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OATHS

        

      

    

    
      “Our terms are surrender,” said the young warrior, his voice as sharp as his sheathed sword. “Complete and utter surrender.”

      “Complete and utter ... surrender,” repeated the enemy, a white flag of truce draped over his shoulder. The enemy’s face bore the pain of defeat, yet a silent rage smoldered within his eyes as he stared at the young warrior. “Alas, you have spoken a dreadful thing. But how can I argue this heavy sentence? The battle has been fought, and as we speak, the blood of my men soaks into the ground. This day shall be a blight upon my memory for the remainder of my years. If complete and utter surrender are the terms, then such terms shall mournfully be accepted. Let we who have been defeated return now to our homes, that we may begin the task of rebuilding our lives.”

      Bowing his head, the enemy turned to begin the slow walk back to his men, but harsh words from the young warrior turned him back.

      “Understanding flees you,” said the young warrior. “You may not return to your land. You must leave these lands, for they are no longer your home. Those are the terms of your surrender, and they shall not be negotiated.”

      The enemy’s face glowed red like blood. “Leave this land?” he said, his voice hot with rage. “Must you disgrace us beyond our defeat? Must you shame us beyond what we are able to endure? Under the skies of heaven, have you no mercy?”

      “Mercy!” growled the young warrior. “A more unjust use of that word has never been uttered in the history of men. Was it mercy that compelled you to enslave the lowly of this land? Was it for the sake of mercy that you scarred the backs of the innocent with the whip? Where was your precious mercy when fathers and mothers were forced to feed their hungry children the few scraps of food that you couldn’t fit into your belly? You are allowed to leave this field of battle on the strength of your two feet, but apart from this, you shall be shown no mercy, for you gave none. You laid this land low under the yoke of slavery, but those days of darkness are finished. So leave this land, for it is no longer yours to disgrace.”

      The enemy’s eyes glowed fierce, as though they were coals of fire stoked hot by billows. “Complete and utter surrender,” said the enemy raggedly, and he spat upon the ground. “If that’s how you’ll have it, then so be it.” Unsheathing his sword, the enemy tossed it at the feet of the young warrior. “There is my sword. Take it, and may it bring a curse to you and your family for the brevity of your remaining days.”

      “The brevity of our remaining days?” said the young warrior, and he drew his sword and pointed it at the enemy. “Is that a challenge?”

      “No, it’s not a challenge,” said the enemy with a wicked smile as he sauntered backwards. “It’s more dreadful than a challenge. It’s a prophecy!”

      As the enemy spoke, his smile morphed into a snarl, and he gave up his retreat. Pulling a dagger from a small sheath at his side, the enemy hurled the blade like a flash of lightning.

      With a thud the dagger sank deep into the young warrior’s chest. Gasping for breath, the young warrior dropped his sword and staggered backwards before, with failing strength, he wilted to his knees. As the young warrior’s face turned white, in a last desperate attempt to save his life, he lifted his hands to the dagger, but just as his hands reached the weapon, his body went limp, and he collapsed lifelessly onto his side.

      The enemy walked to the dead body of the young warrior, and placing a foot on his chest, the enemy ripped out his dagger. The enemy then grabbed the white flag of truce that hung over his shoulder, and waving it above his head as if he were conjuring a storm, he turned to his men and raised a wild, piercing cry. With a roar his men returned his battle cry, and, waving their swords above their heads, they rallied to him.

      But as the enemy army gathered like a darkening storm cloud to mount a final assault, in the distance another sound swept over the battlefield, a resounding blare that was as hollow as it was piercing, as beautiful as it was fierce, and as mournful as it was inspired with undying hope.

      A man of towering size raised a ram’s horn to his lips, and with a deep breath he gave a final, prolonged blast. Then, abandoning his lines, and with his allies close behind, he took off across the field of battle like a beast pursuing its prey. The waves of his dark hair flowed in the wind as he thundered through the high grasses of the plains, sword drawn, his eyes fixed upon his son’s murderer.

      Teeth bared, the father approached the opposing army at full stride, and with a growl rising from deep within his chest, he unleashed the fury of his sword upon them. The sound of metal clashing with metal rang through the air, followed by cries of anguish as the father’s deadly strokes met their mark. Soon the rest of the father’s allies had arrived and engaged their foe, yet still the father fought, tirelessly swiping, and thrusting his bloody sword into anyone who dared to cross his path, anyone who stood between him and his target.

      At last, having cut a deadly scar through the enemy horde, the father found himself standing before his son’s murderer. The noise of the surrounding battle faded as the father and the enemy raised their swords to each other.

      “Shall I have two trophies in the same day, both son and father?” said the enemy with a taunting smile. “I never could have dreamed of such generous fortunes. The only question is, how shall it be done? Shall I impale you? Shall I cut your throat? Or, shall the father have the same fate as his son?”

      With a hideous cackle, the enemy pulled out his dagger, still stained with the blood of the young warrior, and after waving the blade playfully from side to side, the enemy made his move. With a snap of his wrist, he hurled the dagger through the air. The father dove to the ground as the blade tore across his shoulder.

      A stream of warm blood trickled down the father’s arm as he rose to his feet. He pulled out his sword, as did the enemy, and the men approached each other until their blades were nearly touching.

      “You’ve made this land weep,” growled the father, and lunging forward, he took a mighty swipe at the enemy’s sword, knocking it to the side.

      The enemy hastily retreated a step as he regained his balance before raising his sword again.

      “In blood and toil you’ve inflicted torment upon the lowly of this land,” said the father, and rearing back, he took another hard swipe at the enemy’s sword.

      Again, the enemy was forced backwards.

      The father pointed his sword, and with a dark, piercing gaze, he looked straight into the enemy’s eyes. “The days of weeping and dread have passed, for your wickedness has finally been made to stand in the presence of justice. For you, it is over.”

      Like the roar of a lion, the father raised a war cry of terrifying authority, and charging the enemy, the father swung his sword like a whirlwind. The enemy’s sword was knocked from his grip, and as it flew across the battlefield, in the same sweeping motion the father struck the enemy across the neck. Falling in a heap, the murderer’s life drained out of him.

      With the defeat of their leader, the hearts of the enemy army melted, and in fear they fled the battlefield. The father and his allies pursued the enemy army until the land was cleansed of their presence, but when the warriors returned from their victory, there was no celebration.

      The father wandered through the matted grasses of the plains until he came to the place where his fallen son lay. The father knelt beside his son and passed a hand gently through his son’s hair, dark and flowing like his own. The son’s hair was still damp with perspiration, and for a fleeting moment hope flickered within the father that life still remained within his son. But then the father looked upon his son’s face. It was cold and lifeless as a stone.

      The father raised his head and swept his eyes across the battlefield. Dyed crimson, the battlefield was strewn with bodies: some dead, some dying, and some forever maimed. Lifting his voice above the cries of agony that filled the air, the father shouted, “Was it worth it? Wives have lost husbands. Children have lost fathers. Fathers and mothers have lost their dear sons. Tell me now, was our fight worth it?”

      Among the many who were aiding the wounded and mourning the lost, not one person answered.

      “There is but one way that such a fight was worth fighting,” shouted the father, his deep voice sounding over the plains like a war horn. “We who live must never forget. We must never forget the cause for which we fought, and for which our beloved have died. Take oaths now, each one of us. Take oaths to forever remember. Take oaths to tell your children, and your children’s children, of the cost of liberty. For the freedom of this land was paid with blood.”

      Upon speaking his words, the father dropped his head into his hands and wept.
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      The air dripped with humidity as Harper scanned the forest from behind a fallen tree, bow in hand. Silent as the dead of night, not a snap from a twig or a crunch of underbrush could be heard. Not even the air dared to whisper through the trees. Droplets of water gathered like a small army within Harper’s dark hair before stealthily descending upon his forehead. The droplets rolled down his face in streaks until they fell off his jaw.

      Linden let out a sigh. “Stupid roots,” he muttered, and he shifted his weight. He rested his head against the tree, then sighed again.

      Harper looked at Linden and rolled his eyes.

      Linden squirmed again. “No matter how I sit, I can’t get comfortable.”

      “Shh,” said Harper.

      Linden sighed yet again. “This is so boring. Uncomfortable and boring. Why did I decide to come hunting with you?”

      “The bigger question is, why did I let you come hunting with me,” mumbled Harper. He shook his head in annoyance as he turned his attention back to the forest, hoping the deer hadn’t heard their short conversation.

      “But why do you even like hunting?” said Linden. “All you do is sit and wait, and hopefully a deer comes into view before you fall asleep.”

      “And hopefully a deer comes into view before you scare them all away because you can’t keep your mouth shut,” responded Harper. “Seriously, you’ve got to be quiet.”

      “But I can’t be quiet,” said Linden. “I have to know. Why do you like hunting when it’s so boring?”

      Harper rolled his eyes again. “It’s not that I like to hunt. It’s that I like to eat. Which, considering your skinniness, you probably can’t understand. Besides, it won’t be much of a spring festival tonight if we don’t have any food.”

      “Huh,” said Linden, furrowing his forehead in thought. “Hunting isn’t something you like to do. It’s a survival-type of thing. I guess that makes more sense.”

      “Yes, it makes perfect sense,” said Harper. “But you know what the real question in all of this is? How did you get so skinny?”

      Linden scowled as he let his head drop limply to the side. “Harper, you literally ask me that question every week.”

      “I know,” said Harper with a growing smile, “but it’s beyond belief that somebody could be as skinny as you are.”

      “As I’ve told you a thousand times, it’s not my fault,” said Linden. “My dad’s skinny. My mom’s skinny. I’m skinny. What am I supposed to do about it?”

      “Have you tried exercising to make your muscles bigger and stronger?” said Harper.

      Linden bit his lips to keep from smiling. “Uh, maybe every once in a while.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Harper.

      Silence finally returned to the forest. Harper strained his eyes, looking for signs of life that might be hiding in the thickets and dark shadows. Time passed slowly, and it wasn’t long before Linden was fidgeting again.

      “It’s so hot,” said Linden.

      “Shh,” said Harper.

      “And it’s only morning,” said Linden.

      “Shh,” said Harper, louder this time.

      Linden blew a lock of his curly, sandy-brown hair out of his face, then looked at Harper. “You know, I sweat the bed last night.”

      Harper’s cheeks inflated with air, and when he couldn’t fit any more air into his cheeks, it snorted out his nose. Finally, Harper gave up trying, and he lowered his head and shook with laughter.

      “I woke up in the middle of the night soaking wet,” Linden continued. “In my grogginess I thought to myself, no way, I couldn’t have! But then I figured out it was only sweat, which was a relief.”

      Harper set down his bow and leaned his back against the downed tree. He rubbed his eyes as he regained control of himself following his laughing attack, then let his hands drag slowly down his face. “I can’t believe how poorly hunting is going. At this rate, I’ll never spot any deer.” Harper let out a long breath, then wiped his shirt sleeve across his brow in an attempt to dry his forehead. “But maybe it’s not us that’s keeping the deer away. Maybe it’s the heat. Maybe they’re resting in the shade.” Harper looked at Linden. “Do you think that’s it? Do you think the deer are too hot and have bedded down for the day?”

      But Linden wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he was staring off into nowhere.

      “Isn’t it weird to think,” Linden finally said, “tomorrow we’ll be on our way to Mascaroth? Soldiers of Mascaroth. Soldiers of the Golden City. Sounds funny, doesn’t it?” He looked at Harper, and Harper showed his agreement with a nod. “I’ve never been far from home, maybe half a day’s ride at the most. But you know, I’m looking forward to it. It’ll give me a chance to spread my wings. You know, find myself. I’m almost positive I’ll find her, too.”

      Harper raised his eyebrows. “Her?”

      “My wife,” said Linden.

      “You’re jesting,” said Harper. “You’re planning on finding your wife in Mascaroth?”

      “Of course,” said Linden, as if shocked to hear that Harper was surprised. “Why else would I go to Mascaroth? To fight battles?”

      “Um, well, that’s usually what soldiers do.”

      “Nah,” said Linden. “The soldier thing is just a cover. The real reason I’m going to Mascaroth is to find me a wife. And who knows what will happen after that? Blissfully married, I may never return home to Weston.”

      Harper gave his head a small shake, trying to rid his brain of all he’d just heard.

      “You think I’m crazy?” said Linden.

      Harper fought a smile as he gave his shoulders a prolonged shrug.

      “Okay, if I’m so crazy, then why are you going to Mascaroth? Do you have a better reason? I doubt it.”

      Harper’s smile faded, and he looked up at the lonely rays of light that had broken through the canopy of leaves and branches. “When I was a kid, my dad used to tell me stories. Stories of battles that had been fought. Stories of mighty warriors.” Harper smirked. “I think he made most of them up. But when I was younger, it didn’t matter if they were made up or not. The stories caught my mind, and for as long as I can remember I’ve dreamed of being one of those warriors. You know, a person who fights for what’s just.” Harper lowered his gaze from the trees and looked at Linden. “I suppose that’s why I’m going to Mascaroth. It’s so I can be a soldier. Even if I never have to fight any battles, being a soldier seems like an honorable thing to do.”

      “Yeah, I guess you do have a good reason,” Linden conceded. “But you have to admit, I have a pretty good reason too.” Linden gave Harper a bony elbow to the ribs. “Right, Harper? My reason’s just as good as yours, maybe better, right?” But Harper only rolled his eyes.

      Finally, Linden had run out of things to say, and the forest was blanketed in silence. In the peacefulness of his surroundings, Harper leaned his head against the tree and let his mind wander. Tomorrow, for the first time ever, he would be leaving the only place he knew as home. It was a strange thought, and he didn’t know what to do with the mixture of emotions that seemed to shift as frequently as the springtime breeze. There were times that his excitement kept him awake at night. He could hardly believe the day had finally come: himself, a skilled soldier in the service of the Golden City. But other times his excitement was swept away by a feeling of dread that was so heavy it nearly took his breath away. For one, there was the uncertainty of the unknown. But even more distressing was the thought of leaving his dad behind.

      A rustling of underbrush disturbed Harper from his thoughts. Cautiously, Harper raised his head above the fallen tree. Well within range of his bow was a buck, its head lowered as it nibbled at fallen acorns. Harper turned to nudge Linden so he could share in the good fortune, but Linden’s head was slumped to his chest in a midmorning nap. Figuring it was better that Linden was asleep, Harper notched an arrow, then slowly lifted his bow, and took aim.
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      “Harper, you know that if I beat you, I can still win the overall competition, don’t you?” said Linden, as they stood on the bank of the mill pond along with the seven other boys who were waiting for the warrior race to begin.

      “What?” said Harper. “How?”

      “I’ll tell you how,” said Linden as he giddily rubbed his hands together. “You got 10 points for winning the dueling tournament, and I got five for getting third. Then, in archery you got another 10 points, and I got seven for getting second. That means, going into the warrior race, you have 20 points and I have 12. But here’s the exciting part: the winner of the warrior race gets 30 points, and second place only gets 20 points. So if I win, I’ll end with 42 points, and the best you can do is 40 points.” Linden playfully jabbed Harper in the gut with a left and a right. “So, are you nervous now?”

      “Nervous? No. Annoyed? Yes, and for more than one reason.” Harper pushed Linden’s hands aside and backed away from him. “What you’re saying is that I can get two firsts and a second, and still lose overall to a person who got a first, second, and third.” Harper scowled. “That’s stupid. Who came up with the points system?”

      Just then a gray-haired man whose beard was as sparse as his teeth banged on a pot with a wooden spoon, then hollered in high, country voice, “All gather for the warrior race!”

      Harper looked at Linden. “Of course. Old Man Tompkin came up with the scoring system. I should have known.”

      Old Man Tompkin, the town’s innkeeper, cackled as he banged his pot twice more, then turned to the boys at the starting line. “All right you boys, you know how it’s done. On my signal you’ll splash yourselves across this here pond, then ride like thunder over the woodland path, and finish by trompin’ ‘round the outskirts three times.” With another cackle Old Man Tompkin backed out of the way and lifted his pot over his head. “Here we go. Boys, get on your marks.”

      A gap-filled smile overtook Old Man Tompkin’s face as he watched the boys crouch into ready positions.

      “Get set …”

      Silent tension filled the air as the boys waited for Old Man Tompkin’s signal, but all of a sudden there was a movement, followed by a splash. Linden had jumped into the pond and was already off and swimming.

      “Go!” screeched Old Man Tompkin, and he wildly banged his pot.

      The rest of the boys dove into the water, a full second behind Linden. They thrashed across the pond, water splashing everywhere as arms and legs slapped the surface. Linden was the first to reach the opposite shore, and after climbing onto his waiting horse, he galloped towards the forest.

      

      “Hammond, good to see you! What brings you to Weston?”

      “Hello, Lawson,” said the thickly muscled man from atop his horse, gray streaks along the jaw of his brown beard revealing his middle age. “I knew of Weston’s spring festival, so I thought I’d bring a few guests with me.” Hammond extended his arm towards his traveling party. “I present to you Lord Carrington and Lady Bailey, son and daughter of Wesley, king of Mascaroth.”

      Lawson gave a small bow. “Welcome you two to Weston and our humble spring festival.”

      The two guests returned Lawson’s bow with polite nods.

      “And this man,” said Hammond to his royal companions, “is Lawson, Weston’s metalsmith. And if I’m not mistaken, he has a son participating in the race we’re watching.” Hammond turned back to Lawson. “How’s Harper doing?”

      Lawson’s expression turned painful. “By my count he was in seventh place coming out of the water, about five seconds behind the leader.”

      From their grassy perch outside of town, the group turned their attention back to the race, and it wasn’t long before Linden emerged from the woods on the lead horse. Seconds later the remaining riders came into view, and soon they were off their horses to begin the first of three laps around the town.

      “Harper’s still in seventh place,” said Hammond. “I think he lost a few seconds, too. What do you think, Lawson? Does he have it in him?”

      “I don’t know,” said Lawson. “He’s got a lot of ground to make up, and Linden, the person in first, is a good runner. But knowing Harper, I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s not the type who enjoys losing.”

      “If I may inquire,” broke in Carrington, “Sir Lawson, how old are these boys?”

      “Harper is 20,” said Lawson. “The other boys are approximately the same age.”

      “Three years my elder,” Carrington said thoughtfully as he stroked his wispy attempt at a beard. “The age difference would certainly present a challenge. Nevertheless, I do believe I would have been competitive had I entered the race.”

      “Oh Carri, please,” said Bailey to her hefty younger brother. “You’d hardly be able to start the race, let alone finish it. When was the last time you did any physical activity?”

      “Sister, you underestimate my abilities,” said Carrington as he puffed out his chest, unfazed. “Royalty runs in my blood, and with it, the innate sense of a hardened soldier.”

      

      Harper’s breath was heavy, but even, as he finished his first lap. He had passed five of the boys, and the only one who remained between him and first place was Linden. Harper focused his eyes ahead of him. With first place only seconds away, his emotions urged him to increase his pace, but wisdom spoke louder, and maintaining his speed, gradually he closed the gap.

      Old Man Tompkin banged his pot as Linden began his final lap. Seconds later Harper had also begun his third lap, and as the cheers of the crowd swelled, he decided it was time to make his move. With a scowl of determination, Harper increased his pace, and as he made the first of four turns around the town, he had pulled even with Linden. The two friends ran shoulder to shoulder, each testing the other with small increases of speed, until they reached the far side of town, and Harper threw back his head and took off in a sprint. With a desperate grunt Linden tried to match Harper’s speed burst, but as they made the final turn, Linden fell back. The crowd cheered as Harper crossed the finish line in first place.

      His legs wobbling like an old chair, Harper placed his hands on his hips and walked in a circle as he attempted to regain his breathing.

      Linden staggered to Harper and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I ... almost ... had ... you,” said Linden breathlessly. He held his finger and his thumb an inch apart. “I ... was ... this ... close.”

      Harper breathed in deep, then let it out slowly. “The only reason you were that close,” he said before pausing to take another deep breath, “is because you cheated. You didn’t have to fight to pass people like I did.”

      “Me, cheat?” said Linden innocently. “That wasn’t cheating.”

      “You jumped into the pond early,” said Harper. “If that’s not cheating, then what is?”

      “I was merely taking the head start I deserved in order to give myself a fighting chance,” Linden calmly explained.

      Harper raised an annoyed eyebrow, but then shook his head and smiled. “Only you would have a clean conscience about doing something like that.”

      “It’s not about having a clean conscience,” said Linden. “It has everything to do with—” But then Linden stopped explaining himself. He frowned as something in the distance caught his attention. “Hey, who are those people with your dad?”

      Harper looked to where Linden was pointing. “That’s Lord Hammond,” said Harper, sounding surprised. “I didn’t know he was here.”

      “Lord Hammond?” said Linden.

      “Yeah, I doubt you know him,” said Harper. “He’s from Mascaroth. He randomly visits Weston every now and then.”

      “And what about the people with him?” said Linden. “Who are they?”

      Harper squinted, then shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Then don’t you think we should find out?” said Linden, and he began walking towards the group—across the dirt road, over a cobblestone bridge that spanned a bubbling creek, and up the small, grassy rise—with Harper at his side.

      “Hey, boys,” said Harper’s dad as they approached. “I’m glad you came over. Lord Hammond brought a couple of royal visitors with him to the spring festival. Lord Carrington and Lady Bailey, this is my son, Harper.”

      “Hi,” said Harper pleasantly, and he smiled as he dipped his head in a respectful bow.

      “And this is Harper’s friend, Linden,” continued Harper’s dad.

      Harper stood silently, a polite smile still etched on his face, but when seconds passed and Linden still hadn’t said anything, Harper looked at Linden out of the corner of his eye. Harper lost his breath as an awkward shiver ran through his body. Linden was staring at Bailey.

      Desperate, Harper bumped Linden with a shoulder. “Are you alive?” he whispered through clenched teeth. “Say or do something.”

      Linden finally pried his eyes off Bailey and glanced at Harper. “I think I’ve found her,” he said, his high, airy voice filled with hopeful passion, and before Harper could do anything but gasp, Linden was at the side of Bailey’s horse.

      “Fortune has smiled upon me today,” said Linden in a buttery voice as he looked up at Bailey. “Only in my dreams have I imagined standing in the presence of such loveliness. Thy skin is smooth as cream and dark as chestnuts. Thy hair, so long and soft, shines like polished bronze. Please do not think me too bold to say, the fairest flower would blush before thy beauty.”

      Barely able to breathe, Harper stared at the ground, too embarrassed to raise his head.

      Linden took a step closer to Bailey, bent low in a sweeping bow, then lifted his hands toward her. “If my lady would allow, let thy humble servant assist thee off thy horse. It is the least of services I could render unto thee.”

      Bailey’s mouth hung open as one of her eyebrows shot into the air, her twisted expression a mixture of confusion and disgust. But then her face softened, and with a light returning to her dark eyes, she smiled gently. “Such generous words. To think that I should find a gentleman so charming as thee in such a small town. Thy heart is that of a servant, and I would gladly take thee upon thine offer. However, I have but one concern: thine arms look flimsy as blades of grass. If I cast myself upon thee, I should fear for my life.”

      Linden’s face turned a pale shade of red, and he let his arms drop to his side.

      “And yet, though it may be hard to believe,” Bailey continued, “I have another concern that shakes my heart with an even greater fear. Hast thou bathed within the last month? An ugly aroma riseth from thee, and it is nearly unbearable. I fear that if I come any closer to thee, thy aroma shall penetrate my garments, and for the remainder of the day, I shall writhe in foul misery.” Having finally finished, Bailey smiled sweetly at Linden, then faked an innocent giggle as she batted her eyes.

