. You do it exactly when you’re told to do it and not a second earlier or later. If you’re told to hurry then you damn well hurry. Does everyone get the message?” The instructor was an aging old man who spat when he spoke. Nobody liked him but nobody failed to call out yes or else he might haul them up to the front of the school and make them look like an idiot. Eskargus hated this. He called it embarrassment training. The basics of this method were embarrass someone and they’ll do whatever you want them to do.

  Eskargus made up his mind to leave right there. It wasn’t and idea that came from careful planning, he just decided to do it and he did it. He was at the back of the audience so it was easy for him. He walked backwards for a few steps and turned and crept in behind the school.

  Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he nearly yelled. It was Alwin. 

  “What are you doing?” asked Alwin.

  “What are you doing?” asked Eskargus.

  “I’m waiting for you,” answered Alwin

  “Waiting for what?” queried Eskargus.

  “Waiting for you to make up your mind to leave,” replied Alwin. “We’re going off to the war.”

  “We are?” 

  “Yes. Neither of us wants to stay here, and that guy was definitely talking about something to do with the war,” Alwin said. “So that’s where we’re going.” 

  “But why…?” asked Eskargus.

  “Because we need to do all we can to prevent the devil person from taking over the world. I’ve heard that if a dying person asks you to do something just before he dies then you have to do all you possibly can to do that thing or else you will be cursed.”

  Eskargus had heard this as well and Eskargus thought that there was very likely to be true. “Ok so we go to the war,” he said. “But what if something goes wrong? What if we get involved? What if…” he was cut off by Alwin.

  “Come on. You know that you’ve been thinking about going to the war. Then you could help. It would be an adventure. You’re trying to find excuses but you know that deep down you want to go. Follow that desire. Come with me,” said Alwin. 

  Suddenly Eskargus knew that he was going to go that he wanted to go. The spark of adventure lit up inside him.

  “What are we waiting for then?” he asked. “Let’s go!”

*

  Cethard looked east, at the mass of people, which was the Murlith army. There was two of his men running back to their camp. They were the scouts that he had sent earlier. Eagerly he raced out to greet them.

  “Have you got any news?” he asked as soon as he reached them.

  “We have been inside their camp. Their morale is very high. They sings songs of the glory of Murlith and they recount tales of them killing the hated Gwindle soldiers,” answered one of the scouts.

  “How many strong are they?” Cethard asked.

  “At least 50 thousand, probably more,” answered the other scout. 

  Cethard thought intently about this news. Gwindle had about 50 thousand men in their army down south and so there was no advantage in numbers. It was bad that the enemy’s morale was high but nevertheless it wasn’t so bad. He wanted to fight out what they were thinking, what they knew. He asked his scouts.

  “They seem to think that the Gwindle army was moving north towards them,” answered the scout. “They are preparing themselves for the large battle that they think is about to come.”

  This was news indeed. Obviously the Murlith army knew something, or thought that they knew something that the Gwindle army didn’t think that they knew. 

  Cethard really wanted to talk to his messengers now, and he was in luck. One of them approached and Cethard ran out to meet him.

  “Did you give them our position?” he asked. 

  “Yes,” answered the messenger. “And I have some important news for you as well.” From the look on his face it looked important.

  “So, what is it?” asked Cethard.

  “The Gwindle army, well half of it, about thirty thousand men, are at the moment advancing through the forest. They are hoping to launch a surprise attack on the Murlith soldiers.” 

  It was exactly what Cethard had feared. The Gwindle men were going to be the soldiers that were going to be surprised. 

  “What do they want us to do?” asked Cethard. He was hoping that they wanted him to attack from the north as a preliminary attack so focus would shift from the south to the north.

  “We are to join them in the forest,” answered the messenger.

  “Go through to their army and tell them that I have information that their so called surprise attack is being expected, tell them that if they are going to attack then they should wait for us to attack them from the north. Tell them that I am going to attack from there anyway, and if they are going to then they should wait because then attention will shift from the south to the north, allowing surprise to still be a factor in their attack,” Cethard knew that when the messenger passed on this, the Gwindle generals weren’t going to like it.