      Linden’s blush was quickly replaced by stone-faced vexation. Not to be outdone, soon he had contorted his own face into a delightful smile that matched Bailey’s.

      “My dear lady,” said Linden with renewed vigor, “you possess the beauty of a rose ... and the tongue of a viper.”

      Bailey’s smile disappeared as she huffed in high-pitched offense, but Linden didn’t seem to notice.

      “As for the breadth of my arms,” said Linden, “alas, you are correct. Heroic strength is not my possession. And as for my—as you would call it—ugly aroma, I don’t doubt that you are again correct. After all, I just competed in a race on the warmest of days. Under the circumstances, I would hardly expect myself to smell like freshly baked bread. But may I warn you, before you faint over my smell, I advise that you first pay attention to your own odor, Miss Bailey ... lady of the horse.” With a smirk Linden gave another sweeping bow, then turned and walked away.

      Bailey stood in her saddle. “I might have been offended by what you said if you were anything more than a peasant!” she shouted after him.

      Linden kept walking as if he didn’t hear her.

      Bailey’s face reddened. “Did you hear me? You’re an Outlander, that’s what you are! Nothing but a worthless Outlander!”

      Carrington let out an abnormally loud sigh. “Women and drama,” he said, as if blessed with a stroke of wisdom. “It’s as predictable as the dawn. What’s a man to do?”

      “Carri!” Bailey snapped, but Carrington only shook his head, smiling to himself as he attempted to dismount his horse. He tried to swing his leg over the horse, but his leg didn’t make it. He tried again, harder this time, and finally his hefty leg reached the correct side, but in his effort, he nearly lost his balance. Steadying himself by placing both hands on the saddle, he lowered himself to the ground, then walked to Lawson and tossed him the reins.

      “If no one minds, I think I’ll have a look around,” said Carrington. “Who knows, maybe I’ll even challenge a few people to a friendly duel.” Carrington unsheathed his sword and stabbed the air with a flurry of wild strokes before returning it to his hip. He then headed towards town.

      In the moment of silence that followed, Harper cautiously raised his head, as if emerging from hiding after the rage of battle had passed, thankful that the embarrassment of the last five minutes had finally dissipated. Harper raised his eyebrows as he gave a passing glance to his dad and Hammond, convinced they were feeling the same way he was. Then, intentionally turning his back to Bailey, Harper began for town. But Harper had taken only a few short strides before he was turned back around.

      “You ... Harper,” called Bailey. “Your name is Harper, right?”

      Harper gingerly looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, that’s my name,” he said, trying to sound cheerful.

      Bailey dismounted her horse and hopped onto the ground. She led the horse to Hammond and handed him the reins, then turned back to Harper. “I’ve been in the saddle all day. For the last two days, really. Wherever you’re going, do you mind if I walk with you?”

      “Uh ... well ... sure,” said Harper. “Whatever my lady wants, I’m happy to serve her.” But then Harper looked at his clothes, still wet from his swim. “Actually though, I was on my way home to change into different clothes.”

      “Then I’ll walk with you to your house,” said Bailey. “I’ll do anything to get out of the saddle.”

      “Um, okay,” said Harper. He nervously shot another glance at Hammond and his dad before turning towards town, Bailey at his side.

      After they had walked a short distance, Bailey looked over her shoulder to make sure they were alone, then turned back to Harper. “Now that we’re away from Lord Hammond and your dad, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Ahh ... sure?” said Harper, uneasy about what was coming next.

      Bailey lowered her voice. “I want you to be honest with me. Do I smell like a horse?”

      Harper scratched his head. “I ... I don’t ... I don’t really know.” He bit his lip and shrugged. “I guess I haven’t tried smelling you ... my lady.”

      Bailey put a hand over her heart and exhaled loudly. “That’s a relief.” But then she shook her head and scowled. “That Linden guy. I don’t like him. I don’t like him at all.”

      Harper looked at the ground as a surge of embarrassment returned, nearly knocking the wind out of him. “Yeah, I can’t believe he said that stuff. It was kind of … kind of strange.”

      “Kind of?” said Bailey, wide-eyed. “It couldn’t have been stranger. What was he thinking? A girl like me being impressed by a guy like him? Gross. But you have to tell me, is he an Outlander? Because he sure seems worthless.”

      At Bailey’s words, a spark of anger ignited in Harper, burning away his embarrassment. Closing his eyes, Harper took a moment to control his emotions, and when he reopened them, he spoke firmly. “No, Linden is not an Outlander. At times he’s strange, but he’s not worthless.” As soon as Harper finished speaking, and without waiting for Bailey’s reply, he increased his walking speed. His patience toward Bailey had already run dry, and he figured the quicker he made it home, the sooner he would be away from her.

      Soon they had arrived at the edge of town. Harper mindlessly stepped onto the rutted dirt road, but then he stopped. Overcome by a pang of responsibility, Harper turned around. “Is my lady okay with walking on the road? There’s a muddy spot here and there, and I wasn’t sure—”

      “Oh, I don’t mind,” said Bailey. “Not while I’m wearing these rags.” Bailey held out her arms as she examined her outfit, before looking away in revulsion. “Drab green pants to go along with a drab green shirt. I’m so ashamed.” Bailey looked back at Harper. “Honestly, this whole trip has been a terrible experience. A two-day journey bouncing on the back of a reeking beast, sleeping in the wilderness, and eating flavorless food. And my hands,” she said, flexing them, “they’re nearly worn through from the reins. After all this, I’d love nothing more than a nice, long soak in a warm tub. And after all I’ve been through, not only do I need it, but I also deserve it. Which, by the way, do you know where we’re staying tonight?”

      Harper scratched his head again. “I don’t know. I would assume you’re staying there,” he said, pointing to the other side of the road.

      Bailey raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “The Hoppy Grasshopper Inn? That’s where we’re staying?” Bailey stopped walking and examined the building. The shrubs at the front of the inn were overgrown, half of the windows were cracked, and the roof had missing shingles. “Please tell me you’re not serious.”

      Harper shrugged and continued walking. “I don’t know where else you’d be staying.”

      Bailey’s shoulders slumped as a cloud of hopelessness passed over her face. “I didn’t think it was possible for this trip to get any worse, but it just did. Why would someone do this to me?” Bailey raised her hands above her head like she was going to scream, but in silence she let them drop to her side and hurried to catch up to Harper.

      “But do you know what the worst part of this trip has been?” said Bailey once she was at Harper’s side again.

      Harper didn’t answer.

      “Being around clueless guys. Carri, he lives in a fantasy world, always talking like he’s a daring soldier or something. Then the first guy I met here was Linden. He’s a disgrace, even worse than Carri.”

      “A disgrace?” said Harper. He tried once more to extinguish the anger within him, this time by clenching his jaw. “I know Linden can be a little strange, but do you really think he’s a disgrace?”

      “Maybe you think I’m being harsh,” said Bailey. “But like I said before, I don’t like him. I think he’s a disgrace.”

      Finally, and not a moment too soon, Harper arrived at his house, just beyond the southern edge of the town.

      Harper turned to Bailey. “I apologize for my rudeness, my lady, but this is where I live, and I really do need to change my clothes.”

      “That’s okay,” said Bailey. “But I’ll see you at the festivities tonight, right?”

      Harper hesitated, but then gave a small nod.

      “In that case,” said Bailey, “when you see me tonight, if you don’t mind, please stop calling me ‘my lady.’ It makes me feel old.”

      Harper nodded again as he reached for the door.

      “And Harper,” said Bailey, “I wanted to say one more thing.”

      Harper dutifully dropped his hand from the door and looked back at Bailey.

      “Thanks for the walk,” said Bailey with a small smile. “After being around Carri and Linden, I needed it. You’re not like them. I like being around you.”

      Unsure how to answer, Harper forced an uncomfortable smile and hastily retreated into his house.

      From atop the grassy rise, Hammond and Lawson watched as Harper and Bailey walked towards the town.

      “Oh, Lawson,” said Hammond. “What have I done by bringing Carrington and Bailey with me? In truth, I feel badly for Harper right now.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t concern yourself too greatly,” said Lawson. “Harper’s a resilient boy. He can look out for himself. By the way, did you know that tomorrow he and Linden are on their way to Mascaroth to enlist in the army?”

      “No, I didn’t know that,” said Hammond. “That’s good to hear. You can never have enough good soldiers in an army. I’m not as confident about Linden, but Harper will do well.” Hammond lifted himself out of his saddle, and with a low groan he lowered himself to the ground. “But Lawson, I was serious about my regret in bringing Carrington and Bailey with me.” Leading his own horse and Bailey’s, Hammond extended his hand to Lawson for Carrington’s horse as well.

      “I don’t mind,” said Lawson. “I’ll help you take them to the inn’s stable.”

      “Their father, King Wesley, wanted Carrington and Bailey to experience life outside of the Golden City,” continued Hammond as they began toward town. “Knowing my frequent travels, he requested that I take them on a trip. Swearing that I would protect them, I thought Weston’s spring festival would be a good experience for them. But Lawson, Carrington and Bailey have been raised in riches. They’ve never wanted for the choicest of foods. They’ve never been forced to work a second longer than they’ve desired.” Hammond nodded at the reins in Lawson’s hand. “As you have quickly found, they believe everyone to be their servant.” Hammond sighed. “I gave my word that I would protect them, but I fear it is everyone else who needs protection from them.”

      Lawson let out a hearty laugh. “Hammond, right as you may be, you think too deeply upon these things. We in Weston are honored to have them as guests. That is, as long as they don’t stay for more than one night.” But then Lawson frowned. “You are planning on staying only one night, correct?”

      Now Hammond chuckled. “Yes, Lawson. One night is all. And also, I thank you for your generous understanding. It truly is appreciated. However, on the subject of protection, I do have a concern.” Hammond’s expression turned serious as he came to a stop on the cobblestone bridge, and he turned his gaze south of town. “Those two people over there, the ones in black hoods. Do you know who they are?”

      Lawson leaned his head forward and squinted as he took a long, hard look. “No, I don’t believe I do. In fact, I didn’t notice them until you pointed them out. It seems odd that they’d be wearing hooded cloaks on such a warm day, don’t you think?”

      “Odd indeed,” murmured Hammond.

      “What shall we do?” said Lawson. “Do you want me to approach them and ask who they are?”

      “No, no,” said Hammond quickly, and he stared thoughtfully to the hills on the distant horizon as he tapped his chin. “But do you mind inquiring of the innkeeper who they are, and where they are staying? That would be helpful.”

      “Most certainly,” said Lawson. “I’ll do that as soon as possible and report back to you.”

      “Thank you,” said Hammond.

      Hammond’s eyes lingered on Lawson as he hurried away, but then Hammond turned his gaze back to the south. Like the unrelenting jaws of a beast, Hammond locked his eyes on the strangers. As he stared, his free hand slowly made its way to his hip where a sword hung. As if by instinct, Hammond stroked the curved, silver hand guard with his fingertips.

      “Don’t think that I’ve been caught off guard,” Hammond whispered. “I know who you are, and if death is what you seek, then most certainly you shall find it. That I promise.”
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ELUDING PLANS

        

      

    

    
      Lanterns dangling from ropes lit the night like fireflies as the entire town of Weston gathered for the evening festivities. A perimeter of tables filled with feasting and laughter surrounded a dance area where couples twirled and pranced to the sound of two fiddles and a pipe. At the center of it all, perched above the crowd on a stump, was Old Man Tompkin, the lead fiddler. Smiling his toothy smile, he pounded his foot in time as he worked his bow, and when the mood was right, he broke into a leg-kicking, elbow-swinging jig of his own, eliciting a roar of cheers and applause from the entertained onlookers.

      Linden plopped onto the table next to Harper. Smacking his lips as he chewed, he held up a chunk of venison to Harper as if to thank him. Swallowing hard, Linden cleared his throat. “You’ve been hard to find tonight. Where have you been?”

      Harper shrugged. “I don’t know. Wandering around, I guess.”

      Linden raised an eyebrow. “Wandering around? That’s not the Harper I know. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve been trying to be elusive.”

      A secretive smile spread across Harper’s face.

      “Ha, I’m right,” said Linden victoriously. “Which brings me to my next question. I saw you walking with Lady High and Mighty. How did that go?”

      “I’ll spare you the details,” said Harper. “But in summary, she doesn’t like you very much.”

      Linden let out a haughty puff of air. “Did you tell her it’s mutual? I’ve never come across someone so rude. If I didn’t know she was a princess, I’d guess she was a witch.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” said Harper. “She’s not easy to be around. But you didn’t do yourself any favors. I mean, come on. The stuff you said to her. Chestnut skin? Hair like bronze?” Harper shivered at the memory. “I’ve had a lot of embarrassing moments with you over the years, but that was by far the worst.”

      Unable to resist a mischievous smile, Linden bobbed his head back and forth as he considered what Harper had said. “Yeah, you’ve probably got a point. I may have been too—I don’t know—pushy.”

      Just then the music stopped as another dance finished. The crowd applauded the three musicians, but soon Old Man Tompkin held his hands high in the air and motioned for everyone’s attention. With his hands cupped over his mouth, he announced, “Last dance of the night! So all you gentle men and gentle women, hogtie yourself to a partner and get over here!”

      Linden’s eyes wandered over the crowd, watching with amusement as men and women scurried about, looking for a partner for the last dance. But then, with a glint in his eye, and another mischievous smile, Linden turned back to Harper. “Here’s a question for you. To make sure you and I see Bailey in the same light, what would you do if she asked you to dance with her?”

      Harper cocked his head in confusion. “I don’t know what you’re trying to get at.”

      “It’s a simple question,” said Linden flippantly. “Say Bailey heard what Old Man Tompkin announced, and say she wandered over here. If she asked you to go to the middle and dance with her, would you?”

      “Of course not,” said Harper, still confused. “That’s the very reason I’ve been, as you put it, elusive.”

      Linden’s smile grew, and he winked at Harper. “Okay, pal. We’ll see about that.” Linden gave Harper a friendly slap on the shoulder, and tossing the half-eaten chunk of venison on the table, he stood from his seat and ventured into the crowd.

      Slightly irritated, Harper peered after Linden, watching as Linden searched for a dance partner for himself. But then Harper heard a voice from behind that had become all too familiar.

      “Harper, there you are. I’ve been looking for you all night. Did you hear that this is the last dance?”

      A hot wave of embarrassment overtook Harper, and he turned slowly.

      “As long as I’m in Weston, I may as well get a dance in, even if the style is crude and unsophisticated,” said Bailey. “Given that the only other guy I know is Linden—and I’d rather dance with a toad than with him—will you be my partner?”

      Harper tied his fingers in knots as he looked nervously at Bailey. “My Lady—I mean—my Bailey—I mean …” His face burning fierce as a furnace, Harper took a breath to calm himself. “It’s just that, I don’t ... I don’t dance.”

      “Oh, come on,” said Bailey, and she grabbed Harper by the arm. “Don’t be boring.”

      “Really, I don’t dance,” said Harper flatly, his kindness waning as he stubbornly pulled away from her. “I’m not good at it—believe me, I’m stiff as a board. And honestly, I don’t like it, and I don’t want to.”

      Refusing to give up, Bailey put her hands on her hips and looked at Harper sternly. “You know, I could order you to dance with me. My father is, after all, the king of Mascaroth.”

      Harper looked up at Bailey, his upper lip curled with displeasure as he inwardly tried to quell a rising flame of anger. But realizing he didn’t have a choice, Harper finally wrestled one side of his mouth into a weak smile, then the other, and standing stiffly from his seat, he followed Bailey into the crowd just as the music began.

      

      Hammond leaned against a tree outside the perimeter of tables, his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were in constant motion as he watched the crowd, searching for an abnormal occurrence or commotion, never losing sight of Carrington or Bailey.

      “How is everything, Hammond?” said Lawson as he escaped the lights of the festival for the lonely shadows of Hammond’s lookout.

      “Everything is fine,” said Hammond, his voice soft as an evening breeze. “I didn’t expect there to be any issues. If our hooded strangers are who I think they are, they wouldn’t attack now. Not with all these people around. That’s not how they operate. But still, certain precautions must be made.” With a slight movement Hammond unfolded his arms, revealing a dagger hidden within his grip, before crossing his arms again.

      “But Lawson,” said Hammond, “ever since you informed me that they are staying at the inn, I’ve been brooding over a thought.” Hammond paused, as though too pained to continue speaking. “Lawson, I hate to ask this of you, but under the circumstances, I feel I must.” Hammond stopped talking again. He took a quick look over his shoulder to make sure they were alone, before resuming in less than a whisper. “Would you be willing to board us for the night? I’d pay you the same rate I’m paying at the inn, of course. But I don’t believe the inn is a safe place for us tonight.”

      “By all means,” replied Lawson. “It would be my pleasure to have you stay at my house. And don’t worry about paying me. I’m happy to do it. In fact, I’ll go home right now and prepare the house.”

      Lawson turned to head for home, but Hammond reached out and grabbed his arm. “Thank you, but please, no. I’d like you to stay here as long as everyone else. I don’t want to give anyone, least of all our strangers, the slightest indication that anything out of the ordinary is being planned. In fact, please don’t even tell Harper.”

      Lawson gave a silent nod as he turned again to watch the dancing, acting as though nothing of importance had been discussed.

      “And Lawson,” said Hammond, speaking so quietly that his words barely reached Lawson’s ears, “thank you. You’re a good man. There aren’t many like you remaining.”
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      Soon the last dance of the evening had come to an end, and with it, the annual spring festival. The musicians were praised with applause once more, after which the party began to break up. Both Lawson and Hammond emerged from the shadows. Lawson joined the stream of people heading back to their homes, while Hammond found Carrington and Bailey. The three of them stood within the waning crowd, socializing with the stragglers, until few remained but themselves. Finally, and just as the lanterns were being put out, they headed for the Hoppy Grasshopper Inn.

      Their short walk along the dirt road was made in silence, and soon they were standing across from the inn. A dull glow shone through the cracked and dirty windows, barely illuminating the night. Hammond was the first to arrive at the entrance, and reaching for the knob of the door, he gave it a slow, grinding turn, then stepped inside.

      Tables bearing old stains of food and drink, the signs of bygone spirited evenings, were scattered throughout the dimly lit room. Old Man Tompkin was already back to work, humming a folksy tune while washing plates and cups from behind a counter. And in the far corner, seated around a table, were two hunched figures, their cloaks hanging over their faces like shadows. Thin wisps of smoke rose like phantoms of the night from the glowing embers of their pipes as they stared at the royal visitors, motionless and mysterious.

      Hammond walked to the counter, his boots clunking softly against the wood floors, as Old Man Tompkin scrubbed, still unaware of his guest’s presence. Hammond cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, our rooms for the night, please.”

      Old Man Tompkin looked up, startled, but then gave a cheerful cackle. “Dear me, I’m gettin’ old. Can’t even hear when someone walks in anymore.” Old Man Tompkin tossed his wash rag into the sink, wiped his wet hands on his shirt, then grabbed a candle-lit lamp on his way around the counter. “I suppose you’ll be wantin’ your room for the night, eh?”

      “Thank you, yes,” said Hammond.

      Old Man Tompkin headed down a hallway to the back of the inn. Hammond let Carrington and Bailey pass in front of him, and with a final, suspicious glance at the strangers, Hammond followed. Old Man Tompkin stopped in front of a door at the end of the hall, and with a jingle of his keys he opened the door and led them inside.

      “The best room I’ve got,” said Old Man Tompkin, giving a tour of the room as he lit its candles. “Four beds, a window, and your very own fireplace, which you’ll hardly be needin’ this steamy night.” Old Man Tompkin nodded satisfactorily as he turned his attention back to his guests. “Can I get you anythin’ else? Maybe a warm cup of fresh milk from my old cow, Betty? She gives the best milk in town. Or maybe somethin’ a little stronger than milk?” Old Man Tompkin shimmied to Hammond and nudged him with his fist. “Maybe you’ll be wantin’ somethin’ that’ll take your breath away?”

      “The room is all we need, thank you,” said Hammond, and he politely escorted Old Man Tompkin to the door. “However, before you leave us,” said Hammond under his breath, “I do have an odd inquiry, if you don’t mind me asking. Your two guests, the ones sitting at the front of the inn, in which room might they be staying tonight?”

      “Just ‘cross the way,” said Old Man Tompkin, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb. “Why? Is there some problem? After all, I wanna give my royal guests the best service I can provide.”

      “No, no. I was only curious. Thank you,” said Hammond, and he led Old Man Tompkin into the hallway, then shut the door and locked it.

      “His best room?” said Bailey in horror as she ran a finger over the stone mantel of the fireplace. “Did he prepare the room by spreading a sack of dust? I’ve seen stables that are cleaner.” Next, Bailey walked to a bed and bounced on it, testing its comfort. “This is unconscionable. If I don’t succumb to suffocation, I may very well bleed to death. These beds are nothing but threadbare sheets covering a mat of straw. Lord Hammond, you must do something.”

      But instead of answering, Hammond held up his hands, signaling for silence. He hurriedly walked to the candles and put out their flickering light with his fingers, and the room was bathed in darkness once more, save for a dull glow from the window.

      “Lord Hammond?” said Carrington.

      Hammond snapped a finger to his lips. He kept it there as he stared at Carrington, his eyes suddenly hard as steel, until he was sure Carrington understood his demand of silence. Hammond then turned to Bailey and delivered the same unspoken message before lowering his finger and motioning them closer to himself.

      “Forgive me for my sternness,” said Hammond, his voice mysterious as a whisper, yet intense as the edge of a sword. “I shall explain later, but you must do exactly as I say, for I fear that danger lurks within this inn.” Hammond’s wide eyes moved between Carrington and Bailey in dead seriousness. “You are being hunted.”

      As Hammond spoke, a creaking sound came from the hallway—the shuffling of approaching steps. Hammond waved for Carrington and Bailey to hide themselves behind a bed, then hurried to the door and planted his back against the wall. Bailey scurried to a bed and ducked behind it, but Carrington froze.

      “Carri!” said Bailey in a strained whisper, and she motioned him to herself. But Carrington didn’t flinch. Hammond tried next, waving at Carrington from his position of ambush, but still Carrington stood motionless. Finally, Bailey dashed from her hiding spot, grabbed Carrington by the arm, and pulled him behind the bed.

      With Carrington behind cover, Hammond turned his full attention to the door. He reached for his hip, and pulling out his dagger, Hammond held it to his chest and listened. The sound of Old Man Tompkin’s muffled voice drifted into the room, followed by a jangling of keys. A door across the hallway opened, and moments later it shut, followed by the fading sound of footsteps back down the hall.

      Hammond hurried to the window, motioning for Carrington and Bailey to follow. “We must hurry,” he said as he unlatched the window. Hammond gave the window a gentle push, and it noiselessly swung open. Hammond stuck his head out the window and gave a long, searching look. “It’s safe,” he said, and he ducked back into the room.

      Hammond nodded at Carrington to go first, but Carrington didn’t move.

      “I’ll go,” said Bailey, and nudging Carrington out of the way, Bailey dangled one leg outside, then the other, before allowing herself to fall the short distance to the ground.

      Hammond nodded at Carrington again. His eyes round with fear, Carrington peeked out the window. “Bailey, is it safe?” he whispered into the night. Instead of answering, Bailey reached up and gave Carrington’s arm a tug. Carrington took a deep breath, straddled the window, then finally swung his second leg over the ledge and dropped to the ground.

      Seconds later Hammond was at Carrington and Bailey’s side. He reached up and closed the window, then crawled to the edge of the inn and looked into the road. All was desolate. Hammond motioned Carrington and Bailey to his side, then led them through the darkest parts of town—along back alleys and shadowed walkways—until they reached the southern outskirts of Weston and Lawson’s home.

      Without knocking, Hammond swung the door open just wide enough for Carrington and Bailey to squeeze through. Bailey entered first, followed close behind by Carrington. Hammond was the last to enter, and with a final glance into the street to make sure they hadn’t been followed, he gently closed the door.

      A lone lamp sat upon the small dining table, spilling its meager light across the rest of the room. Towards the back of the simple house was a fireplace flanked by two rocking chairs, one of which was occupied by a bewildered Harper, and off to the side of the main room were two bedrooms.

      “Hammond, you made it,” said Lawson, stepping out of the darkness of one of the bedrooms with another lamp. “How did it go?”

      “I’m quite confident no one saw us,” said Hammond. “We should be safe. But just in case …” Hammond grabbed a chair from the dining table and pulled it in front of the door. “Tonight, I’ll be sleeping here.”

      “As for you two,” Lawson said to Carrington and Bailey, “these two rooms are for you. I apologize for their crudeness, however, I just fitted your beds with new sheets. Though not elegant, I think you will find your beds to be satisfactory—not only clean, but also surprisingly comfortable.”

      Harper remained slumped in his chair as Carrington and Bailey followed his dad into their rooms. Once they were gone, Harper rose from his seat and walked to Hammond.

      “If it’s not rude of me to ask, what’s happening?” said Harper, his face twisted in confusion.

      “What is happening, indeed,” responded Hammond with a commiserating nod. “First, allow me to apologize. This is no way for you to spend your last night at home, removed from your bedroom and forced to sleep in a chair, or on the ground, or wherever you can catch some rest. But to answer your question, I highly suspect there are two individuals in Weston—two strangers—who are intent on harming Carrington and Bailey. Therefore, I asked your father if we could room here for the night instead of at the inn.”

      Harper gave his head a small nod as he dropped his eyes to the floor. Hammond looked at Harper closely. “Harper, I really am sorry for all this. Like I said, this isn’t the way you should be spending your last night in Weston.”

      “No, it’s okay,” said Harper softly. “But Lord Hammond, if Carrington and Bailey are in danger, does that mean I’m in danger too?”

      Hammond shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. As long as the strangers don’t know where Carrington and Bailey are, I can’t see why you would be in any danger.”

      “In that case,” said Harper, “would it be okay if I ventured outside for a bit?”

      “Please do,” said Hammond, and he stood from his chair and dragged it away from the door. “Carrying on as normal as possible will only help our cover. But if I may request, when you return, please give three small knocks on the door.” Hammond flashed Harper his dagger. “Under the present circumstances, I think you understand why.”

      Harper nodded, and with a somber smile he opened the door and stepped into the muggy evening. Harper opened his eyes wide as he scanned the darkness, searching for anything unusual, but for all he knew the town had drifted into the tranquility of a peaceful sleep. Forgetting about the drama of the night, Harper walked slowly down the main road, kicking at clods of dirt, and avoiding soft, muddy areas, until he veered onto a side path. Not long after, Harper was on the cobblestone bridge.

      Resting his arms on the side of the bridge, Harper peered over the edge. Though the stream was lost amid the murky blackness of the night, the soothing sound of the gently flowing water graced his ears. Time passed as Harper stared downward, listening to what he couldn’t see, as melancholy nighttime thoughts tumbled through his mind.

      “It’s been quite the night, hasn’t it?” said a familiar voice.

      Harper looked in the direction of the voice. He saw the vague shape of an approaching man, but none of his features. But Harper didn’t have to see who it was to know it was his dad.

      “Yeah,” said Harper softly. “Quite the night.”

      Harper’s dad stood beside him and likewise rested his arms on the bridge. “It’s not how we planned it, is it?”

      Harper shook his head.

      “Since your room is no longer yours tonight,” said his dad, “when we get home, I’ll pile a few spare blankets on top of each other for you to sleep on. Hopefully, it’ll help you sleep a little better before tomorrow’s long day.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t matter,” said Harper. “I’m not concerned about where I sleep, or even how well I sleep. Not really. It’s just that, I was looking forward to spending my last night with you. But having Carrington and Bailey around, I don’t know.” Harper looked at his dad. “They’re hard to be around, if you know what I mean. Especially Bailey. She likes things to go her way, and if they don’t go her way, she’s not a happy person.” Harper paused, biting his lower lip as he winced with embarrassment. “Did you see that I had to dance with her tonight?”

      “Yes, I did see that,” said Harper’s dad in a commiserating tone.

      “That made me a little angry,” said Harper. “Actually, that’s an understatement. I wasn’t happy at all. In fact, I almost lost it. I clearly stated that I didn’t want to dance, but she made me dance with her anyway.” Harper puffed out his cheeks in a show of frustration. “But that’s how most of the day has been for me. Or at least, that’s how it’s felt. My day was ruined by Bailey. And if the short amount of time I spent around Bailey feels like it ruined my entire day, I can’t imagine what it would be like to be around her every day. When she’s in Mascaroth, she must constantly be getting whatever she wants, whenever she wants it. What a terrible way to live.”

      Feeling a little better after speaking his mind, Harper broke into a small smile. “Can you imagine what Bailey’s reaction must have been when she saw her room in the Hoppy Grasshopper?”

      The father and son shared a short laugh at the thought, but soon chirping crickets, croaking frogs, and the occasional wisp of wind sifting through the long grasses replaced their conversation.

      After several minutes had passed, Harper stood straight and looked off into the darkness of the night. “Dad, I’ve been thinking. I don’t have to go to Mascaroth. If it would be easier for you, I can stay here and help in the shop. Really, I don’t mind.”

      “Oh, Harper,” said Lawson, and he smiled gently at his son. “I’ll miss you, that’s for sure. There won’t be a day that goes by—in fact, there probably won’t even be an hour that goes by—that you won’t be on my mind. But for as much as I’ll miss you, I’m glad for you. Ever since you were a waddling little child there was a toughness and determination to you. It’s almost as if being a soldier is in your blood. For that reason, I’m glad you’ve decided to be a soldier of Mascaroth. Not only is it an honorable thing to do, but I know you’ll be one of the best. And I also know that your experiences in Mascaroth, whatever they may be, will strengthen you as a man.”

      Harper’s dad turned around, and leaning his back against the bridge, he looked up at the sky, scattered full with stars. “But Harper, though I’m glad for you, there’s one thing I wanted to tell you before you left. When your mom was sick and dying, I went on many evening walks by myself, walks that often led me to this very bridge. Those evenings were difficult. Difficult, and desperately lonely. The many dreams I had dreamed for me and my family were being torn from me, and there was nothing I could do about it. As far as I knew, incomprehensible sorrow was all that was on the horizon. Soon my wife was going to leave me, and I would be forced to raise my son by myself.

      “Like I said, those evenings were difficult. Questions and doubts weighed on me as if they were a burden too heavy to carry, and there were many dark evenings that my tears flowed in unending streams. But on a particularly difficult night, in a moment of unexpected clarity, a thought drifted into my weary mind. As I was staring at the moon and stars, I was struck by their majesty. And as I stared, it occurred to me that they had existed long before me, and no matter the circumstances of life, they would continue to shine.

      “It was a simple thought, even obvious. But as I continued to stare at the night sky, the existence of the moon and stars became like a promise: as long as the moon and stars hung in the sky, there was yet hope. And not just any hope, but a hope that was far greater than whatever pain I was going through. It was upon such a promise that I finally found the strength to face the future, for no matter how deep the heartache, an unbreakable hope remained. And you, Harper, are my proof that clinging to hope was worth it ... worth it far beyond what I ever could have imagined.”

      Lawson turned to look at Harper. “I don’t know what the future holds for you, Harper. As a soldier of Mascaroth, someday you might find yourself in a situation where you feel all alone, a situation that feels hopeless. But when the cruelties of life descend upon you, and you find that you have no strength to overcome, look to the heavens. Remember the moon and stars, and use them to remind you that there’s a reality that’s far greater than whatever difficulties you find yourself in. And with that assurance, keep your hope alive. Above all else, never give up your hope.”

      Seeing the distant lights of the night in a way he had never seen them before, a calm filled Harper as he rested his eyes upon the darkened sky. “Thanks, dad,” Harper breathed, just loud enough to be heard above the sounds of the evening. “I won’t forget.”
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      Old Man Tompkin looked like he hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep—his wiry, gray hair was an uncombed mess, and his eyes were sagging and watery—as he frantically paced in front of the Hoppy Grasshopper Inn.

      “Somebody, help me!” he yelped to anyone who would listen. “My inn, it’s been ransacked! Those two foul creatures, the men in black hoods, they destroyed my inn, then kidnapped the royal visitors from Mascaroth! What shall we do?”

      Murmurs broke out among the rapidly gathering crowd, but like a stray gust of wind on an otherwise calm day, the mounting concern was quelled when Hammond stepped from among the crowd.

      “My apologies, Sir Tompkin, for last night’s fright,” said Hammond in a clear, commanding voice. “Though I don’t doubt that your inn has been abused, trust me, the royal visitors have not been harmed.” Hammond then turned to the crowd. “I would like to thank you all for your concern. However, everything is fine.”

      As the relieved crowd broke and went about their morning, Hammond turned back to Old Man Tompkin. “However, Sir Tompkin, would you be willing to show me the damage you have incurred to your inn?”

      Cheered, not only by Hammond’s presence, but also his request, Old Man Tompkin led Hammond inside.

      “Those black-hearted ruffians,” said Old Man Tompkin as they walked past the front counter and down the hallway. “I had just fallen asleep when a horrible sound—like a bolt of lightnin’ splittin’ a tree—nearly scared the life outta me.”

      When they had reached the room that the three royal visitors had been assigned the previous night, Old Man Tompkin pointed to the floor. The door to the room had been ripped from its hinges and was lying on the floorboards, a deep crack down its center. “If the sound of a breakin’ door isn’t enough to send a poor old man to his grave, what they did to the rest of the room almost gave me a heart attack. It sounded like the world was about to end.”

      Hammond milled about the room, taking note of the damage, as Old Man Tompkin continued to speak. The beds had been overturned and broken, the mattresses were sliced and scattered about the room, and the window, swung half-open to the outdoors, was nothing but a hollow opening surrounded by sharp fragments of glass.

      “I’m ashamed to say it,” said Old Man Tompkin, “but I was so scared that the only thing I could do was hide under my covers. How foolish, to think that my flimsy blankets would protect me from murderous beasts. But when a man’s scared, he doesn’t think straight. Isn’t that so, Lord Hammond?”

      Hammond, who was taking a closer look at the broken door, looked up at Old Man Tompkin and stared at him, as if trying to recall what Old Man Tompkin had said. Finally, a light of comprehension shone in Hammond’s eyes, and he nodded.

      “Yes, yes indeed,” Hammond responded distantly, his mind lost in other thoughts. “A scared man doesn’t ... tend to ... think …”

      Hammond walked to the middle of the room and bent down to examine the puncture wounds in what had been the sheets of a mattress. “Difficult to say,” Hammond murmured to himself. “Although, with the small incisions, probably the work of a dagger. Perhaps a sword. But most likely a dagger.” Hammond rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Makes sense though, given the conditions. The dagger is the stealthier weapon.”

      Next, Hammond made his way to the window. He stuck his head out the opening and looked at the ground before finally stepping outside. Gathering shards of broken glass as he squatted, Hammond took a closer look at the prints in the mud, still soft from the morning dew, before ducking back inside. Setting the glass on the sill, Hammond took a knee and examined the floor.

      “Tompkin, remind me,” said Hammond as he ran his hand across the floorboards, searching for any glass fragments that had fallen inside the room. “How again did you say they left the inn?”

      “I didn’t say because I don’t know,” said Old Man Tompkin. “Out the front door, through the window, or up the chimney, it could’ve been any one of them for all I know.”

      Content with the information he had gathered, Hammond stood, and after looking over the room once more, he turned back to Old Man Tompkin. “Thank you for allowing me to look around. I’m truly sorry for the damage. Under the circumstances, I hope this will help.” Hammond reached inside his money purse and placed a small handful of gold coins into Old Man Tompkin’s hand. Leaving Old Man Tompkin staring speechlessly at his gift, Hammond left the inn and returned to Lawson’s house.

      Harper was at the dining table as Hammond stepped inside, packing his satchel in final preparation for his journey.

      “Harper,” said Hammond, closing the door behind himself, “I was hoping you’d be awake. Has word of last night’s events reached here yet?”

      Harper stopped packing and shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything. Why? What happened?”

      “Our room at the inn was broken into last night,” said Hammond. “My suspicions about the strangers were correct. They were after Carrington and Bailey’s life.”

      Harper raised his eyebrows in shock. “Is everyone okay? Like, did anyone get hurt?”

      “Everyone is fine,” said Hammond, but then he furrowed his forehead in seriousness. “Harper, I must ask a favor of you. Would you be willing to travel with our company to Mascaroth? I fear that our strangers plan to strike again, and I could use your help.”

      Harper mindlessly raised a finger to his mouth and nibbled on a nail as he considered Hammond’s request.

      “Of course, I’d buy you a horse,” added Hammond. “That way you could keep up with us. And Harper, to be perfectly clear, your help would be much appreciated.”

      Harper opened his mouth like he was about to speak, but then he hesitated. Harper gave his fingernail another quick chew before finally speaking. “The only thing is, what about Linden? As for me, I’ll accompany you to Mascaroth, if you really think you need me. It’s just that, I’ve been planning on traveling to Mascaroth with Linden, and I’d feel guilty if I left him to travel by himself.”

      One side of Hammond’s face broke into a small smile. “Don’t worry, I could use Linden too. In fact, if you don’t mind, perhaps you could find Linden and tell him of the change in plans?”

      “Sure,” said Harper, and leaving his satchel behind, he walked to the door. “Oh, and by the way, when are we leaving?”

      “As soon as I procure two acceptable horses,” said Hammond, following Harper outside. “Things being as they are, I’d like to get as far as possible before nightfall.”

      Within the hour Hammond had bought two sturdy horses, and shortly thereafter Bailey and Carrington were upon their horses ready to begin the two-day trip back to Mascaroth. But before Harper and Linden mounted their horses, Hammond pulled them aside.

      “Beginning now,” said Hammond, his voice deep with authority, “you are officially soldiers of the Golden City of Mascaroth. As such, your first duty is to see that Carrington and Bailey return to Mascaroth alive. To accomplish that goal, you must be ever vigilant, aware that the enemy may attack at any time.” Hammond paused and looked at them with wide, intense eyes. “Have I made myself clear? Do you understand your duty?”

      “Yes, sir,” answered Harper and Linden in unison.

      “Very good,” said Hammond. He gave each a firm pat on the shoulder, then walked to his horse. Reaching into his saddle pack, Hammond pulled out two weapons. “For the remainder of the journey,” said Hammond as he walked back to Harper and Linden, “other than myself, these daggers are your best friends. Treat them as such. Day and night, keep them close. You never know when you might need them.”

      Hammond handed them the daggers and watched as they tied them around their waists. Hammond then walked back to his horse, and upon his command, Harper and Linden mounted their horses.

      “Whoa,” whispered Linden as he directed his horse alongside Harper’s. “This is the real thing, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is,” Harper whispered back.

      “It makes me kind of nervous,” said Linden. “My hands, they’re sweaty.” Linden waved his hands at his side in an attempt to dry them off before wiping them on his shirt. “But look at Lord Hammond. He looks as calm as a hen on her eggs. I bet he’s been in situations like this a million times.”

      As Linden spoke, Hammond pulled a quiver of arrows from his saddle pack and placed them over his back. Fully loaded with weaponry—arrows, a sword swinging from one hip, and a dagger hanging tightly to the other—Hammond finally mounted his horse. Looking over his shoulder, Hammond gave the command, and the company of five trotted along the dirt road to the northern edge of town before veering east to begin their trip to the city of Mascaroth.

      The company rode gently, passing by farmers’ fields—small sprouts of crops just beginning to emerge from the brown dirt—and through the tall grasses of the plains—the buds of the springtime flowers on the verge of full bloom—until they reached the shadows of the forest’s edge.

      Hammond pulled on his reins, and his horse slowed to a stop. Holding up a hand, Hammond signaled for silence. Learning forward in his saddle, Hammond took a long look down the shadowed path before them.

      “Creatures more foul than fanged beasts may be lying in wait for us within these trees,” said Hammond. “Let us hope for better fortune, but until we emerge upon the plains of Mascaroth, we prepare as though a battle is awaiting us around every turn.”

      With a firm kick of his heels, Hammond commanded his horse into a steady walk, and the others followed him ominously into the forest.

      The company rode all day in near silence, only occasionally stopping to rest the horses. The few times Hammond allowed them to dismount, he herded them into a circle while he swept across the forest with a drawn bow, the horses forming a protective outer wall around them. But after the short break, they were back on their horses.

      Finally, as dusk turned the forest into an unpredictable land of shadows, Hammond turned off the path that led to Mascaroth. They rode north through untamed thickets and brambles, branches and leaves slapping across their faces as they carved a new path, until they reached a shallow ravine. They coaxed their horses to the bottom, then dismounted.

      “It’s too dangerous to continue on at night,” said Hammond, his voice soft but tense. Tying his horse to a nearby tree, Hammond surveyed the area, his eyes in constant, nervous motion, as though he even doubted the loyalty of the trees. “We bed here for the night, hopefully far enough off the path that we won’t be found.”

      “Finally,” Carrington blurted, shamelessly rubbing his rear end as he walked in a small circle to regain feeling in his legs. Carrington turned to Harper and Linden. “You two, fetch us some firewood so we can cook supper. If I don’t put something in my stomach soon, I’m liable to die of hunger.”

      “Carrington,” Hammond snapped, “keep your voice down. We don’t know where the enemy is, and we’re not going to give our position away by speaking carelessly. And also, there will be no fire tonight.”

      Carrington’s mouth dropped to his chest. “No fire?” he wheezed. “Then what about supper?”

      “Tonight our meal is salted fish and salted pork,” said Hammond. He reached into his saddle pack and tossed Carrington a chunk of both.

      Carrington stared at the supper in his hands, his eyes drooping. “Lord Hammond,” said Carrington in protest, “you’re not serious, are you? After an entire day of riding, salted meat is all I get to eat?”

      Ignoring Carrington’s complaints, Hammond set about examining their hideout. He took a short climb up the ravine’s edge, dirt and small rocks tumbling to the ground as his feet dug into the soft ground, and got a view from the top. Next, Hammond worked his way back down the side and walked through a shallow, rocky-bottomed stream to the far side of the ravine. There he stood, stroking the hilt of his sword, as he studied their position. Finally, Hammond walked back across the ravine.

      “You’ll sleep in a cluster tonight, away from any trees,” said Hammond. He walked a short distance and drew a line with his foot. “Linden, you’ll be here. Harper, you’ll be like Linden, but on the opposite side. Carrington and Bailey, you’ll sleep between Linden and Harper.”

      They all nodded in silent acceptance of their sleeping arrangements as the faint rays of twilight yielded to the dark of night. The travelers ate their meager meal of salted meat as they prepared their beds in the places Hammond had indicated. Then, with nothing better to do, and tired from the long day of travel, they lay upon their beds and went to sleep.

      Harper placed his dagger on the ground next to him and reclined on his side, his satchel serving as his pillow. He made slight adjustments until he found a comfortable sleeping position, then cleared his mind of thought. But when long minutes had passed and he still hadn’t fallen asleep, he restlessly turned to his other side. Again, he waited for a world of dreams to overtake him, yet despite the change in position, sleep still eluded him, and after what felt like hours, Harper gave up. Placing his dagger across his chest, he turned onto his back.

      The ravine was nearly treeless, giving Harper an unobstructed view of the night sky. He stared at the moon, so far away and mysterious, yet close enough that its distant light cast the forest into shadows. And the stars, so vast in number, decorated the sky with a shining beauty too magnificent for words.

      As Harper rested his eyes upon the illuminated wonders suspended above him, a familiar mixture of thoughts drifted into his mind. Though he was only a day from realizing his childhood fantasies of being a soldier, he was also stepping into an unknown world far away from the only place he had ever called home. He was excited but uncertain. Eager yet unsettled, as if there was something about his decision to leave home that wasn’t right.

      But while Harper continued to gaze upward, his dad’s words settled upon his tangled thoughts as though they were whispered in his ear, calming him. The moon and stars that filled him with such wonder, they were more than the perfect lights of night. In a way they were promises, promises filled with hope.

      The deep, even breaths of the other travelers combined melodically with the peace of the forest, and with his mind pacified by the promises that hung above him, finally Harper felt the heavy hand of sleep fall upon him. His eyes grew tired, and slowly, like a leaf floating tenderly to the ground, his eyes closed. Harper’s mind teetered on the edge of consciousness, mere moments from drifting into deep sleep, when suddenly a sound—the innocent snap of a twig—disrupted the calm.

      A hot wave of panic surged in Harper, awakening him. He took deep, slow breaths as he strained his ears, listening for more sounds. Seconds passed, each one painfully slowly, but he heard nothing more. He took another deep breath, and telling himself it was nothing more than the natural sound of a forest, he tried again to sleep. But then Harper heard another sound, the dull clamor of loose rocks and dirt skidding down a hillside.

      Wide awake, Harper didn’t breathe. His heart pounding, sweat gathered on his brow as fear pulsed through his veins. Harper could hear someone approaching.

      Not daring to move, Harper cracked open his eyes. The sound of footsteps in the grass drew closer until they were almost upon him. A flurry of thoughts, shallow as they were fearful, raced through Harper’s mind as he tried to think of what to do. But then, splitting the night with terror, rose a yell of sheer panic from Carrington, and the entire camp was awakened. A heartbeat later, the forest was filled with a haunting, ear-piercing scream.

      In the pitch blackness, an unknown figure kicked Linden aside, on his way to another target. The figure pounced upon Carrington, a pointed object in his hand. Flailing wildly, with a raw, throaty yell Carrington cried for help as he tried to wriggle away.

      Harper jumped to his feet, his fear replaced by a deadly rage, but then he saw another figure not more than an arm’s length away. Without thinking, Harper lowered his head and dove at the figure, driving him to the ground.

      Scrambling to his feet, Harper turned to help Carrington. The unknown figure had Carrington pinned underneath him, and with the pointed object raised above his head, he was about to plunge it downward. But before Harper could take a step, there was a hollow thud, and Carrington’s attacker collapsed on top of him, an arrow stuck in his back.

      Harper spun back around to face the other figure. As his enemy picked himself off the ground, Harper reached to the ground and grabbed his dagger. With the sound of metal grating against metal, Harper pulled the dagger from its sheath and faced the figure. The figure met Harper’s challenge, facing him with his own dagger.

      With the speed of a striking snake, the enemy stabbed at Harper, narrowly missing. Harper responded with a hard, sweeping stroke, but he too missed his target. They stood staring at each other, both planning their next moves, when another hollow thud sounded. With a jolt Harper’s enemy reeled backwards and fell to the ground, dead, an arrow buried in his chest.

      Like an animal defending its burrow, Harper searched the night, his dagger extended, waiting for the next figure to burst from the darkness and attack. But a voice from behind reached his ears, as authoritative as it was calming.

      “Harper, it’s over,” said Hammond.

      Adrenaline still coursing through his body, Harper jerked his head around and raised his dagger, preparing for another onslaught. Soon the dark form of Hammond came into view, a bow in one arm, and a quiver in the other.

      “It’s over?” said Harper, hesitant to lower his weapon. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m quite sure,” said Hammond. He walked to Harper and put a reaffirming hand on his shoulder. “I didn’t think there would be more than two, but even if there were, with the noise we made, they would have attacked by now.” Hammond looked at Harper, and the quiet strength that shone in his darkened eyes finally set Harper at ease. Hammond gave Harper’s shoulder a pat. “Well done. I couldn’t have completed my duty of returning Carrington and Bailey safely to Mascaroth without you.”

      “Lord Hammond,” said Linden, excitement lingering in his shaky voice, “it’s a good thing you awoke when you did. They almost had us.”

      Hammond turned away from Harper and looked at Linden. “Awoke?” said Hammond. He shook his head. “Linden, my boy, I never slept.”

      Next, Hammond walked to Carrington. Kneeling, Carrington’s head was in his hands.

      “Carrington, how are you?” said Hammond. “Were you injured?”

      Carrington didn’t answer.

      Hammond bent down and gently raised Carrington’s head. Even in the dark, Carrington’s face glistened with tears.

      “You’ll be alright,” said Hammond, and he gave Carrington’s shoulder a soft squeeze.

      Hammond rose from the ground and looked at Bailey, but before he could ask, Bailey answered.

      “I’m fine,” said Bailey. She took a deep, stuttered breath to try and calm herself, then let it out with a puff. “Still a little—I don’t know—scared, I guess. But I’m fine. But Lord Hammond, who were those people? And why did they attack us?”

      “Who were they, indeed,” said Hammond. He walked to his horse and rummaged in his saddle pack until he found a piece of flint. “Gather some tinder, and I’ll show you who they were.”

      All except Carrington searched the darkness until they had gathered a small pile of dried brush. Hammond struck his flint, and a spray of sparks fell upon the pile. Soon smoke and smolderings grew into small flames, and after sticks and branches were added, a fire was blazing. Hammond grabbed a burning tree limb from the fire, and he walked to one of the bodies of the enemy. Hammond removed the hood and held the burning limb close to the face. Though the light cast by the fire was quickly swallowed by the night, it shone brightly enough to reveal the enemy’s features. The enemy was a man, bald except for a tangled tuft of hair flowing out the back of his head. The crown of his head was tattooed with small dots, curving in a line over his head from ear to ear, and another line from his forehead to the back of his head.

      “Southern Tribesmen,” said Hammond. “Just as I suspected.”

      Bailey gasped. “Southern Tribesmen? This far north? Lord Hammond, how could this have happened?”

      “I don’t know,” said Hammond. “But tomorrow I plan to get to the bottom of it.”
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      Distant rays of pure, brilliant light from the east chased away the dark of night, ushering in a new day as an orange sunrise spread across the sky. Sleep for the company of five had been hard to come by following the nighttime attack, and before the sun was visible above the tree line, a breakfast of salted meat had been eaten, the fire had been extinguished, and the company was back on the woodland path that led to Mascaroth.

      With danger behind and their destination less than a day ahead, there was a carefree ease as the company clomped along on the last leg of their journey, listening contentedly to the early morning squabbles between the chirping birds. But as the weariness of the previous night burned away like midmorning dew, Carrington’s tongue loosened.

      “Southern Tribesmen,” said Carrington with a haughty laugh. “They should be renamed foolish tribesmen, if you ask me. What did they think, that they were actually going to win? It was me and Linden on one side, and Bailey and Harper on the other. Linden and I weren’t going to let them beat us, and we all saw what Harper did to his foe.” Putting on a manly expression—a mix between a sneer and a smile—Carrington turned in his saddle and pointed at Harper. “Hey Harper, you were a force last night. A dominating force. And we haven’t even talked about Lord Hammond yet. There he was, waiting in silence on the far side of the ravine like a predator stalking its prey, and at the perfect time—BOOM!—he nailed them.”

      As Carrington continued to narrate his version of the attack, Bailey pulled her horse alongside Harper’s and nodded towards Carrington. “This is a perfect example of what I was telling you the other day,” she said. “Linden did nothing to prevent the attack. He got pushed out of the way like an old, moth-eaten blanket.” Bailey’s dark hair tumbled as she shook her head in disgust. “What a disgrace. And Carri, he lives in a fantasy world. He would have been slaughtered like a sheep had it not been for Lord Hammond. Now do you know what I mean when I say that I’ve been surrounded by clueless guys?”

      Bailey looked at Harper, waiting for a reply, but Harper gave none.

      “Fine, don’t answer,” said Bailey. “But I need to say one more thing. If it hadn’t been for Lord Hammond, Carri would be dead, and if it hadn’t been for you, well, I would be dead too. What I’m trying to say is, thanks.”

      Harper peeled his eyes off the path in front of him and looked at Bailey for the first time.

      “You’re welcome, I guess,” said Harper awkwardly, but then he shrugged. “I don’t know, though. I was only doing my duty.”

      Cocking her head, Bailey smiled at Harper. “See what I mean? You’re not like Linden and Carri. You’re different. I know you probably won’t say anything, but just so you know, I respect that.”

      True to Bailey’s prediction, Harper didn’t say anything. He only gave a small, uncomfortable smile before turning his eyes back to the path.

      “So anyway,” said Bailey, “Lord Hammond tells me that you’ve never been to Mascaroth. Is that right?”

      “Whoa!” said Carrington, bursting into Bailey and Harper’s conversation now that he was done with his. Carrington spun in his saddle again and looked backwards. “Harper’s never been to Mascaroth? And if Harper’s never been Mascaroth, that probably means—” Carrington turned back around and looked at Linden.

      “I haven’t been to Mascaroth either,” Linden admitted.

      Carrington threw his head back in another round of laughter, and he slowed his horse until it was he who was riding at Harper’s side, not Bailey. Carrington then called to Linden, and Linden slowed his horse to join them, pushing Bailey to the rear.

      “No offense to you two,” said Carrington, looking between Harper and Linden, “but compared to Mascaroth, Weston is like a rundown shack. I’m going to ride beside you so I can see you guys’ reactions when you first see the city. I’m telling you, your eyes are going to pop out of your head.”

      The sun had nearly reached its height when the company emerged from the wild, untamed forest that bordered the narrow woodland path. Though they still rode among the trees, the tangle of brush and brambles was replaced by a meadow of lush grasses and brilliant wildflowers of all colors, resting under a canopy of trimmed trees.

      “What is this place?” said Linden, looking around in bewilderment. “I’ve never seen a forest like this. It looks amazing.”

      Carrington smirked. “Linden, you’re funny. This forest is nothing like what you’re about to see. It’s merely the welcome mat to civilization. We’ve left the wilderness behind, and soon we’ll have reached our destination.”

      A light sparked in Linden’s eyes. “We’re almost to Mascaroth?” Linden hunched in his saddle, trying to see beyond the trees in front of him. “Hey!” he said excitedly. “I think I see something! In the distance, I think it’s the city walls!”

      Linden kept adjusting his position from up to down, trying to get his first real glimpse of the city, until finally the company made it to the tree line. As they left the shade and rode into the fullness of the afternoon sun, the mouths of Harper and Linden dropped open.

      “I told you that you’ve never seen anything like it,” laughed Carrington. “Harper and Linden, I would like to present to you Mascaroth, the Golden City.”

      Sprawling before Harper and Linden was a city the grandeur of which neither had ever imagined. Innumerable rooftops peeked above high, white stone walls that surrounded the city, and at the center of it all, lording over the city from atop a small hill, was the royal palace, its copper-roofed spires brushing the clouds.

      “Harper, look at the city walls!” pointed Linden. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Weston doesn’t even have city walls.”

      “They are impressive, aren’t they?” said Carrington with an air of nobility. “Walls of solid white stone, 30 feet high and 10 feet thick, with watchtowers interspersed throughout its length that in a moment’s notice are teeming with archers. I’d like to see the Southern Tribesmen try to overrun this city. And even if they did break through, which is impossible, they’d still have to breach the inner walls. They may be only 15 feet high, but they’ve stood for 500 years, and they were engineered ingeniously. You’ll see when we get there, but there’s a walkway on top of the inside part of the walls that’s 10 feet high, which leaves five feet of protection on the outside of the walls for the archers. That way, archers can rain arrows upon the approaching enemy while having most of their bodies covered. Like I said, genius, right?”

      Riding in the shadow of the wall, it wasn’t long before the company had reached the main gate. Jutting out from the rest of the wall, two imposing stone statues stood at the entrance, men in full battle garb with their swords pointed high into the air, as if inspiring an army into battle. Behind the statues, carved into the walls, were images of soldiers bravely charging after their leaders.

      Passing between the intimidating stone figures, the company rode under a raised metal gate and into a shadowed archway that led through the city’s walls. At the end of the arched tunnel stood two wooden doors that were as thick as the span of a man’s hand, a shield and two crossing swords carved into each door. The doors swung wide open, as if inviting citizens and foreigners alike to enter the city, and without interrogation the company proceeded from the dark passageway into the light of the city square.

      The city square, paved with white cobblestones, was surrounded by pillared buildings that reached three and four stories high, their roof lines bearing elaborate carvings of battle scenes from bygone ages. Within the confines of the giant edifices, the citizens of Mascaroth bustled with the day’s activities: mothers shopped, children played, and at the center of it all, old men passed the day on benches under the shade of a giant tree.

      The hooves of the company’s horses clicked and clacked as they rode through the square and onto the street that led to the center of the city. The towering buildings that had surrounded the square gave way to rows of stone houses, and, proceeding at a simple walk so as not to trample passers-by, soon the company reached the inner walls.

      Two soldiers armed with spears stood like lifeless monuments at the gate of the walls, guarding the entrance. Clad in full uniform, green robes flowed magnificently from the soldier’s shoulders, and their polished copper helmets and breastplates sparkled in the sun.

      “Ho, soldiers,” said Hammond, and dismounting, he walked to one of the guards. “I have urgent business with the king. Please be so kind as to take our horses to the stable for us.”

      In solemn obedience, the soldiers did as they were requested and took Hammond’s reins, followed by the reins of the other horses.

      Proceeding on foot, the company passed through a set of wooden doors, the same emblem of a shield and crossing swords carved into it, and leaving the cobblestone of the city behind, they entered into the dignified realm of the palace.

      The path, now consisting of large white stones, led up a gradual rise. Blossoming trees of the purest white bordered both sides of the path, forming an elegant and sweetly aromatic walkway. As the company reached the crest of the hill, the path fanned out, and the flowering trees gave way to a shallow pool. Long and narrow, the pool was bordered by manicured bushes that were on the verge of popping with color, and reflecting in the pool’s waters was the shimmering image of the royal palace.

      The company passed along the side of the pool until they came to the low, broad steps that led to the palace. They walked the set of 20 steps briskly until they came to the first landing, a broad patio flanked by two statues, and it was there that Harper stopped, his eyes fixed upon the lifeless figures. Towering 25 feet high and cast in gold, hooded men stared south with unbroken vigilance. Their swords were pointed skyward, as if ever ready to defend the palace, while a ram’s horn hung from their sides.

      As Linden walked past, Harper grabbed his arm. “Look, Linden,” said Harper in breathless awe.

      “I know,” said Linden dreamily as he looked upwards. “I’ve had my eye on them ever since we entered the inner walls.” Taking a step forward, Linden tapped his knuckle on one of the statues, and it gave a reverberating ring. “They’re made of solid gold.”

      Noticing they were getting left behind, Harper pulled Linden’s arm again, and they scurried after the others.

      “But don’t you know who they are?” said Harper as he hurried up the next set of 20 steps.

      Running at Harper’s side, Linden gave a disinterested shrug. “Why should I care about who they are?”

      “Because they’re the Einari,” said Harper. “They’re Mascaroth’s elite warriors.”

      Harper and Linden caught up with the others at the top of the next landing where two additional guards stood, spears in hand, guarding the entrance of the palace in unmoved fidelity. Above the guards, hanging from a pole attached to the palace, was a flag. The flag was golden, and it had a green stripe down the middle. In the center of the green stripe was a shield, upon which were two crossing swords, and above the shield was a golden arc that emitted beams, as if symbolizing the sun shining in its full glory.

      Hammond opened the palace doors, but before any of them could enter the palace, a woman hurried out to meet them.

      “Bailey and Carrington!” said the woman, her light brown hair glowing as brilliantly as her smile. “You’re finally home. I’ve been waiting for you all afternoon. Now tell me, how was your trip?”

      “Filled with enough danger and heroism to make a woman’s heart quiver,” said Carrington as he leaned in and allowed his mother to give him a hug.

      “Oh dear,” said the queen with a light gasp, and releasing Carrington, the queen moved to her daughter. “What Carrington said, is it true, Bailey?”

      “We almost died, if that’s what Carri means,” said Bailey.

      A look of deep concern spread over the queen’s face, and she released Bailey. “You almost died? What happened?”

      “It has to do with Southern Tribesmen,” said Bailey.

      Alarmed, the queen raised a hand to her mouth. “The Southern Tribesmen?”

      “I know,” said Bailey. “But before I tell you about it, there’s nothing in this world that I would enjoy more than to change out of these filthy rags and have a long soak in a hot bath.”

      “And I’m starving,” added Carrington. “I haven’t had a decent meal since we left.”

      “Oh, of course,” said the queen, her voice dripping with compassion. “You two deserve some relaxation, especially if you came into contact with the dreaded Southern Tribesmen.” Grabbing both of her children’s hands, the queen turned her attention to Hammond. “Lord Hammond, I’m sure I’ll hear the perilous story of your journey by night’s end, but in the meantime, thank you from the bottom of my heart for returning my children to me safely. You’ve performed a great service.”

      After expressing her gratitude with a smile, the queen turned and led Bailey and Carrington into the palace.

      Stepping inside the palace after the queen and her children, Hammond turned to Harper and Linden. “If you’ll stay here, I need to have a conversation with the king. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Soon Hammond had disappeared into the inner recesses of the palace, and from just inside the doors, Harper and Linden gazed in silent wonder across the cavernous room in which they stood. White pillars of stone decorated with intricate carvings and inlaid with gold lined the outside of the room. The floors were a placid sea of polished white marble that flowed with faint streaks of gray, their polished beauty interrupted only by a span of black marble that extended down the center of the room, golden streaks splintering through it like bolts of lightning in a stormy sky.

      At the end of the sparkling, ebony walkway, and rising from the rest of the room like a sun-drenched mountain, was the golden throne of the king. Perched three steps above the rest of the room, its legs twisted like the branches of an ancient tree until it gave way to a seat and backrest that was padded with green silk. A skylight from above cast a beam of light upon the throne, causing the great chair to glow with majesty.

      The soft echo of Hammond’s distant steps announced his return, and soon he was crossing the throne room toward Harper and Linden.

      “Alright boys, follow me,” said Hammond as he arrived at the palace doors, and after leading Harper and Linden back down the steps, he veered west onto the white stone path.

      As they walked, the wide-open spaces that surrounded the palace gave way to a sanctuary of trees that bordered the path on both sides. Among the trees, resting within small clearings where beams of light shone through the leafy overgrowth, were plots of flowering gardens, and winding through it all were paths of crushed stone.

      “This place is unbelievable,” said Linden, his head in constant motion as he marveled at his new surroundings. “It’s like a forest within a city. But Lord Hammond, what’s that over there?” said Linden as he pointed to a building within the trees, its domed roof rising to the height of the treetops. “Is that where we stay?”

      “No, that’s the Hall of Warriors,” said Hammond. “In it is preserved the history of Mascaroth, including the acts and deeds of its greatest warriors. When you have some free time, I would suggest that both of you visit it. But as for the barracks, this building over here is where you’ll stay.” Hammond lifted his hand and directed their attention to the other side of the path. “Much of your training will be held within the walls behind the barracks.”

      Two pillars framed the entrance to the soldier’s barracks, and walking inside the building, the three of them entered a large room bordered with neatly made beds.

      “Captain Harman, are you here?” called Hammond. “I have two lads who would like to become soldiers in the army of Mascaroth.”

      Within seconds, two men emerged from a room at the rear of the building.

      “Lord Stanley, what a surprise,” said Hammond. “I wasn’t expecting to find you here, but how fortunate. I just spoke with the king, and a meeting of the King’s Council has been planned posthaste.”

      Lord Stanley, a stately-dressed man with a full, dark beard that framed a muscular, sharply angled face, lowered his eyebrows in concern. “Posthaste, you say? I hope nothing ill occurred upon your most recent travels. Did everyone return safely?”

      “Indeed, we all returned safely,” said Hammond. “However, certain events took place that the King’s Council needs to be made aware of.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Stanley. “Please, let me accompany you to the palace.”

      “In one moment I’ll be with you,” said Hammond, “but first, Harper and Linden, this is Lord Stanley, one of the king’s trusted advisors. And this,” said Hammond, nodding towards the younger of the two who stood before them, “is Captain Harman, Lord Stanley’s son. Captain Harman oversees the palace guard and also trains the new recruits.”

      Still youthful in appearance—no older than his late twenties—Harman carried the same sharp facial features as his father, albeit clean-shaven, and was several inches taller. Stepping forward, Harman extended a gracious hand of welcome to the new recruits.

      “Forgive me for my abruptness, Captain Harman,” said Hammond, “but now that I’ve brought Harper and Linden to you, I must return to the palace.”

      Turning to Harper and Linden, Hammond placed a hand on both their shoulders. “Once again, I thank you for your help in returning Bailey and Carrington to Mascaroth safely. I couldn’t have done it without you. I’m sure I’ll see you in the coming days, but until then, good luck.”

      Leaving the captain and his two new soldiers behind, Hammond left the barracks and headed for the palace, Stanley at his side.
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THE KING’S COUNCIL

        

      

    

    
      Handwoven draperies hung from three of the four walls within the chamber of the King’s Council. On one wall was the crest of Mascaroth: the shield with crossing swords. On another wall hung an emblem of a white palace rising above a surrounding forest, a golden sun shining upon it. And on the third wall, opposite the great, arched window that allowed sunlight to brighten the room, was the image of a mighty warrior, a ram’s horn pressed to his lips as he raised a triumphant sword to the sky.

      In the center of the room sat a masterfully carved, dark wooden table that was surrounded by similarly carved chairs. Hammond and Stanley sat at the table, along with a third man, Lord Bancroft. Bancroft was a large man with a rotund stomach, with medium-brown hair that hung straight as weaver’s thread over his ears. Dressed with the flamboyance of an aristocrat, Bancroft wore a white outfit that shimmered with silver stripes and silver buttons, and flowing from his shoulders was a green cloak with matching silver furls stitched at each corner.

      The creaking of the chamber’s doors echoed throughout the capacious room, and King Wesley stepped inside. Tall and narrow, the king had a small, neatly trimmed beard, and his dark brown hair flowed in waves down his neck until it came to rest gently upon his shoulders.

      “Apologies for my late appearance,” said Wesley, his voice soft as cotton, “but would anyone give offense if my son Shaw joined us? Being my firstborn, I think it’s time that he be included in the decision-making processes of Mascaroth. That is, if no one objects.”

      “By all means, let Prince Shaw join us,” said Bancroft in a booming voice. Bancroft chuckled gregariously, causing his overwhelming stomach to shake. “His wisdom alone will double that which currently sits at this table.”

      “Splendid,” said Wesley, and turning back to the door, he waved his son inside the chamber.

      Shaw’s head was raised high as he strode confidently into the room. Blessed with the handsome charm of a young man in his mid-twenties, Shaw carried the looks of both his parents: the frame of his father to compliment the lighter features of his mother.

      Upon father and son taking their seats at the head of the table, Wesley turned his attention to Hammond. “My dear Hammond,” said Wesley, his dark eyes smiling kindly, “you look exhausted. Before we get on to business, I must ask, how was the Wandering Warrior’s latest excursion? As tiring as it appears?”

      Wesley’s comment reminded Hammond how tired he was, and with a weary yawn he gave several heavy blinks. “Sleep proved to be elusive,” said Hammond. “I got very little of it over the last two nights, which brings me to the reason I called this meeting.” Solemn lines formed on Hammond’s forehead as he looked around the table at his fellow councilors. “Men, last night the lives of Carrington and Bailey were nearly taken.”

      Silence filled the chamber as the members’ faces turned white as the marble floors.

      “King Wesley, if you think it prudent,” said Hammond, “I’d like to explain the entirety of my journey so that everyone has the appropriate context.”

      Wesley’s eyes were wide like a frightened child’s, and he quickly nodded. “Yes, yes indeed, please do,” he said, his soft reply brimming with worry. “By all means, tell us everything that you deem to be important.”

      “Thank you,” said Hammond. His forehead still wrinkled, Hammond moved his eyes between Stanley and Bancroft. “To begin with, in light of my frequent travels throughout the lands, several months ago King Wesley requested that I take Carrington and Bailey on a journey. His desire was that his two younger children would see life beyond the walls of Mascaroth. So, several days ago Carrington, Bailey, and I traveled to Weston, a small village west of here, about a two day’s journey. However, not long after arriving in Weston, I noticed two peculiar figures. They donned themselves in black hoods, and being well acquainted with the ways of the Southern Tribesmen, my suspicions were aroused.

      “We were scheduled to stay in Weston’s inn, which was the very place the two figures were intending to stay. Sensing the danger, I fell upon the mercies of a trusted man of the village, and he allowed us to room at his house. So that night, upon receiving our room at the inn, we made a silent escape out a window and traveled in stealth to our safe house.

      “Our decision to abandon the inn was fortuitous, for in the morning I learned that our very room at the inn had been broken into.” Hammond stopped talking long enough to look each councilor in the eyes. “Men, the two hooded figures did not break into our room to exchange pleasant tidings. They broke in with the intent to kill. With weapons of war they ruined the room, but when we were nowhere to be seen, they disappeared under the cover of darkness.

      “Being appropriately concerned, I requisitioned the help of two young lads who were headed that very day to Mascaroth to become soldiers. Arming them with weapons, I assigned them the duty of protecting Carrington and Bailey. Then, having no other option at our disposal but to forge ahead, we proceeded on our journey back to Mascaroth, hoping the danger had passed.

      “With senses on high alert, we traveled until it became too dark to go any further. We rode a distance off the path into the forest until I found a suitable place for defending ourselves, and we bedded down for the night. All, that is, except for me. I stationed myself a short distance away, bow and arrow at the ready, on guard against an assault.

      “Hours passed and nothing happened. But then, deep in the dead of night, the attack came. I must confess, had it not been for the two young lads, one of them in particular, my return to Mascaroth would have been in grievous sorrow. Thankfully, however, such was not our fate. Under the strength of my bow, I struck down one, and then the other.”

      “Ahh, Lord Hammond, one moment,” interrupted Bancroft, his voice strung tight with annoyance, and his face bearing the crimson shade of growing anger. “You struck them down? Enlighten me. What does it mean that you struck them down?”

      Hammond’s eyes narrowed as a look of distrust passed over him. “Is it not evident what I mean? In defense of Carrington and Bailey, I stuck the Southern Tribesmen with arrows.”

      “To be perfectly clear,” Bancroft pressed, “you killed them. Am I right?”

      “Yes, I killed them,” admitted Hammond.

      Bancroft’s fleshy face convulsed with anger as he stared at Hammond. “Why did you kill them?” said Bancroft in a raspy voice. “Why not take them prisoner and bring them to Mascaroth for questioning? Imprisoned Southern Tribesmen are more useful to us than dead Southern Tribesmen. Or, if you had to, you could have wounded them. But instead, you killed them. Why did you kill them? Why?”

      As if stricken by a headache, Hammond put a hand to his head. “Lord Bancroft, there must be some miscommunication. You see, the enemy—”

      Bancroft pounded his fist on the table. “The enemy? They are people, Lord Hammond! They are people with names! They are people with families! They are people with histories! I resent that you would refer to any living human as nothing more than an enemy!”

      Hammond bowed his head in a moment of silence, but when he raised his head, hot veins protruded from his neck and forehead. “Let me make myself perfectly clear, Lord Bancroft,” said Hammond, his voice tremoring with restrained anger. “The situation I found myself in was regrettable. I hate taking human life. However, I swore to my king that I would protect his children, and that is what I did. The men who attacked us thirsted for the blood of the royal family, thereby dragging me into their world of savagery. And their world of savagery, whether you like it or not, abides by one simple rule: kill, or be killed. I had no other choice, therefore, I killed.”

      Bancroft sprang from his chair and pointed a shaking finger at Hammond. “But why does this always happen to you?” he said, spit spraying from his mouth. “No one else finds trouble with the Southern Tribesmen, only you. Only you return from your journeys with stories of conflict and danger. I, for one, don’t even carry a sword, not in Mascaroth, nor outside our protective walls. It would seem, Lord Hammond, that the problem lies with you.”

      “Tell me, Lord Bancroft,” said Hammond in a deep voice, “for the sake of civility, should I have let Carrington and Bailey die?”

      “What?” shouted Bancroft. “Do you really expect me to answer such a foolish question? That you would reduce this situation to a black and white, kill or be killed brutality offends me. And not only does it offend me, it reveals your utter ignorance!”

      Hammond stared at Bancroft, his eyes alive with anger, but before he had the chance to reply, Stanley inserted himself into the conversation.

      “If I may try to extinguish this growing conflict,” said Stanley. “Lord Bancroft, we can all see that you have different beliefs and convictions than Lord Hammond. Moreover, with some of the concerns you’ve raised, you’ve given us all some things to carefully consider, Lord Hammond included. But if I may request, let us move from this conversation. That is, if it pleases King Wesley.”

      At the sound of his name, Wesley, who had been staring at the table as though he had fallen ill, slowly raised his head. “Yes, that would be very much appreciated,” he said in a weak voice. “Lord Stanley, please lead us forward.”

      “Thank you,” said Stanley, and he turned his attention to Hammond. “Lord Hammond, I believe I’m speaking for all of us when I say, you’ve done Mascaroth a great service by returning Carrington and Bailey safely. However, the news of the attack is disturbing. To your knowledge, why did this random attack take place?”

      “Ahh, but that’s just it,” said Hammond, his voice lighter now that the conflict had passed. “I don’t believe the attack was random. Not only were the Southern Tribesmen waiting for us in Weston, but they also specifically targeted Carrington and Bailey, both clear signs that the attack was not random. But most curious of all, somehow the Southern Tribesmen knew we would be in Weston. How that could be, I have no knowledge.”

      “Hmm,” said Stanley, frowning. “As you explained the events of the last few days, my first inclination was that the attack had been random. But if the attack wasn’t random, that’s a troubling development. However, have you considered that the Southern Tribesmen just happened to be in Weston at the same time as you?”

      Folding his hands, Hammond leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “That’s an interesting theory. I suppose it could have been a coincidence that both we and the Southern Tribesmen were in Weston at the same time.” But then Hammond leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “I doubt it, though. It sure seemed like the Southern Tribesmen were waiting for us in Weston, and they wanted Carrington and Bailey dead.”

      “Hmm,” mused Stanley again. “The more you speak, the more I’m brought to your perspective. Going along with your theory that the attack was premeditated, in your opinion, is there something we ought to do? Some precaution we ought to take?”

      “That’s precisely the reason I requested this meeting,” said Hammond. “At best the Southern Tribesmen got wind of our travels to Weston—though, I haven’t the slightest idea how—and decided it would be a good time to attack. However, at worst it would seem that the Southern Tribesmen have some scheme, some ambition to which we are currently blind.”

      Bancroft’s chair grated against the marble floor as he stood from the table again. “This is all too absurd,” he scoffed. “We are in no real danger from the Southern Tribesmen. They have neither the will nor the ability to threaten Mascaroth. Everyone knows that, and anyone who says otherwise is fearmongering. We are living in the most peaceful and prosperous time in the entire history of Mascaroth, and I for one would like to keep it that way. Resume your discussions concerning these foolish matters if you’d like, but I have better things to do than sit around and theorize about the preposterous.”

      With no reason left to stay, Bancroft left the table and walked heavily out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

      “Well,” said Stanley, looking across the table at the remaining councilors, “apparently our meeting is over.” Turning to Hammond, Stanley said, “Whether the attack was random or premeditated, we’re glad that everyone returned safely, and we’re thankful for your report, disturbing as it is. If there are future developments, we shall discuss them at the appropriate time. But until then, I think we can all agree that there is nothing more to say.”

      Though the meeting was adjourned, the councilors continued to stare at each other, as though the abrupt and uncomfortable end to the meeting had drained them of their ambition. Finally, with a loud sigh Hammond pushed himself from the table, and with a departing nod to each of the councilors, he lumbered silently to the door. Shaw followed Hammond, and soon after, Stanley likewise rose. But just as Stanley was leaving the room, Wesley called after him.

      “Lord Stanley, if I may talk to you for a moment, please,” said Wesley.

      Brought to a stop by Wesley’s request, Stanley turned back around. “Why yes, of course,” said Stanley, his eyebrows raised in unspoken curiosity as to what the king had in mind.

      Looking burdened, Wesley walked slowly to the doors of the chamber, and after quietly shutting them, he released a long, grieved breath. “Please don’t misunderstand my sentiments,” said Wesley as he turned to face Stanley. “Lord Bancroft and Lord Hammond are both exceptional men, and I question neither of their loyalties. Lord Bancroft has done a splendid job of beautifying Mascaroth. His vision and artistic ability is second to none. And Lord Hammond, he’s the mightiest warrior that Mascaroth has. I tremble at what would have become of Carrington and Bailey had he not had his watchful eye upon them. But Lord Stanley, they do not mix. Lord Bancroft and Lord Hammond are a toxic concoction.”

      Closing his eyes, Wesley raised a hand and gripped his forehead. “I don’t have the constitution for these types of disputes. Though I readily recognize the warlike history of our city, I’m a man of peace, Lord Stanley. A man of peace, not of dissension.” With effort Wesley opened his tired eyes and looked at Stanley. “That is why I need a man like you. A man of strength who can take the middle and negotiate peace. Among all my advisors, you are my most trusted and valuable. For that I thank you.”
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THE HALL OF WARRIORS

        

      

    

    
      After a busy first week of training as a soldier in the service of Mascaroth, Harper found himself with a free evening. After supper he wandered through the forested gardens within the inner walls, his feet crunching over the paths of crushed rock, until he was standing in front of the Hall of Warriors.

      Constructed of white stone, the Hall of Warriors seemed to glow golden in the dwindling light of the evening. The front of the building was lined by a portico of columns, under which rested large pots overflowing with greenery and white benches decoratively carved with flowering vines. Harper skipped up the steps that led to the Hall of Warriors entrance and pushed open the heavy wooden doors.

      Immediately upon entering the building, Harper stopped and stared. Standing before him under the high dome of the roof was an enormous bronze statue of a man. The man was tall with flowing hair, and his arms and legs bulged with muscles. In one hand was a sword, which he held across his body, ready to strike, and around his waist hung a ram’s horn. But as Harper studied the statue, what captured his attention the most were the man’s eyes. Though frozen in time, it was as if the man’s eyes still glowed with the intensity of life: fearlessly alert, tirelessly searching, and burning with a mysterious passion.

      Finally pulling his gaze from the statue, Harper looked around the rotunda. It was lined with artifacts, most of them weapons from what appeared to be long-ago wars. Two wings spread from the rotunda, and though Harper was yet to venture down either, they too looked to showcase the remnants of war.

      As Harper continued to examine the many displays that filled the Hall of Warriors, his eye caught an object that seemed out of place. Curious, Harper walked to the other side of the rotunda, the soft tapping of his feet filling the silent room, until he reached a rock that rested upon a pedestal. Wondering what a rock was doing in the midst of a room full of weapons, Harper reached out and touched it.

      “Puzzling, isn’t it?” echoed a deep voice from one of the wings.

      Startled, and suddenly afraid that he shouldn’t have touched anything, Harper pulled his hand from the rock and turned around.

      “You must be wondering, what is a lowly rock doing in the Hall of Warriors?” continued the voice, and soon Hammond walked into the rotunda, a book in his hand.

      “Lord Hammond,” said Harper with a breath of relief. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “My apologies, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” said Hammond with a pleasant smile. “I was just doing a little reading. But the Hall of Warriors, it’s quite the place, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is,” said Harper, and he went back to scanning the wonders that lined the building. “This is my first time visiting, but I’m sure you’ve been here plenty of times.”

      “Yes, plenty of times,” chuckled Hammond.

      “Do you come here often?” said Harper.

      “Strangely enough, I do,” said Hammond. “In fact, I probably frequent this place more often than anyone else.”

      As Hammond’s voice was swallowed into the reverent silence of the rotunda, his smile vanished, and he looked around the room as if old memories, deep and filled with emotion, were filling his mind.

      “The Hall of Warriors,” said Hammond, his voice distant and soft. “For me, it’s a place unlike any other. Within the palace, the finest things of the kingdom are at my fingertips, but I care not for those things. I find that this is my true home. I don’t belong in the courts of the wealthy or the company of the wise. My fellowship is with the mighty men of old, with the memories of those who gave their lives for the glory of the Golden City.”

      Hammond’s eyes slowly made their way back to Harper, and as they settled on him, Hammond broke from his moment of reflection with a faint smile. “But enough of all that. Back to this seemingly misplaced rock. Do you know why it’s here?”

      Harper shook his head. “I couldn’t even guess.”

      “Have you ever heard the story of Halvar Stonehand?” said Hammond.

      Harper peered up at the dome of the building as he searched his memory, but then shook his head again. “I don’t think so.”

      “Would you like to hear it?” asked Hammond. “It’s one of my favorites, and I promise it’s not too long, so even if I tell it poorly, it shouldn’t bore you.”

      Harper laughed. “Yeah, sure. I’m always ready for a good war story.”

      “Alright then,” said Hammond, and with a furrowing of his eyebrows, his face contorted into a look of concentration. “Hmm, now let me think. I’m foggy as to when this story took place, but I know it was sometime after the construction of the wall. Or, as we now call it, Mascaroth’s inner wall.

      “But whenever the exact date was, years ago there was a man of Mascaroth named Halvar. One day Halvar took his wife and children—three girls and a young boy—on a short journey to see the lands that bordered Mascaroth. However, after only a day’s travel he and his family were attacked at night by a marauding band of Southerners, the people we now know as Southern Tribesmen. Taking Halvar and his family captive, the Southerners tied ropes around their necks like nooses, and for the next three days the Southerners marched Halvar and his family back to their village, providing them with only enough food and water to keep them on their feet.

      “When they reached the village, the Southerners locked away Halvar’s wife and children, intending to make them slaves. But for as vile as the Southerners’ intentions were for Halvar’s family, what they had planned for Halvar was even more awful. Instead of locking him with his family, the Southerners put him in an enclosure with a tortured, half-starved wolf.

      “Can you imagine it, Harper?” said Hammond, his mind filled with thought as he took a break from the narrative. “There Halvar was, confined within a fenced area with a wolf, his flesh about to be ripped from his body. The Southerners were making sport of him as though he was nothing more than a beast of the field. How dreadful. But beyond that, can you imagine what Halvar’s thoughts towards his family must have been? The sorrow and sadness must have nearly torn his heart in two. Upon Halvar’s death, his family would be forced to endure a lifetime—an entire lifetime, Harper—of being beaten and mistreated. What would become of his wife and daughters? It’s frightening to consider the barbaric ways they would have been treated once Halvar, their protector, met his death. And Halvar’s son, young as he was, was on the precipice of living an entire life without a father to teach and to guide him. Bitter memories and hard labor would be his only future.

      “So there Halvar was, the object of the Southerners’ cruel entertainment, face to face with a wolf. He was about to die a brutal death before his family’s eyes. But amid the horror of it all, there was one thing about Halvar that the Southerners didn’t know: he was no ordinary man. Halvar was an Einari. And not just an Einari, but he was an Einari whose family would become a curse upon this earth unless he fought. Unless he fought ... and won.

      “The Southerners jabbed at Halvar with pointed sticks from behind the protection of the fence, raising jeers to the sky as they prepared to be amused, as they prepared for the wolf to be released from its cage. Weaponless, Halvar scrambled to find something with which he could defend himself, but though he searched, he could find nothing, save for this rock.

      “Finally, the wolf was released from its cage, and the violent crowd of Southerners burst into wild, bloodthirsty shouts. Eyeing its prey, the wolf crept to the center of the enclosure and crouched, ready to spring towards Halvar. But then, in a move the Southerners didn’t expect, Halvar charged the wolf. Defending his honor and his family, with a battle cry Halvar swung the rock with all his might, and he crushed the head of the wolf, slaying it.

      “As you might expect, the Southerners were brought to a terrified silence when they saw what Halvar had done to the wolf. However, Halvar’s work was not yet finished. Before the Southerners could defend themselves, Halvar had leaped upon the sides of the enclosure, and it was then that dread gripped the Southerners’ hearts, for there was no longer anything that stood between them and the man of a stone hand.

      “The Southerners’ pointed sticks were no defense against Halvar, and by the strength of the stone that he still gripped, Halvar unleashed his fury upon them. No small number of men were slayed by the great warrior, and those who were wise fled from the village and Halvar’s wrath.

      “Upon his victory, Halvar burned the village with fire, thereby cleansing the countryside from the untold wickedness that had occurred in that place. Then, in peace Halvar and his family returned to Mascaroth. Thus, the legend of Halvar Stonehand was born.”

      Harper looked again at the rock, this time in awe. “What a story,” he breathed. “I never would have thought that this rock ...” Harper reached out and ran his fingertips along the rock’s sharp edges, trying to comprehend the raw justice it had inflicted. Spreading his fingers, Harper gripped the stone and lifted it.

      “Oh wow, it’s heavy,” said Harper, straining his muscles as he imagined wielding it as a weapon. “Halvar must have been strong.”

      “Unbelievably strong,” agreed Hammond. “Those warriors of old, they were quite the men. It’s been said that on the field of battle, one Einari was worth 50 of the enemy.”

      “After hearing Halvar’s story, I believe it,” said Harper.

      “But tell me, Harper,” said Hammond, “since you hadn’t heard the story of Halvar Stonehand, do you know the story behind any of the other displays?” As he spoke, Hammond walked to another display and held up a hooded, dark green cloak. “For example, do you know what this is?”

      “Yeah, I know what that is,” said Harper, and returning the rock to its place, he walked towards Hammond. “It’s what the Einari wore. It made them blend in with the shadows of the forest.”

      Harper reached out, and Hammond handed him the cloak.

      “Is this a real Einari cloak?” said Harper, running the course fabric through his hands.

      “It is,” said Hammond.

      “Wow,” said Harper, wide-eyed. “And it even has holes worn into it. Don’t you wonder what the holes are from?”

      “I have wondered,” said Hammond. “A mere snag from a branch as the Einari passed through the forest? Or was he on a mission, tracking the enemy? Or, maybe the holes are from combat.”

      “Unbelievable,” said Harper. “This old cloak has probably experienced some amazing things.”

      Hammond moved to yet another display. “If you knew what the cloak was, my guess is that you’ll also know what this is,” he said, and he held up a ram’s horn.

      Harper’s eyes danced with excitement, and returning the cloak to its place, he received the horn from Hammond. Harper’s fingers left smudge marks on the smooth, polished surface of the horn as he turned it over in his hands, examining it from every angle.

      “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to hear one of these sounding above the chaos of war,” said Harper.

      “Ahh, yes,” said Hammond. “What a sound that would be. I’ve often dreamed of hearing its clarion call myself. They say that, whether it was used as a cry of distress, a declaration of war, or the sound of victory, the blast of an Einari horn struck the enemy’s heart with dread. In truthfulness, I don’t blame the enemy. If I were the enemy, I’d shudder with fear also.”

      Harper handed the ram’s horn back to Hammond, and Hammond returned it to its place.

      “So, you didn’t know the story of Halvar, but you did recognize the cloak and the horn,” said Hammond. Stepping to the center of the rotunda, Hammond tapped on the bronze statue with the back of his hand. “I’m curious, do you know who this man is?”

      Harper pressed his lips together as he thought. “When I first entered, I didn’t know who he was, but the more we’ve talked …” Harper clicked his teeth as he thought a little longer. “Is it Einar?”

      “Very good,” Hammond affirmed, and he proceeded to walk slowly around the statue, admiring it. “It was told to me that this statue was an accurate representation of Einar’s true size. They say there wasn’t anyone like him. Standing twice the height of a normal man, his legs were thick as oaks, and his arms were hard as steel.” Hammond stopped his walk and with a small smile, he looked at Harper. “As for me, I think people are prone to exaggeration. But regardless of how Einar’s legend may have grown with time, there’s no doubt that he was a mighty man.

      “So, you know who Einar is,” continued Hammond, “but do you know anything about him, or what he has to do with the history of Mascaroth?”

      “Um, well, I know that the Einari are named after him, obviously,” said Harper. Harper mindlessly scratched his head as he thought harder. “I’m sure I’ve heard a few stories of him ... at least, I think I have. But off the top of my head, I can’t think of any.”

      “Would you be interested in learning more about Einar, and not just him, but the other mighty men who followed after him?” said Hammond. “After all, you’re a soldier of Mascaroth now, and as a soldier, it might be nice to know more about Mascaroth and the people who formed it. And, in case you’re worried, I can guarantee that learning about them won’t be boring. That is, as long as you didn’t think the story of Halvar was boring.”

      “Yeah, I’d be interested in knowing more,” said Harper.

      “Then here,” said Hammond, and he extended to Harper the book that was in his hand.

      Harper took the book. “Chronicles of the Golden City,” he said, reading the tarnished gold lettering aloud. “Sounds interesting. But are you sure? Aren’t you reading it?”

      “Oh, that’s okay,” said Hammond. “I’ve read it many times. And when you’re finished, it goes down there, where I was sitting,” he said, pointing to the end of one of the wings.

      Hammond smiled at Harper, and with a final, lingering look at the statue, as though he was parting from an old friend, Hammond left the Hall of Warriors.
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THE BOOK OF CHRONICLES

        

      

    

    
      Harper sat on a wooden bench at the end of one of the wings within the Hall of Warriors. He stared at the book in his hands, and as he ran his fingers across the creases and cracks of the old leather cover, an insatiable curiosity swept over him: his mind was about to be absorbed into stories and events that he had never known. Feeling as though he was standing at the peak of a mountain overlooking a vast, unexplored wilderness, about to take his first step forward, Harper’s heart thumped harder. He opened the book, its yellowed pages brittle with age, and turned to the beginning.

      So begins the account of the city of Mascaroth.

      Now in the days before the liberation, a severe famine gripped the plains of Mascaroth, turning the land to dust. However, the men whose land touched the Eldoine River were spared, for water was diverted from the river to supply their crops.

      When the men of the plains could endure their hunger no longer, they flocked to the farmers near the river and emptied their purses to buy food. When their money had been spent, those who owned property offered their land in exchange for food, while those who owned no land, but were foragers and hunters and tradesmen, offered their labor. Thus, the farmers near the river became powerful and wealthy men.

      After the rains returned and the lands were drenched once more, it came about that one of the wealthy men, Ransley of the eastern oaks, a scheming fellow with a slippery tongue, called to himself the other farmers whose land touched the river.

      Said Ransley, “We who have gathered this evening are men of great riches: wealthy in money, land, and labor. And why should we not be? Is wealth not our just reward? For it is we who have saved the people of this land in their season of desperation.

      “But now I ask you, what shall be done? If wealth is our just reward, shall we be like reckless fools and toss our riches to the wind like chaff? No, says I! Hear then these words of mine, and I pray you shall find them salted with wisdom. Since food was justly exchanged for land and labor, let us retain both land and labor. Those who no longer have land, they must work for us as laborers, and we shall give them a fair wage, and their land shall remain in our possession. But for those who offered us their labor in exchange for food, but had no land, were they not lowly men to begin with? Were they not the wretched and poor of the land? Shall we not therefore keep them in our service as unpaid laborers? Is such an arrangement not our right?

      “What say you? Do you not agree with me? Let us be of one heart and mind, for if we are not of one heart and mind, discontentment shall multiply among the peoples and beget revolt. If there be any disagreement, speak now. Let me hear your voice.”

      The men listened to the persuasive words of Ransley, and one by one they revealed their treachery by raising their voice in agreement with his proposition, for they were wicked men who had grown to love their wealth. But there was one man who would not consent, Einar son of Garth, and when his moment came, he stood from his chair and spoke with the boldness of a hardened warrior.

      “What sickness has overtaken this congregation?” said Einar, his voice possessing the passion of flames. “We of wealth have become the most pitied of men, for in the comfort of our riches we have abandoned all reason and become like savage beasts! Hear now what I say, that my harsh words may be met with tender ears.

      “You say it is a matter of justice for us to retain the lands that were handed over to us in exchange for food, but I say that those are words of madness! Is there no one within this congregation who is gracious? Is there not one who is acquainted with mercy and compassion? Compelled by the hunger of their wives and children, men came to us in desperation, willing to offer all they had in exchange for food. You say it is a matter of justice for us to retain the lands that were handed over to us, but I say we are thieves unless we return the lands to their rightful owners.

      “As for the lowly of the land who had nothing to offer except their labor, my words will be brief but strong: may I and my family be cursed to a thousand generations if we submit the lowly people of this land to be treated as cattle, as livestock, as slaves.”

      Upon hearing Einar’s words, the men of the congregation seethed with anger, but having no argument against his wisdom, they remained silent.

      Aware that he was no longer in the graces of his company, Einar left the congregation, and mounting his horse, he set out for home. However, home was a fleeting destination. In Einar’s absence the evil men of the congregation conspired against him, and in the darkness of the night, not far from Einar’s home, the evil men overtook him. Surrounding him, they bade Einar off his horse under the threat of sword and bound his hands and feet.

      The evil men then descended upon Einar’s house, and armed with flaming arrows, they released their arrows and lit Einar’s house on fire. It wasn’t long before the house was ablaze, and as the evil men watched Einar’s family escape the rising flames with only their lives, they laughed wickedly until the house had burned to the ground. Then, howling like a pack of wolves, they thundered away upon their horses, their destruction complete.

      Now Einar and his wife had three sons and two daughters. The eldest son, Hagen, a brave and stout fellow whose blood ran hot with passion, came to his father, and upon releasing him of his bonds, vowed to enact vengeance upon the evil men of the plains.

      “They’ve shamed an innocent man,” said Hagen. “They’ve destroyed his house. They nearly burned his family alive. May it never be that I, Hagen, allow such atrocities to occur without enacting justice.”

      But Einar responded to his son’s zeal with words of wisdom. “My son, hear these words of mine, and I pray that you would find them wise. As you have truthfully said, many wrongs have been committed tonight. But shall we repay evil for evil? Shall we forever stain our consciences with the dark blot of vengeance? Please agree with me that, nay, such a thing shall not be done.

      “But I say to you Hagen, and to the rest of my beloved family, let not the fire of your anger burn out, for a tempest is building that is viler than the events of this night. I speak the truth: the evil men who bound me and set our house aflame, such men are planning to increase their riches by enslaving the lowly of this land. But we, our family, cannot and will not allow such corruption to endure. That is why I say, a tempest is building. The storm of war is on the darkening horizon, and we must prepare ourselves.”

      Einar’s family heeded his words, and instead of seeking vengeance for what had occurred that night, with one mind they prepared themselves for battle.

      As Einar promised, as soon as the men of the plains were able to bear their own burdens, he returned to them their land. He also released the foragers, hunters, and tradesmen from his service. Yet, Ransley and the remainder of the farmers by the river also stayed true to their word. They did not return the land to its first owners, but kept the land for themselves. They then filled up the full measure of their wickedness by enslaving the lowly of the land.

      War was not, however, forthcoming. Weeks turned to months, and still there was peace, until one day when Einar and his youngest son passed to the eastern side of the Eldoine River to hunt for deer among the oaken forests. It was while they lay in wait that a sound came upon Einar’s ears that filled his heart with rage: the piercing cries of a man being whipped.

      Einar ran in the direction of the sound, and when he arrived, he saw a terrible sight. One of Ransley’s paid laborers, a man infected by the leaven of Ransley’s wickedness, was standing over a lowly man, whipping him as the man cried out for mercy. When no mercy was shown, his wife interceded for him, falling to her knees as she grabbed the wicked man’s garments, begging for the whippings to cease. But the paid laborer then turned upon the woman. With the back of his hand, he sent her to the ground, where she received the unrestrained wrath of his whip.

      Like cracks of thunder splitting the heavens, the snap of the whip sounded in relentless strikes until, without warning, it ceased singing its dreadful song. Einar had arrived, and with him, liberation. Einar took hold of the man’s wrist, tore the whip from his hand, and hurled him to the ground. When the man had rolled to a stop, he turned around, and with eyes that flashed like fire, he rose to confront the man who had done such a thing. But when he saw that it was Einar, he made no move, for Einar was a mighty man.

      Though shamed, the man found no humility. Staring fiercely at Einar, he spoke with venom. “You’ll regret what you’ve done! Ransley will hear about this, and when he does, his ire will not be quenched until he sees you beg!” He then ran off.

      Einar and his son, along with Ransley’s two slaves, returned to their home on the western side of the river. Upon arriving, they prepared themselves for battle, for they were certain its stroke would fall upon them that night. However, battle did not come. Instead, shouts of agony were lifted all throughout the land, for Ransley and the other wealthy men turned their rage upon their slaves, and not one slave was spared the whip.

      The following morning a cart driven by a single horse stopped at Einar’s land. It was Ransley, and a wicked smile disgraced his face. Before Ransley could be confronted by Einar, he went to the rear of his cart and dragged out a limp form.

      “Let this be your reward for yesterday’s act of valor,” spat Ransley, and he let the form drop to the ground.

      When Einar realized what the limp form was, he fell to his knees in anguish, for it was the body of a man who had been beaten to his death.

      “This shall serve as a warning to you,” said Ransley. “If you interfere with me and my property again, I will do this and more to you, your family, and your allies.” Ransley then climbed upon his cart, snapped the reins of his horse, and was gone.

      Einar buried the poor man, then addressed his family. “Our time has come. Shall posterity be forced to drink the bitterness of these days? Shall this land be scarred with injustice forever? No, but we shall fight to end this wickedness. The first battle for the liberation of the peoples shall be waged tonight.”

      Cloaked in hooded garments, armed with swords, and with a ram’s horn tied to each of their belts, Einar and Hagen disappeared into the darkness of the night. They rode until they reached the southern edge of the plains of Mascaroth, then slunk like shadows to the slave’s barracks. In silence they overtook the armed guards and unlocked the doors.

      A warm wall of stench greeted Einar and Hagen as they stepped onto the dirt floors of the overcrowded hut. Hungry children, whose only food was leftover scraps from the master’s table, huddled to their parents, fearful that another night of beatings was moments away. Upon speaking words of peace, in haste Einar and Hagen cut the slave’s ropes and released them from their bondage, urging them to travel north under the cover of night until they reached the safety of Einar’s land.

      So the night continued for Einar and Hagen as they traveled north along the river, stealthily freeing the slaves of the land, and by daybreak they had completed their mission. Drawing their horns from their sides, they raised them to their lips and ushered in the dawn with the hollow cry of victory.

      The events of that night were on the wind, and as Einar led his company to ground that was suitable for defending themselves—a long, low rise upon the western plains—the men to whom Einar had returned their land appeared.

      Said they, “Einar, you should not have committed last night’s deed. Do you not know that you have enraged many, and even now they are plotting against you? You are outnumbered, and it would therefore be unwise for us to involve ourselves in this conflict. You shall fight without our aid.”

      Einar’s anger burned toward the men, and he said, “Shall you spit upon my kindness by turning your back to me in my moment of need? More, shall you recline in comfort as the evils of slavery taint this land? Hear these words of mine, for they are as unbreakable as stone: should victory be ours, we will then turn our swords upon you, and we will drive you out of this land.” Henceforth, such men became known as Outlanders.

      Einar and his company prepared themselves for war atop the low hill, and before the sun had reached its peak, Ransley and the other wicked men of the land had gathered before them, covering the horizon to the south, nearly 100 men in all. Outnumbering Einar’s company two to one, the enemy was the first to strike, and they showered arrows upon Einar’s company from afar.

      Following the barrage, the enemy sent forth their horsemen. Galloping at the speed of wind, the enemy charged Einar’s lines. But when they were within range, Einar gave the command, and his company released their arrows. Unending waves of arrows sliced through the air and descended upon the enemy like hail, for unknown to Ransley, Einar and his family had prepared for the day of battle, and their supply of arrows was numerous. Many riders were cut down, and the few that remained were forced to retreat.

      Upon their swift and unexpected defeat, the enemy produced a white flag. Hagen, after convincing his father to attend to the wounded, bravely strode to the center of the battlefield to accept the enemy’s surrender. The treachery of Ransley, however, was not yet complete, for upon surrendering his sword to Hagen, he pulled out his dagger and thrust it into Hagen’s chest. Thus, Hagen fell, never to rise again.

      Over the lifeless body of Hagen, Ransley rallied his men to himself to prepare for a final assault on foot. This time, however, Einar did not wait for the enemy to approach. Leaping from behind the protective barriers, and with a cry so savage that it shook the hearts of all who heard it, Einar raised his sword and ran towards the enemy.

      Drawn to Einar’s fearlessness like moths to a torch, the remainder of Einar’s company joined him in his charge. Though all in the company fought with courage, some to their deaths, none fought with the strength of Einar. Fighting as though possessed by a spirit greater than himself, Einar swung his mighty sword in valiant and deadly strokes, felling many. Soon Einar came upon Ransley himself. Ransley stood before Einar in defiance, but the glory of Ransley’s treachery had turned to ashes, and in only four strokes of his sword Einar had cut Ransley down.

      Upon Ransley’s death, the enemy abandoned all hope, and they fled the field of battle. Einar and his company pursued the enemy southward until they were at last run out of the land, and with them the abomination of slavery.

      There was, however, no victory feast. Upon Einar’s return to the battlefield, he traveled to the spot where his firstborn lay, and with many tears the mighty warrior wept over his son.

      Centuries shall pass, and memories of the older days shall grow dim, but may the account recorded here never be forgotten, for the liberation of the plains of Mascaroth was paid in blood.
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AN APOLOGY

        

      

    

    
      Harper sat still and silent, the book lying open upon his lap, as the shadows of the evening stealthily spread their domain across the Hall of Warriors. Harper’s mind swam in the vast depths of all he had read—the utter wickedness of Ransley, the valiant deeds of Einar and his family, the grief of losing Hagen, and most of all, the great struggle that made Mascaroth what it was. For the first time Harper understood why Mascaroth was called the Golden City. It wasn’t because of the strength of its outer walls, its impressive architecture, or its matchless beauty. Mascaroth was founded by people who lived and died fighting for a cause that was greater than themselves, and that’s what made the Golden City great above all other cities.

      Harper gently closed the book and set it back in its place. Standing, he wandered about the Hall of Warriors once more, this time with the understanding of what it all meant. Harper stopped beside an old sword and gripped its handle, wondering what courageous stories had been forged into its steel, what battles of justice it had fought. Next, Harper stood beside a battle ax. Its curved blade was dull with unnumbered bends and nicks, the obvious signs of fierce battle. As Harper ran his fingers across the blade’s ragged edge, he pondered what became of the battle, and even more, what became of the man who wielded such a mighty weapon.

      Harper moved in slow progression from display to display, passing swords, daggers, and shields, wondering about the story behind them all, until it became too dark to continue. With a slow walk Harper returned to the rotunda, but before he left the Hall of Warriors, he took a long, last look at the man whose story he now knew, the man whose greatness outlasted his life. As Harper looked at the statue of Einar, and as his mind flooded once more with the story he had just read, a thought as immovable as a mountain descended upon Harper’s mind: he wanted nothing more in life than to be like Einar. He wanted nothing more than to join the storied history of the elite warriors of the Golden City, the Einari.

      With such thoughts buried like tree roots in his mind, Harper pulled open the doors of the Hall of Warriors and stepped onto the portico. Night had nearly arrived, as distant rays of yellow and orange stretched their fingers into the growing purple of the east, a failing attempt to retain supremacy of the sky. Plodding down the portico steps, Harper began a slow walk back to the barracks, but just as he reached even ground, he heard someone speak his name.

      “Harper, is that you?”

      Startled, Harper jerked as if awakened from a deep sleep. Turning around, Harper craned his head forward and opened his eyes wide as he looked back towards the Hall of Warriors, trying to make out who had spoken. A person was seated on a bench under the portico. They looked familiar, but there was something about them that Harper couldn’t place.

      “Ahh, Harper? Don’t you know who I am? Please don’t tell me that you’ve forgotten me already.”

      A warm wave of embarrassment pulsed through Harper’s body as he frantically tried to figure out who the person could be. She was clothed in a dress, long earrings dangled down the sides of her face, and her hair sat upon her head like a braided work of art.

      “Oh, Bailey,” Harper finally said. “Sorry. I didn’t recognize you at first. It’s dark, and, well, you look—”

      “I look different?” said Bailey.

      “A little,” Harper confessed.

      “Then instead of being upset that you didn’t recognize me, I’ll take it as a compliment,” said Bailey. “I looked like a peasant when I was in Weston. But how I look now, this is the real me.”

      Harper raised an unimpressed eyebrow but managed to keep his mouth shut.

      “I can’t tell you how nice it is to be back at Mascaroth,” said Bailey. “Traveling to Weston was the worst experience of my life. Someone would have to hold a sword to my throat for me to go on a trip like that again. Everything about it was terrible—the long journey, the filthy horses, the food. And then when we finally arrived at Weston, it was like I had gone back in time 200 years. Obviously, Weston is nothing like Mascaroth. But it wasn’t just the quaint town or the old-fashioned lifestyle, it was the people. Like that innkeeper. He was the strangest guy I’ve ever seen. I didn’t know people existed who are that unimpressive. Now more than ever I realize that Mascaroth is where I’m supposed to be.”

      His jaw clenched, Harper stared at the ground as he rolled a small rock under his foot, too perturbed to even look at Bailey.

      “But enough of all that,” said Bailey. “You want to know something funny? Before you came out of the Hall of Warriors, I was thinking of you. What has it been, a week since we returned to Mascaroth, and I still hadn’t seen you yet? But then, wouldn’t you know, here you are.”

      Harper had the decency to look at Bailey with something that resembled a smile, but he still didn’t say anything.

      “You know, since we’re here together, you should come and sit with me,” said Bailey, and she scooted over to make room for him on the bench. “That way I can hear how things have been for you.”

      Having learned not to resist Bailey’s requests, Harper obediently trudged up the portico steps, but rather than sitting next to her, Harper leaned against one of the columns.

      Bailey’s eyes were soft and bright as she leaned to the edge of the bench, closer to Harper. “So, tell me, how has soldiering been going?”

      Harper shrugged. “Alright, I guess.”

      “Only alright?” said Bailey, probing him with a smile. “I bet you’re one of the best soldiers in the army already.”

      “I don’t know,” said Harper. “I just got here. I’m sure there are plenty of others who are better than me.”

      “Oh, Harper,” said Bailey with a giggle, “I think you’re being modest, as always. No matter what you say, I know you’re one of the best. At least, I know you’re better than Linden. That is, if Linden’s still a soldier. Like, he hasn’t given up or been kicked out, has he?”

      Harper let out a silent breath. “No, Linden hasn’t given up or been kicked out.”

      “That’s surprising,” said Bailey, rolling her eyes. “Linden, what a poor excuse for a soldier. If the safety of Mascaroth is in his hands, we’re all in trouble.” Bailey looked at Harper with a smile, hoping he would share in her humor, but Harper remained straight-faced.

      The conversation reached an uncomfortable standstill, Bailey staring at Harper, and Harper looking everywhere but Bailey, as neither had anything to say, until finally Bailey perked up again.

      “Oh, I know what I wanted to ask you,” said Bailey. “Beyond being a soldier, what has living in Mascaroth been like for you? Like I was saying earlier, Weston and Mascaroth are like two different worlds. Do you like it here?”

      Harper shrugged. “It’s fine, I guess. But really, I’ve been too busy with soldiering to form too much of an opinion.”

      “But Mascaroth, it couldn’t be more different than Weston,” said Bailey. “You can at least agree with that, right?”

      “I don’t really know,” said Harper.

      Bailey waited for Harper to continue, expecting him to explain himself, but when he didn’t, she raised a displeased eyebrow. “You’re not much of a talker, are you?”

      Harper shrugged yet again.

      The softness in Bailey’s eyes disappeared. Rising from the bench, she straightened her dress and walked to the column next to Harper’s.

      “So, what is it about me?” said Bailey as tiny rolls formed on her forehead. “I really want to know. Because I know you have more to say. It’s impossible for someone not to see the enormous differences between Weston and Mascaroth, even if they’ve only been here a week. Which means, I know you’re holding back. So, what is it about me? Why won’t you talk to me?”

      Harper looked at Bailey as though he had developed an upset stomach. “I-I don’t know what to say. Maybe I should just leave.”

      Harper pushed himself from the column, intent on leaving, but Bailey grabbed his arm.

      “No, you’re not leaving until I get a good answer,” persisted Bailey. “I know you have more to say, and I want to hear it. Why won’t you talk to me?”

      Harper tossed his hands into the air. “I don’t know, Bailey. What do you want me to say? I mean, you started this conversation by complaining. After that, you criticized my home, my way of life, and the people I call friends.”

      “I didn’t know I was offending you,” Bailey huffed. “Sorry, I guess. I thought any normal person would share the same opinions as me, but apparently not. And as far as complaining, what did you expect? Did you think that I enjoyed my journey to and from Weston? What person of my status would enjoy a trip like that?”

      Unable to contain his frustration any longer, Harper snapped. “Don’t you get it?” he said, shaking his head, exasperated. “You and your comfort aren’t the center of the world. I just got done reading the history of how Mascaroth began. All my life I’ve heard about the greatness of Mascaroth. I assumed Mascaroth was called the Golden City because of its beauty, or riches, or something like that. But this evening, for the first time I learned that Mascaroth is called the Golden City because it was founded by people who fought for a cause that was greater than themselves. That’s what makes the Golden City golden. The reason Mascaroth exists is because people fought and died for it. You of all people, the king’s own daughter, ought to know that history. After all, you would be nothing but a slave had it not been for the battle others fought. But apparently, you’ve forgotten the history of Mascaroth because you seem to think that everyone in this world exists to serve you and make you feel comfortable.”

      Bailey dropped her eyes to the ground. “No, I haven’t forgotten the history of Mascaroth,” she said, her voice suddenly timid.

      Fiddling with a ring on one of her fingers, Bailey opened her mouth like she had more to say, but with a heavy exhale she clenched it shut again. After another deep breath Bailey tried again, and this time she found her voice.

      “But maybe ... maybe you’re right,” said Bailey. “Maybe I have been complaining, at least a little.” She gingerly lifted her eyes to Harper. “It’s just that, I didn’t prefer the trip to Weston, that’s all. But is that so horrible? Is it so horrible that I didn’t enjoy the trip to Weston? And is not enjoying the lifestyle of the people of Weston the terrible crime you’re making it out to be?”

      Harper’s eyebrows shot into the air. “No, you’re not going to blame me, as if I’m the unreasonable one.”

      Immediately, Bailey’s gaze fell to the ground again.

      “And as far as not enjoying the lifestyle of the people of Weston,” continued Harper, “I have to wonder, why don’t you enjoy their lifestyle? Is it simply that you don’t prefer it? Or is it because their lifestyle is too lowly for someone of your importance? If so, I also have to wonder, if you lived in the days of Einar, whose side would you have been on? Would you have fought for the lowly people of the land, or in love with your own importance, would you have fought to keep the lowly people enslaved?”

      Blinking rapidly, Bailey wrapped her arms around herself. “I ... don’t ... I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t know what to say?” said Harper. “You could try apologizing. But maybe apologizing is too difficult for an important person like you. After all, this conversation alone you’ve had multiple opportunities to apologize, but every time you’ve given an excuse instead. But if that’s the life you choose, so be it.”

      Harper stepped away from the column and walked backwards toward the stairs. “I wish you luck in the royal life you’ve chosen. May you never get a stain on your dress, may you never get a blister on your hand, and may you never be forced to do something—”

      But as Harper was in mid-sentence, a strong hand grasped him by the shoulder and spun him around.

      “What is going on here?” said Stanley, his face a storm of anger. “How dare you speak to the king’s daughter in such a way! Who are you? What is your name?”

      Harper’s heart was suddenly pounding, and as a bead of sweat formed on his brow, he forced himself to look Stanley in the eyes. “My name is Harper, my lord. I’m one of the new recruits. I’m being trained as a soldier in the service of Mascaroth.”

      “A soldier?” snapped Stanley. “Soldiers of Mascaroth are expected to live by a certain standard, and you have just failed that standard.” Stanley turned to Bailey. “Give the command, Lady Bailey, and I shall see to it that Harper is relieved of his service at once.”

      Barely able to raise her eyes to Stanley, Bailey’s voice trembled as she spoke. “Thank you, Lord Stanley, for your concern. But no, that won’t be necessary.”

      “Are you sure, Lady Bailey?” said Stanley.

      “Yes,” Bailey whispered. “I’m ... I’m sure.”

      Reluctantly, Stanley returned his attention to Harper. “You’ve been spared. But before I leave, I demand that you apologize to Lady Bailey.”

      Tension hung in the air as Harper slowly turned to face Bailey. “Lady Bailey,” said Harper quietly, “I’m sorry for—”

      “After what you said, you think you deserve to look Lady Bailey in the face as an equal?” interrupted Stanley. He kicked the back of Harper’s legs, forcing him to his knees. “Apologize as a servant!”

      Staring at the ground, Harper began again, his voice soft but clear. “Lady Bailey, I’m sorry for all that I said. It has become very clear to me that I never should have said anything at all.” But then Harper lifted his head, and he stared straight into Bailey’s eyes. “Believe me when I say, if it pleases my lady, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      His apology complete, Harper rose from his knees, and with his head lowered, he hurried away.

      Stanley glowered after Harper until he had disappeared into the night before turning once more to Bailey. “My dear Lady Bailey,” said Stanley, and he placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “You have my deepest sympathies for what you had to endure tonight. I can’t imagine how a fool like that boy—that boy who thinks he’s a man—became a soldier of Mascaroth. But despite him, tonight you showed yourself to be a woman of exceeding grace and mercy.”

      Dropping his hands from Bailey’s shoulders, Stanley offered her his arm. “Come now, let us forget the unfortunate drama of the night, and let me lead you back to the palace.”

      Still hugging herself, Bailey spoke towards the ground. “Thank you, Lord Stanley, for your gentlemanly spirit. However, I would prefer to remain by myself.”

      “Lady Bailey, are you sure?” said Stanley.

      Pressing her lips together, Bailey gave her head a small nod.

      “If that is what you desire,” said Stanley, “then I wish you a good night.” With a departing bow, Stanley headed in the direction of the palace.

      As Bailey stood by herself in the lonely darkness of the night, silent tears dripped from the corners of her eyes. Bailey walked back to her bench, wiping her face as she tried to regain control of her emotions. But as she seated herself, her memory betrayed her, and in her solitude, all that Harper had said flooded back into her mind. Dropping her head into her hands, Bailey shook as tears poured down her face.
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      Harper stood by himself within the stone walls behind the soldier’s barracks, bow in hand. Notching an arrow, Harper pulled the string and raised his bow. Closing one eye, Harper looked down the shaft of the arrow, taking careful aim at the red circle at the center of the target. Harper inhaled, and as he filled his lungs with a deep breath of the early evening air, his aim drifted high. He paused, then let the breath out, long, and smooth. The aim of his arrow lowered, and when it rested steadily on the center of the target once more, Harper released the arrow. With a snap of the string, the arrow sliced through the air, and a split-second later it thudded to a stop, its tip buried deep within the straw of the target.

      “Another excellent shot,” sounded a voice from behind Harper.

      Surprised, Harper turned his head.

      “Oh, Lord Hammond,” said Harper. “I didn’t know you were here. Have you been watching for a long time?”

      Hammond walked past Harper, on his way to the target. “Just saw you take your last shot,” said Hammond. Arriving at the target, Hammond stroked his beard as he examined Harper’s arrows. “This last one missed the center by the slimmest of margins. So close. But you’re consistent. You’ve got a nice little cluster just above the center.”

      Pulling the arrows from the target, Hammond walked back to Harper. “Practicing your archery after hours—I must confess, seems like an odd activity after an entire day of soldiering. Don’t you agree?”

      “Yeah, I suppose,” said Harper as he took the arrows from Hammond’s outstretched hand and returned them to his quiver. “It’s just that, I didn’t feel like hanging out with everyone else tonight. I had some things on my mind that I needed to think on, and since I find archery relaxing, I figured I may as well work on my skills while I think. Plus, what the others were planning didn’t sound like much fun.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what was that activity?” said Hammond.

      “They went to some place in town, I don’t even know what it’s called,” said Harper. “They said it’s where all the young people hang out in the evening.”

      “Yes, I know the place,” said Hammond. “Although, I can’t remember the name of it either. It’s been the hangout for the younger crowd for as long as I’ve known. You didn’t want to go with them?”

      “Nah,” said Harper. “Linden asked me to go, but he had a look in his eyes. I’m pretty sure he’s—what’s the best way to say it?—on the prowl for a wife.” Looking squeamish, Harper gave his head a disgusted shake. “Linden embarrasses me when he’s on the prowl, and rather than go through the trauma of it, I’d prefer to be by myself.”

      Hammond laughed. “On the prowl. Recalling Linden’s encounter with Bailey in Weston, I think that’s a good way to describe it. I can certainly understand why you would want to keep your distance.”

      Leaving Harper, Hammond walked to the wall where a stack of wooden swords was lying.

      “So, how has your first week as a soldier of Mascaroth been?” said Hammond as he picked up one of the swords. After peering down the length of its blade, Hammond gripped its handle, testing its weight.

      “It’s been busy,” said Harper. “Busy, and not always the most fun. The training we do, like sword fighting and archery, I like. But learning commands and drilling formations can be tedious. I think we’re past the worst part, though, because these last few days they’ve given us the evenings off, which has been nice.”

      Still intrigued by the wooden sword, Hammond swung it in wide strokes, increasing the speed faster and faster until the sword made a whooshing sound. Then, abruptly, Hammond stopped.

      “Such a curiosity,” said Hammond, looking at the sword as though it was a puzzle. “I’ve never actually used one of these training devices. You practice your sword fighting with these, but never real swords?”

      “That’s right,” said Harper.

      “Very interesting,” said Hammond. “I never would have guessed …” Without finishing his thought, Hammond’s voice fell to silence, and he swung the sword in another series of arcs. Once Hammond had finished, he took a last look at the sword before turning to Harper. “I wonder, Harper, if you’re not too tired, would you mind dueling with me?”

      “Me? Duel you?” said Harper, his eyebrows raised nearly off his head. “Are you sure? I don’t think it will be much of a fight.”

      “I don’t often have a chance to duel,” said Hammond, “and having never used one of these wooden swords, I’d like to see how they perform.”

      Harper shrugged. “If you really want to,” he said, and he set down his bow and quiver and walked to the stack of wooden swords to claim a weapon. “It’s just that, knowing you, I don’t think I’ll offer much of a challenge.”

      Both armed, Harper and Hammond moved to the center of the training area, and taking their positions across from each other, they raised their swords.

      “On your move,” said Hammond.

      Harper knocked his sword softly against Hammond’s, testing Hammond’s grip strength. Hammond’s sword didn’t move, as if planted in a rock. Feeling less confident than he already was, Harper reminded himself it was only a harmless duel, and after focusing himself with a deep breath, Harper attacked. Mustering all the strength he had, with two quick strokes Harper swiped at Hammond, then jabbed. Hammond managed to block each of Harper’s attacks, but was forced to retreat two paces. Encouraged, Harper kept up his attack with another series of swipes and jabs, putting Hammond on the defensive, and step by step he forced Hammond backwards until Hammond’s back was against the wall.

      Sensing that an unexpected victory was within his grasp, Harper peppered Hammond with a flurry of jabs, then reared back for the final blow that would force Hammond’s surrender. But as Harper swung his sword downward, instead of catching Hammond in a position of weakness, Harper’s swing was stopped by Hammond’s sword at the peak of its motion, as if Harper had struck a boulder. For the shortest amount of time their swords were locked together, and in that moment, as if time stood still, Harper caught a glimpse of Hammond’s eyes. Hard and unyielding, Hammond’s eyes burned with a passion more intense than Harper had ever witnessed.

      With uncommon strength Hammond flicked Harper’s sword to the side, and suddenly Hammond became the aggressor. Hammond’s attacks were hard and fast as he advanced on Harper until, with a stroke that sent an earsplitting crack through the air, Hammond loosened Harper’s grip on his sword. Harper fought to regain a solid grip, but before he could defend himself, Hammond’s sword was pointed at his throat.

      Harper lowered his sword. “You were playing with me at the start, weren’t you?” he said through panting breaths. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

      Hammond gave a tired smile. “No, I wasn’t playing with you,” he said, and he wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. “I was getting a feel for this type of combat. I’ve never actually dueled in this way before, and especially not with these types of swords.”

      “You’ve never dueled like this before?” said Harper, and he rolled his eyes. “Oh great. I lost to a beginner.”

      Hammond grinned. “If it makes you feel any better,” he said as he ran his fingers along his sword, checking for nicks and cracks, “I’m not a complete novice. It’s just that, I’m used to a different type of warfare. Besides, I thought you were extremely impressive. You’ve got good hands—strong and quick. And I wonder, since I quite enjoyed myself, would you indulge me in a second round?”

      “I know you’ll beat me again,” said Harper. “But if that’s what you want, sure, I don’t mind going at it again. I suppose it can only make me better.”

      “I appreciate it,” said Hammond, and he flipped his sword to his left hand.

      “Oh, left-handed this time,” said Harper, and he copied Hammond by switching the sword to his opposite hand. “This might not go the best.”

      “No, you don’t have to go left-handed,” said Hammond. “I just wanted to try it. That is, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind,” said Harper, and he switched his sword back to his strong hand. “Use whatever hand you want. You’ll still probably beat me. As for me, though, I think I should stick with my right hand. I’m liable to poke one of your eyes out if I use my left hand. Or my own eye, for that matter.”

      Once more Harper and Hammond raised their swords to each other. Harper knew the high likelihood of his defeat, yet not willing to give in, he took a moment to clear his mind. Closing his eyes, Harper calmed his breathing and determined to put up a better fight.

      “On your move,” said Hammond.

      Harper reopened his eyes, and with a grunt he began his attack. Once again Harper took two swipes at Hammond, followed by a jab. But unlike the first duel, this time Hammond stood unmoved as a tower of stone.

      Hammond effortlessly deflected Harper’s jab, and as fluid as running water, Hammond let the momentum of his sword spin him into an attacking position. Taking the offensive, Hammond swung at Harper, knocking his sword to the side. Harper recovered in just enough time to have his sword knocked to the side yet again with another of Hammond’s powerful blows.

      Harper skipped backwards to give himself time to regroup. Anchoring himself with a deep crouch, this time Harper gripped his sword with two hands. Hammond approached slowly, swaying his sword back and forth like it was blowing in the wind, but then, with speed that made his sword into a blur, Hammond took a mighty swing at Harper. Harper’s sword splintered as it flew from his grip, and before he could flinch, Hammond’s sword was at his throat again.

      “Wow,” said Harper, his eyes wide with awe. He looked at his empty hands, still stiff in front of him as if he was holding his sword in attack position. Harper’s eyes then traveled to the ground, where the two ends of his sword lay. “I’ve never seen something like that happen before.”

      Harper picked up both ends of the wooden sword and looked at the two frayed ends, marveling at the power of Hammond’s stroke to inflict such damage. But the longer Harper looked at his broken sword, a growing feeling of discouragement chased away his awe.

      With a frown, Harper turned his eyes to Hammond. “Lord Hammond, there’s something about losing to you that I don’t understand because, the thing is, I’m usually the person who wins duels. Like at the spring festival in Weston, I got first place without much trouble. And even when we do our soldier training, rarely do I lose. But then I faced you, and you destroyed me with your right hand, and then annihilated me with your left.” Harper looked again at the broken sword in his hands, the undeniable proof that what he was saying was true. “Among my peers, I’m at the top, if not the best, but compared to you, I’m nothing. What I’m trying to get at is, how did you get so good?”

      “How did I get so good?” said Hammond, letting his eyes wander skyward as he pondered Harper’s question. “I suppose the simple answer is, innumerable hours of practice. But that’s not a very satisfying answer, is it?”

      A little frustrated, Harper kicked at the dusty ground. “If the secret is simply putting in more time and effort, I’ll do it, but I almost feel like I’m missing something. It’s like I’ve learned the wrong thing.”

      Hammond didn’t answer right away, but instead peered at Harper as though he was trying to read Harper’s thoughts. After several long seconds Hammond walked to the stack of wooden swords and tossed his on top of the pile.

      “So, how did I become skilled with the blade?” Hammond finally said. “It’s a simple question, but the answer is more complicated than you might realize. However, if you would truly like to learn, I’d be willing to try to teach you.”

      “Really?” said Harper, cracking a hopeful smile.

      “If, and only if, you would truly like to learn,” said Hammond. “I must warn you, it won’t be easy, especially on top of your other soldier training. What’s more, the weekends won’t be a time for catching up on your sleep.”

      “I’m ready for it,” said Harper eagerly.

      “Well, okay then,” said Hammond. “Meet me at the royal stable just after sunrise on Saturday and be ready to go to work.”

      

      Bailey’s eyes shone with tears as she sat upon her bed. For an entire day she had tried to remove the previous night’s conversation with Harper from her mind, to banish it from her memory as though it were a bad dream. After all, Bailey kept telling herself, she had every right to complain about her journey to Weston. It wasn’t her fault she was born into a royal household. Neither was it her fault that she was attracted to the finer comforts of life. Compared to her, the people of Weston were simpletons, and their crude lifestyle was too unrefined for a person of royal blood. But though Bailey told herself such things, the events of the previous night hung over her like a heavy fog. The truthfulness of Harper’s words was inescapable, and they burned in Bailey, seared upon her conscience.

      But the most painful part wasn’t the words that had been spoken. What hurt the most was who had spoken the words. If the rebuke had come from anyone else, Bailey could have forgotten it ever happened. But the words had come from Harper, he who was different than all the rest, he who had defended her life, and he who Bailey couldn’t help but draw near to and respect. But now, everything was ruined. Any relationship she had with Harper had crumbled into nothing, and it was all her fault.

      As tears threatened to spill from her eyes once more, Bailey stood from her bed, and in an attempt to give her mind a moment of relief, she paced her room. Back and forth Bailey walked, blinking, sniffing, trying to be strong, but like rising flood waters, Bailey’s emotions overwhelmed her, and the tears that had been building in her eyes finally flowed down her cheeks.

      Bailey wiped her eyes with the palms of her hands as she peered hopelessly out her bedroom window. Passing her eyes over the many sights of Mascaroth, an empty feeling deadened Bailey’s heart. For the first time in her life, the beauty of the Golden City, with its soaring white walls, carved architecture, polished statues, and forested gardens, appeared worthless, and all that she had once revered seemed as majestic as a shriveled autumn leaf.

      But as Bailey looked despairingly over the faded glory of the city, something caught her attention, and for a wisp of a moment, her tortured mind was distracted. In the training area behind the soldier’s barracks, two people dueled with swords.

      It took less than half a breath for Bailey to discern who the two people were, and as if she was being forced to relive the previous night all over again, a feeling of regret as dark and numbing as her worst memory fell over her. But though Bailey was nearly feverish with remorse, as if in a trance she couldn’t take her eyes off the duel. There was something about the art of warfare that was strangely attractive.

      A peaceful breeze floated through Bailey’s window, drying her face, as she watched the two battle. But as the duel finished and the master held his sword to the student’s throat in victory, a thought crept into Bailey’s mind. Bailey’s stare turned distant as the thought wandered to and fro through her consciousness, building and growing stronger until, suddenly, like a spark bursting into flames, a determined plan engulfed her mind, burning away her sadness.

      Dabbing her eyes with her dress to make sure no trace of tears remained, Bailey hurried out of her room. In disregard of her courtly manners, Bailey ran down the hall, but when she had reached the curved staircase that led to the throne room, she was brought to a stop by the clattering sound of wooden swords from below.

      “Very good,” said Captain Harman, congratulating Carrington for blocking a series of slow-motioned stabs. “You’ve progressed wonderfully in your ability to command a sword. Now, how about we switch roles? You attack, and I’ll defend.”

      “A fine idea,” agreed Carrington. “But in what manner shall I attack? Aggressively, or half speed?”

      “Whatever pleases my lord,” said Harman. “However, if you have the spirit, I should think an aggressive attack would give you the better practice.”

      Throwing back his head, Carrington laughed as though Harman had fallen prey to a well-played trap. “Then I must warn you, Captain Harman, I’m feeling dangerous today, and though you should cry for mercy, I shall show you none.”

      Upon his warning, Carrington lifted his sword and charged. His front foot pounding as he shuffled forward, Carrington swung his sword through the air like he was trying to swat a fly. Harman hardly needed to move his sword to fend off Carrington’s attack, but nevertheless, Harman gave ground until he was backed up against the stairs. Seeing that Harman had nowhere left to retreat, Carrington jabbed at Harman, thrusting the point of his sword into Harman’s stomach and chest.

      “Well—ouch—done,” said Harman, raising his hands in surrender. “You’ve—ugh—defeated me, Lord Carrington.”

      Carrington finished bludgeoning Harman’s body, and in declaration of his victory, Carrington raised his sword and pressed it roughly against Harman’s throat, causing Harman to cough.

      “You have spoken correctly,” said Carrington, proudly puffing out his flabby chest. “I have won, and I have done so in convincing fashion.”

      Carrington finally lowered his sword, and walking to a nearby table, he dabbed his brow with an embroidered cloth before quenching his thirst from a silver chalice. As Carrington drank, he noticed Bailey at the top of the stairs, and upon finishing his drink, he called to her. “Bailey, were you fortunate enough to see my performance?”

      At a loss for words, Bailey found herself staring stupidly at Carrington. “Your performance?” Bailey finally said. “Um ... yes. Yes, I did. I did see your ... performance.”

      At the sound of Bailey’s voice, Harman turned around. “Lady Bailey,” said Harman cheerily, as he dipped his head in a modest bow, “I was unaware that we had an audience. If you may, come, grace us with your presence.”

      Heeding Harman’s request, Bailey descended the stairs, each step slow and cautious, as if she was venturing into a strange and foreign land.

      At the same time, Carrington swung his sword in a series of smooth, artistic swoops. “Tell me, Captain Harman,” said Carrington, “shall we be finished for the day? I hope it’s not too bold of me to say, but after our latest skirmish, I hardly feel the need for any more practice. At least, not today.”

      Harman, captivated by the presence of the king’s daughter, pried his eyes off Bailey just enough to glance at Carrington. “Yes, Lord Carrington, I think that’s a fine suggestion. You’ve put in enough good work for one day.”

      Carrington tossed his sword upon the table, and as his head swayed with a confident smile, he removed the dueling glove from his hand. “Before I leave, a word of advice to you, Captain Harman. You best keep practicing, or else the teacher may soon become the student.” With a laugh, Carrington nodded his farewell, and soon he had disappeared down a hallway.

      With Carrington gone, Harman turned his full attention back to Bailey, and as she reached the bottom of the stairs, Harman extended her a hand. “Lady Bailey, you look most splendid today, as always.”

      “Thank you, Captain Harman,” said Bailey, forcing a polite smile as she allowed Harman to assist her off the bottom step.

      Harman took the liberty of placing Bailey’s hand in the crook of his arm, and together they walked the throne room. “Forgive me if it sounds like flattery,” said Harman, “but it was truly an honor to be in your presence while giving Carrington his lesson.”

      “Oh ... um ... thank you,” said Bailey, her face flushing pink with embarrassment.

      “I am curious, though,” said Harman. “Were you watching long? Did you see much of Carrington’s lessons?”

      Bailey shook her head. “No, not much.”

      “I must say,” said Harman, “your brother has shown much improvement with the sword.”

      Bailey’s eyes widened, and forgetting her embarrassment, she looked up at Harman. “Really?”

      Harman’s sharply angled face softened into a smile. “Okay, maybe you’re right. Sometimes I give Carrington too much encouragement and too little resistance. But he has improved, and you ought to be proud of him. But I say, what about you? Have you given much thought to learning the craft of dueling?”

      Surprised by the question, Bailey only blinked.

      “Because I’d be happy to teach you,” said Harman. “In fact, I’d be willing to give you your first lesson now.”

      “Sword lessons? With you, now?” said Bailey. She looked at Harman, then at her hand, still occupied upon his arm. “Um, not today, but thank you.”

      As if ashamed by his question, Harman lifted a hand to his forehead. “Oh, foolish me. Of course you don’t. Why would a fine young woman be interested in swordplay? Lady Bailey, you’ll have to excuse me. I’m afraid that in spending all my time around soldiers, I’ve turned into something of a brute. However, since sword training was a poor idea, perhaps you’d have time for something else, such as a short walk in the gardens? After all, it’s a beautiful evening, and it won’t be long before the sun sets.”

      Bailey stopped walking, and pulling her hand away, she took a half step backwards. “Thank you, Captain Harman. You’ve always been a gentleman. However, I have to be somewhere, so if you don’t mind …”

      With a quick smile Bailey excused herself, and leaving a stunned and speechless Harman behind, she walked as fast as she could. Opening the palace doors, Bailey hurried into the evening. Before it got too late, there was someone she needed to find.
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      A yellow dawn cast a spray of light across the eastern sky as Harper made his way to the royal stable. Hammond was waiting for Harper at the stable, and after saddling their horses, in the serenity of the early morning they left the confines of the great walls of Mascaroth and headed for Hammond’s training grounds.

      Trotting along the western edge of the walls, Hammond and Harper traveled north beyond Mascaroth a short distance before turning onto a seldom-used forest path. The narrow path, pressed in and overcrowded by thorns and saplings, led Hammond and Harper deeper into the forest, but it wasn’t long before the density of the trees gave way to a vast clearing, twice as long as it was wide.

      “Over the years, many soldiers have trained here,” said Hammond as he dismounted his horse. “This is where we’ll train every Saturday and Sunday morning. It’s quiet, it’s private, and it’s an ideal place to get work done.”

      Dismounting after Hammond, Harper tied his horse to a nearby tree, then ventured onto the training grounds. Still feeling the stiffness of the morning in his joints, with a casual stride Harper walked over the lumpy ground, rutted by heavy use from years long past, until he came to a stop in the center of the clearing. As Harper yawned, he looked around. Along the perimeter of the clearing, mounted upon the trunks of the largest trees, hung the rotting remains of wooden archery targets, the trees themselves still scarred with errant shots.

      Hammond pulled two swords from his saddle pack, and carrying a sword in each hand, he walked towards Harper. “In a way, this place used to be the very heart of Mascaroth,” said Hammond, and with a sweeping gaze he passed his eyes over the clearing, as though old memories were coming back to life. “When I was your age, I spent many hours honing my skills in this place, sharpening my craft. Countless battles with the sword. Innumerable shots taken with the bow. It was hard work, but the skills I learned, and the people whose confidence I earned …”

      As Hammond reached Harper, his voice trailed off, and turning his eyes to the perimeter of the clearing, with a stare that had suddenly become fierce, Hammond looked deep into the forest.

      A shiver traveled through Harper as he watched Hammond. The way Hammond stared, Harper had seen the look before when they dueled, so intense it was almost frightening.

      Upon a heavy sigh, Hammond regained his voice. “The work was hard, very hard. But what I gained was worth more than a treasury full of gold.”

      With a slow blink, followed by another, a saner look returned to Hammond’s eyes, and he turned once more to Harper. “So, you say that you’re not satisfied with your skills as a soldier. Many times I’ve heard soldiers, young and old alike, say the same thing. Rarely, however, are they willing to put in the work that it takes to become elite. But unlike the many who have asked me to teach them, I believe that you truly want to learn. Not only do you have the innate ability to be successful—strong hands, good feet, and a fundamental understanding of how to fight—but I also see the same determination in you that was once in me when I was your age.

      “As I said the other day, it takes countless hours of practice to become elite, but not just any type of practice will do. It has to be the right kind of practice, which means at least two things need to be different than your current training as a soldier. First, we will never use wooden sticks to simulate real swords. With me, you’ll use the real thing.”

      Holding out one of his swords, Hammond tossed it to Harper.

      Stepping from the path of the blade, Harper caught the sword by its grip. Raising the sword up and down, Harper then waved it side to side.

      “Whoa, this thing is heavy,” said Harper. “I had almost forgotten what a real sword felt like.”

      Finished testing its weight, Harper brought the sword closer to his face, and flicking his thumb across the blade, he breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, good. The edges are blunted. I was a little worried that my training sessions were going to come to an unfortunate end before I even finished the first day.”

      Hammond chuckled. “Yes, I’ve blunted both the edges and the tip. Bruises are inevitable when using instruments of war like these swords, but they shouldn’t leave any scars.”

      As Hammond gripped his own sword, his large, ropey forearms rippling with muscle, he stepped closer to Harper. “And the second change to your practice habits is this: in whatever we do, we do it with the intensity of war, as though our very lives are at stake.”

      Without warning Hammond lifted his sword, and as his eyes morphed into their predator-like focus, he swung his sword at Harper. Harper leaned backwards and frantically lifted his sword just in time to meet Hammond’s attack. With the clash of metal on metal, birds from the outlying trees scattered, and the training session had begun.

      With grunts and growls Hammond and Harper battled, swinging their swords at each other with all their strength. At first Hammond’s victories were swift and decisive, but after each match they took a break, during which Hammond patiently taught Harper the proper skills and techniques of sword fighting. Under the close supervision of Hammond, Harper learned quickly, and though Harper was still overmatched, as the sun rose higher in the sky, their battles grew longer and more competitive.

      Finally, when the sun had declared that the day was getting on towards midmorning, Hammond called an end to their first session, and with sweat pouring down both their faces, they headed back to their horses.

      “That was the most intense fighting I’ve ever done,” said Harper through heavy breaths. “Being a soldier, you’d think I’d be used to that kind of stuff, but my muscles—” Harper winced as he rolled his shoulders and flexed his forearms. “I’m going to be extremely sore tomorrow. How they train us as soldiers can’t compare to the workout you put me through. But tomorrow morning we’re doing it again, right?”

      “Only if you want to,” said Hammond.

      “Good,” said Harper. “Because I want to.”

      Reaching the clearing’s edge, Harper returned his sword to Hammond, and after each took a long drink of water, they climbed upon their horses and rode back to Mascaroth. At first Harper and Hammond rode in leisurely silence, both enjoying the peace of the morning after their hard training session, but as they broke from the forest onto the sprawling plains of Mascaroth, a growing question surfaced in Harper’s mind. Urging his horse forward, Harper caught up to Hammond until they rode side by side.

      “Lord Hammond, I’ve been wondering something,” said Harper. “Ever since we were attacked on our way from Weston, and then after reading from Chronicles of the Golden City, I’ve wondered, who are the Southern Tribesmen? Like, where do they live, and why did they attack us?”

      “The Southern Tribesmen,” said Hammond. “They are a curiosity, aren’t they? To answer the easiest of your questions, their closest settlement is just south of the Eldoine River, near to where it drains into the Wildenmore River, approximately a 10 day’s ride from here. South of that settlement they have other villages scattered throughout the lands, but how many, I don’t know.

      “As far as who they are, they’re the descendants of the people who fought against Einar, and having lived in isolation for so many years, they’ve become a deeply barbaric people. Not only do they kill for sport, but their appearance is frightening, as you found out the night they attacked us.

      “But as you asked, why did they attack us?” With a small shrug, Hammond shook his head as though he too was perplexed. “I don’t have a good answer other than, it’s who they are. Dating back to the days of Einar, they’ve been an angry, treacherous people. Though they’ve been defeated in war times without number, they regard themselves as the true lords of the lands of Mascaroth, and with a tireless ambition burning in their hearts, they seek to reclaim it.”

      “And that’s where the Einari come in, right?” said Harper. “The Einari are tasked with warring against the Southern Tribesmen.”

      “Hmm,” said Hammond, his head swaying from side to side as he thought. “You’re right, but only partially. If I may jump back in history, and you’ll read this eventually in Chronicles of the Golden City, upon Einar’s victory over the wicked men of the land, he and his men drove the wicked men off the plains of Mascaroth. However, the wicked men soon regrouped, but instead of staging a counterattack, they used smaller, nighttime attacks to harass the people of Mascaroth. As a consequence, the people of Mascaroth decided they needed a group of men, the most elite of all their warriors, to keep the land safe. Thus, the Einari were created.

      “But this is an important point: though the Einari are elite warriors, their task is not to make war with the Southern Tribesmen. Their task is to protect the lands of Mascaroth and the lands of the people who are loyal to Mascaroth. If the Southern Tribesmen attack, the Einari will fight and defend, even killing, if necessary. But the Einari don’t look for a fight. They defend, but they don’t attack.”

      Cocking his head, Harper looked into the distance as he thought about what Hammond had explained.

      “You see,” Hammond continued, “it all comes back to the principles upon which Mascaroth was formed. In Einar’s day, he, and his family, along with those who had been enslaved, fought that this land might be a place where justice dwelt. But Mascaroth can’t be a place of justice unless such a principle is defended, and for that all-important, yet limited purpose, the Einari, the elitist of warriors on the face of the earth, exist.”

      His head still leaning to the side, Harper looked at Hammond. “You know, that actually makes sense. I had assumed the Einari went around fighting all sorts of battles. I figured, if they’re elite warriors, why wouldn’t they? But the limited scope of why they fight …” Pausing, Harper nodded as a small smile crossed his face. “Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. But then, I have one last question. Where are the Einari? Because I assumed I would have seen one of them by now. Or, am I not supposed to know where they are because it’s a secret?”

      At Harper’s question, Hammond’s face dropped into an expressionless stare. “Where are the Einari?” said Hammond in a low voice. Clenching his jaw, Hammond slowly turned towards Harper. “The Einari, they no longer exist.”

      Harper scowled. “What? They no longer exist? How is that possible?”

      “Mascaroth has been at peace for years now,” said Hammond. “The Einari were deemed unnecessary, so they were disbanded. Thus, the glory of the Einari has faded into legend, their memory relegated to monuments and ancient writings.”

      Letting go of his reins, Harper tossed his hands into the air. “Unnecessary? Even if Mascaroth has been at peace for 100 years, why would anyone view the Einari and what they fought for as unnecessary?”

      Hammond didn’t answer. With a mysterious gaze that was as sorrowful as it was hot with anger, Hammond stared straight ahead as if he hadn’t heard Harper. Though Harper’s mind whirred with questions, based on Hammond’s expression he didn’t dare ask them, and in silence Hammond and Harper rode the remaining distance to Mascaroth.

      Upon reaching the royal stable, Hammond brought his horse to a stop. “So, tomorrow morning, same time?” he said, a wisp of sadness still in his voice.

      “Yeah, I’ll be here,” said Harper, and he swung a leg over his horse to dismount. But before Harper jumped to the ground, someone emerged from the stable.

      Standing with her hands folded behind her back, Bailey stood at the opening of the stable. Dressed in the same plain clothes she had worn on her trip to Weston, Bailey’s hair hung long and straight with nothing but a wooden hairpiece to keep it in place.

      “Um, Lord Hammond,” said Bailey timidly, “if you want, I can take your horse for you and put it away.”

      “Lady Bailey, what a surprise to see you,” said Hammond with a gracious smile. “Thank you for your offer, however, that won’t be necessary. A lady of the court ought not take care of my horse for me.”

      Bailey flashed a nervous glance in Harper’s direction before stepping closer to Hammond’s horse and reaching for the reins. “No really, I’d like to take care of the horse for you, if you’d allow me.”

      As Hammond climbed down from his horse, he looked at Bailey curiously. “I suppose, if that’s what you want,” said Hammond, and he handed Bailey his reins. “Thank you, Lady Bailey.”

      Hammond traveled to the rear of his horse, and after emptying his saddle pack, with a parting smile he departed the stable, leaving Harper and Bailey by themselves.

      Harper finally stepped down from his horse, and walking past Bailey as if she was a stranger, Harper led his horse into the stable and the nearest stall.

      Following Harper, Bailey led Hammond’s horse into the stable, but when she reached the center of the stable, she stopped. Looking around uncertainly, soon a blush of embarrassment reddened Bailey’s face, and she forced herself to look at Harper. “Um, Harper? Where does this horse go?”

      “That one is fine,” muttered Harper, nodding to the stall next to him.

      “Thanks,” said Bailey softly, and she led the horse into the stall. But upon entering the stall, instead of untacking the horse, Bailey stepped closer towards Harper and peered through the metal bars that separated them. “Harper, can I talk to you?”

      Harper shrugged.

      Crossing her arms, Bailey stared straight at the ground. “I just wanted to say—” Bailey took a deep breath, then let it out with a soft puff. “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the last few days, and ... and I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I used to not be so—I don’t know—so ... so royal. But I’ve decided I’m not going to be so royal anymore. Like these clothes I’m wearing.” Bailey dared to look at her attire, and though she bit her lip, she managed not to cringe. “I can’t say that they’re my favorite outfit, but they’re better than nothing, and I’m not even embarrassed anymore if people see me wearing them. And also, these clothes are good for when I’m around dirty places, because from now on I’m planning on being around dirtier places.”

      Bailey glanced at Harper, but instead of returning her gaze, Harper ran his hand in long strokes down his horse’s neck.

      Undeterred, Bailey began again. “And as for Weston, the more I’ve thought about it, it wasn’t so bad of a place after all. I’m sure I’d like it if it was my home. Same as with the people of Weston. In fact, I’ve even started to think that maybe their simpler lifestyle is a better lifestyle than the one I’m used to, at least sometimes.”

      Pushing her hair behind her ears, Bailey cautiously lifted her head. “So, Harper, like I was saying, I’m sorry for all that stuff I said. And also, I guess, for being a difficult person to be around.”

      Harper stopped petting the horse and finally looked at Bailey. “Thanks,” he muttered, then turned back to the horse and began removing its bridle.

      “Thanks?” said Bailey. “Um, so, like ... does that mean you forgive me?”

      Harper nodded.

      “Oh ... good,” said Bailey.

      Stuck somewhere between relief and disappointment, Bailey raised a finger to her mouth, and not knowing what to do with herself, she nibbled on a fingernail. Bailey looked at Harper again, but having nothing more to say, she walked back around the horse and closed the stall door. But just as Bailey was about to leave the stable, she turned back around.

      “Oh, I forgot,” said Bailey, and she entered the stall again.

      Bailey went to the horse and attempted to take off its bridle, but after pulling at different leather straps, she admitted to herself that she didn’t know how. Bailey lifted her finger to her mouth again as she watched Harper take the bridle off his horse.

      “Um, Harper?” said Bailey. “I don’t know how to take the bridle off.”

      “I can do it when I’m done with this one,” said Harper, not bothering to look over.

      “Oh, okay,” said Bailey. Next, Bailey looked at the saddle. She walked around the horse, studying the saddle from all angles. “So, to take off the saddle, you start by—”

      “I can do that too,” said Harper.

      “Um, okay. Thank you,” said Bailey.

      With no task left to perform, Bailey left the stall once more and dawdled to the center of the stable. Feeling guilty that she had left Harper with extra work, Bailey looked between the horses, trying to think of a way to be helpful, when she noticed the horses’ empty water troughs.

      “Oh, I know,” said Bailey. “The horses need to be watered, don’t they?”

      Without waiting for a reply, Bailey found an empty pail and hurried to the well outside the stable. Setting the empty bucket on the well’s edge, Bailey drew water and filled the bucket. Grabbing the handle, Bailey lifted the bucket from the edge, but with a sudden gasp of pain she dropped the bucket.

      “Is everything okay?” called Harper. Emerging from the stall, Harper looked towards the well, and for the first time he saw that Bailey’s hands were bandaged.

      “Yes, everything’s okay,” said Bailey quickly, her face red with embarrassment. Flexing her hands painfully, Bailey picked up the spilled bucket and set it again on the edge of the well.

      Harper walked over, and as Bailey watched, this time he drew water from the well, filling the bucket.

      “Thanks, but I can do it,” said Bailey, and she reached for the bucket, but Harper walked past her and dumped the water into the horses’ troughs. Harper repeated the process until both troughs were full as Bailey stood to the side, her head bowed.

      Though no more water was needed, Harper returned to the well one last time. After drawing water and filling the bucket, Harper turned to Bailey.

      “What happened to your hands?” asked Harper.

      “They’re fine,” said Bailey, her arms wrapped around herself as she kicked at the ground.

      “Do you mind if I see them?” persisted Harper.

      Slowly, Bailey lifted her head. Pushing her hair behind her ears, she walked to Harper and extended a hand. The white bandages were soaked through with blood.

      Harper grimaced. “Do they hurt?”

      “A little, I guess,” said Bailey quietly.

      “Do you mind if I take a closer look?” said Harper, and without waiting for an answer, he gently took one of Bailey’s hands and placed it in the water. “Does that hurt?” said Harper, studying Bailey’s face for an indication of pain, but Bailey shook her head.

      “While we wait for the bandage to soften,” said Harper, “do you mind telling me how you got such bad sores, and on both hands?”

      Bailey looked at Harper with a sheepish half-smile. “Are you sure you want to know? It’s kind of embarrassing.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone,” Harper said through a grin.

      “Well,” said Bailey with a roll of her eyes, “this is really, really embarrassing, but I was a total mess the day after our conversation outside the Hall of Warriors. I don’t know, I guess it was because I just really ... I really respected you.”

      Bailey looked at Harper nervously, half expecting him to turn away at her honest admission, but instead Harper was still looking at her, listening.

      Encouraged, Bailey continued. “I really respected you, but then I ruined everything, and I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t know what to think, so instead of doing anything I cried my eyes out the entire day. Which, now that I think of it, was kind of stupid, but like I said, I didn’t know what to do with myself. But then, from my bedroom window I saw you and Lord Hammond dueling, and as I watched, it dawned on me that maybe I could make up for things by ... by maybe being a little ... a little tougher. So I asked Lord Hammond, and he agreed to give me dueling lessons.”

      “Wait,” said Harper, his nose scrunched in a look of confusion. “You got these sores from dueling?”

      “Uh-huh,” said Bailey.

      Harper’s mouth dropped open in surprise, his eyes lingering on Bailey, until he finally remembered her hand. Pulling his gaze from Bailey, Harper lifted her dripping hand from the water.

      “Looks like the bandage is wet enough,” said Harper. “I’m going to start taking it off, but tell me if this hurts, okay?”

      Upon Bailey’s nod, Harper carefully unwound the bandage and removed it from her hand. Harper leaned his head nearer, examining Bailey’s hand more closely. Her palm was raw and oozing.

      “I think we should take the other bandage off too, don’t you?” said Harper. He took hold of Bailey’s other hand and dunked it in the water, then looked at her again. “So, how long did you duel?”

      “Kind of a long time,” said Bailey. “Lord Hammond told me we could stop, but I wanted to keep going.” Bailey smiled, then gave a small, self-conscience laugh. “If you haven’t figured out already, I can be a little stubborn. But now I wish I had listened to Lord Hammond. I don’t know when I’ll be able to resume my lessons.”

      Harper pulled Bailey’s second hand out of the water and removed the bandage, once again revealing a red, oozing sore.

      “I wonder if you should leave your hands unwrapped for the rest of the day,” said Harper as he examined both hands side by side. “Hopefully, they’ll dry out. Then, tonight you can wrap them again. Does that sound okay?”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” said Bailey.

      “Ouch,” muttered Harper, wincing as he took a last look at Bailey’s hands, before letting them go. Pouring the water from the bucket onto the ground, Harper headed back inside the stable. Finished with his horse, Harper began untacking Bailey’s.

      Bailey meandered into the stable after Harper. Standing at a distance as he worked, she fiddled with her fingers, as if something was on her mind.

      “Um, Harper?” Bailey finally said in a mousy voice, but Harper didn’t hear. Grabbing a strand of her hair, Bailey ran her fingers down the length of the strand as she cleared her throat. “Harper, I was wondering something,” she said, more boldly this time.

      “What’s that?” said Harper. Done with the bridle, Harper moved to the saddle.

      “So, I was just wondering,” said Bailey, staring at her feet, “since you and Lord Hammond are planning on training on the weekends, would you mind if, when you guys are done, I met you here? Kind of like today?” Peeking upwards, Bailey looked at Harper. “I could even help you put the horses away. Although, first you’d have to teach me.”

      Surprised by Bailey’s question, Harper looked up from his work, and with raised eyebrows he stared at Bailey, but said nothing.

      “You know,” said Bailey, gaining confidence, “I could order you to allow me to meet you here every weekend. My father is, after all, the king of Mascaroth.” Placing her hands on her hips, Bailey tried to scowl, but instead a small laugh escaped. “But in all honesty,” said Bailey, her dark eyes glittering, “instead of ordering you, I’d prefer if you willingly agreed.”

      Harper’s look of surprise softened into a smile, followed by a small laugh. “If that’s what my lady wants ... then, sure.”
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      Rain or shine, for the remainder of the spring, and through the stifling days of summer, every weekend Harper arose at the first light of dawn to meet Hammond at the royal stable, and together they rode to the training grounds. There, in the seclusion of the woodland clearing, Hammond taught Harper all the mastery of an elite warrior: skill with the sword and spear, dagger and ax, bow and arrow—both from the ground and while riding upon a horse—and not least of all, hand-to-hand combat. Under the combined precision and ferocity of Hammond’s training, Harper was molded into a soldier whose skills of warfare far surpassed those of his fellow soldiers, and by the time the winds of fall swept across the high grasses of the plains, Harper’s abilities rose even to challenge Hammond’s.

      Harper’s skill as a soldier, however, was not the only growth in his life. Faithful to her word, and clothed in her drab green pants and shirt, every weekend Bailey waited for Hammond and Harper to return from their training. Upon politely relieving Hammond of his horse, Bailey followed Harper into the stable. At first their times together were as simple and short as Harper teaching Bailey how to care for a horse. But as the weekends passed, Harper and Bailey’s brief stable meetings turned into long conversations, and by the time summer blended into autumn, they didn’t even bother to put away their horses. Upon Hammond and Harper’s return, Bailey climbed upon Hammond’s horse, and off into the countryside she and Harper rode for the remainder of the morning. Sometimes Harper and Bailey explored places within the kingdom where neither had ever before been. Other times they traveled back to the training grounds, where Harper taught Bailey the newest skill he had learned from Hammond. Still other times they trotted through the lands of Mascaroth with no purpose at all, talking and laughing as they rode. But no matter what Harper and Bailey did or where they traveled, it was each other’s company that made the weekend mornings the best part of their weeks.
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      “Thank you, men, for your availability this afternoon,” said Wesley, his voice warm as the sunlight streaming into the room, as he stood at the head of the table. “I hope I didn’t inconvenience any of you by the late notice. However, it was only yesterday evening that Brayton, captain of the outer wall defenses, brought news from the lands to our south. The news is urgent enough that I’ve invited him to our meeting, if no one objects.”

      Upon the council members’ approval, Wesley walked briskly to the doors of the chamber and ushered in Brayton. With an extended hand Wesley offered him a chair next to Hammond, and after Brayton had seated himself, Wesley also sat.

      “Speaking for all of us, thank you for attending, Captain Brayton,” said Wesley. “I’ve informed the other men that there is urgent news from the south, but little more. Since the initial report was brought to you, would you be so kind as to inform the other men?”

      Bearing the hardened looks of a soldier—tall and muscular with light brown hair that flowed free and wild to his shoulders—Brayton bowed his head respectfully. “Certainly, my king,” said Brayton, and he turned to address the council.

      “This evening past, a rider from Haverton, a small village far to the south whose loyalty lies with Mascaroth, came upon our city bearing a message. The rider was immediately brought to me, and he informed me that a band of Southern Tribesmen has been spotted roaming Haverton’s lands. Though the messenger’s report was by that time several days old, the Southern Tribesmen had not yet done any harm in Haverton. However, the village is anxious, for they feel it is only a matter of time before some manner of attack is leveled against them, whether it be a raid upon their crops, livestock, or the village itself. Given their concern, they have requested that Mascaroth come to their aid, and in as much haste as—”

      “No! This cannot happen!” exploded Bancroft as he slammed his fists on the table.

      Uncomfortable silence filled the room as all eyes turned to Bancroft.

      As if ashamed by his outburst, Bancroft covered his face with his hands, and with loud breaths he settled himself before turning to the king. “I’m sorry. I shall try to control myself. But King Wesley, my frustration is terrible. I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again: Mascaroth is in the greatest period of peace and prosperity she has experienced in her history. How foolish would we be to return to the dark days of death and destruction? I must be insistent when I say, we cannot get involved in this situation.”

      Before Wesley could respond, a low, commanding voice sounded from across the table.

      “This has happened before,” said Hammond.

      “This has happened before?” said Bancroft, his voice sharp with rekindled anger. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Hammond’s forehead was creased with seriousness, and he looked at each member of the council. “I’m sure you all remember. I was but a youth in those days, a soldier in training, when a village from the south called for Mascaroth’s aid, but we refused to answer. The result of our decision was catastrophic. The small village was overrun by Southern Tribesmen, and there were few, if any, survivors.”

      “Yes, Lord Hammond,” said Wesley in a reasoning voice, “but don’t you agree that this is hardly a comparable situation? I’m not saying that we shouldn’t answer the call of Haverton, but to compare what happened years ago with the question before us today, they are two completely different situations. The village that you spoke of, they were hardly loyal to Mascaroth.”

      “They called for our aid, King Wesley,” persisted Hammond.

      “They were peasants,” Bancroft broke in harshly.

      A grave look fell over Hammond. “Peasants, Lord Bancroft? Do you really mean that?”

      “I meant exactly what I said,” said Bancroft, his fleshy cheeks trembling with anger. “They were peasants who had never done anything for us, so why would we have risked our lives and our resources for them? That you, Lord Hammond, would lay guilt upon Mascaroth is an outrage!”

      Putting a hand to his forehead, Hammond shook his head as if he was going insane. “People died, Lord Bancroft. People died needlessly at the hands of the Southern Tribesmen. Is the history of Mascaroth—who we are and what we stand for—so ancient that it’s already been forgotten?”

      Bancroft’s face raged red, but before he could respond, Stanley cleared his throat loudly, gaining control of the rising tensions in the room.

      “Whatever our individual interpretations of history might be,” said Stanley, “there is truth to what Lord Hammond says. We must remember, Mascaroth has given its pledge to all loyal villages that if the Southern Tribesmen ever threaten their well-being, they have but to call, and we shall answer.”

      Bancroft shook his hands toward the ceiling in frustration. “But what have our fortunes to do with Haverton? I for one haven’t ever heard of the village, let alone stepped a foot inside it. If they’re so concerned about the Southern Tribesmen, why can’t they defend themselves?”

      “Lord Stanley, if I may interject,” came the soothing voice of Wesley, “I must confess that Lord Bancroft has raised an important point. I have wondered the same thing from time to time.” Wesley turned to look at Brayton. “I wonder, Captain Brayton, could you enlighten us? Why is it that Haverton can’t defend itself?”

      Brayton hesitated, his crooked eyebrows displaying his surprise over the unexpected conflict between the council members, but with several blinks he recovered.

      “Why can’t Haverton defend itself?” said Brayton. “I can only speak generally, for I have never been to Haverton either. With that said, the villages to the south are more exposed to the Southern Tribesmen than Mascaroth. Not only are they closer to the Southern Tribesmen in proximity, but neither do they have the impenetrable walls surrounding their villages that we do—if they have walls at all. Also, given their relatively small size, they don’t have a standing army.”

      Upon his brief explanation, Brayton looked at Hammond. “But Lord Hammond, you’ve been to Haverton, have you not? Might you have a more complete answer?”

      Hammond nodded. “Yes, I have been to Haverton, and yes, Captain Brayton, you are correct in your explanation. However, if I may add to what you said by refreshing everyone’s memory to the history of Mascaroth. Before our city was great, we had to defend ourselves from the relentless attacks of the Southern Tribesmen, and defend ourselves we did. Many battles were fought, and in defense of all we held dear, many victories were won. With each victory we pushed the Southern Tribesmen farther from Mascaroth, farther to the lands of the south, and in the process, we liberated many peoples from their dominating presence. Upon driving the Southern Tribesmen deeper south, we gave our promise to our new allies that should the Southern Tribesmen rise up against them, they had but to call for our aid, and we would defend them.

      “For hundreds of years such has been the arrangement between Mascaroth and those loyal to us. As Captain Brayton correctly testified, the villages to the south don’t have the city walls we have, nor do they have the manpower to defend themselves against a major assault. That is why it is crucial for Mascaroth to send aid when she is called upon.”

      The completion of Hammond’s explanation ushered silence into the chamber, and all eyes turned to Wesley. Wesley’s face was creased with lines of concentration, and he gave slow, reflective nods as he thought upon all Brayton and Hammond had explained.

      “Very informative,” Wesley finally said. “I thank you for your explanation, both of you.”

      The room turned quiet once more as Wesley ran his fingers in long strokes down his beard, deep in thought. But after several moments, Wesley looked back at Hammond. “In your experiences, Lord Hammond, would you agree with Captain Brayton that Haverton is loyal to Mascaroth?”

      “Yes, my king,” said Hammond. “Within the year I have visited them, and as always, I found them most hospitable. What’s more, being sheepherders, they supply an ample amount of the wool that we use for our clothing, proving to be valuable trade partners.”

      Wesley bobbed his head as he thought a short while longer, but it wasn’t much time before he looked at the other council members. “I can see no other course of action,” said Wesley. “Mascaroth has given its word, and seeing that Haverton is loyal to us, without hesitation we shall answer their call.”

      Bancroft shook his head vigorously at Wesley’s pronouncement, causing the wisps of his straw-like hair to tumble, but he said nothing.

      “The only question then becomes,” continued Wesley, “how shall we go about heeding Haverton’s call? Lord Stanley and Lord Hammond, we have little time to plan, so please, lend me your input on these matters.”

      “The urgency of Haverton’s call does provide a challenge,” said Stanley. “However, it would seem that our primary concerns are, how many troops shall we send, and who shall lead them? Would you agree, Lord Hammond?”

      “Yes, that seems like a good place to begin,” said Hammond.

      Stanley turned to Brayton. “Captain Brayton, how many Southern Tribesmen have crossed the Eldoine River into the region of Haverton?”

      A troubled look came over Brayton’s face. “Lord Stanley, forgive me for not being able to answer such a crucial question. I asked the rider from Haverton the same thing, but he couldn’t give a precise number. However, he guessed there to be near 15.”

      Stanley raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Only 15? That changes things considerably. In my mind I was preparing for 50, or maybe 100 Southern Tribesmen. But 15 can hardly be considered a disturbance. I can’t see how we would need to send more than 30 soldiers. Two of our highly trained soldiers to one of theirs? I think those are excellent odds. And, given the minor nature of the impending skirmish, we could also use this opportunity to give our younger, inexperienced soldiers some valuable time in the field. What say you, King Wesley?”

      “Yes indeed,” nodded Wesley. “I find your ideas very favorable.”

      “Then the only question remaining is, who shall lead the soldiers?” said Stanley. “Given the small size of the force, I can’t see that we should need more than one commander. That leaves us with either Captain Brayton or my son, Captain Harman.”

      “Of course, it is the council’s decision,” broke in Brayton, “but I would welcome the opportunity to lead a group of soldiers into battle for a noble purpose such as this.”

      “Wonderful,” said Stanley. “Then upon King Wesley’s approval—” But instead of finishing his statement, Stanley abruptly stopped speaking, and a mysterious twinkle shone in his eyes.

      “Men of the King’s Council,” said Stanley with a growing smile, “a magnificent thought has just inspired me. Given the minor nature of our upcoming skirmish with the Southern Tribesmen, what if Prince Shaw led the troops? It would be the perfect opportunity for him to win approval, not just from the soldiers, but also from the entire city of Mascaroth. Pardon me for saying this, King Wesley, but since your reign will not last forever, Prince Shaw winning the approval of both the army and the people can do nothing but help ensure the continued glory of the Golden City long after your passing.”

      At Stanley’s words, Wesley grasped his hands in front of himself and shook them joyously. “A splendid idea, Lord Stanley! Absolutely splendid!” Wesley turned to his son and put an arm around his shoulder. “What say you, Shaw? Shall you be pleased to accept such an honor?”

      A crooked, self-assured smile worked its way across Shaw’s face, and he stood from his chair. “Shall I accept such an honor?” he said as he looked across the men of the council. “Not only do I accept, but I also guarantee a victory!”

      Wesley clasped his hands together once more. “Splendid, Shaw! I know you shall prove yourself worthy of this honor. That is, assuming Captain Brayton doesn’t find offense in this unforeseen change of plans.”

      “No offense taken,” said Brayton quickly. “I wish young Prince Shaw a swift and decisive victory.”

      “Splendid!” said Wesley. “Then if no one else has anything to say—”

      “King Wesley,” interrupted Hammond, timidly waving a hand. “If ... if I may be so bold, I have several ... several concerns that I feel I must voice.”

      Deep lines appeared in Hammond’s brow as he searched his mind for the correct words, but after a deep breath, he began. “Men of the council,” said Hammond slowly, as if speaking had suddenly become difficult, “not only have I had numerous interactions with Southern Tribesmen over the years, but I have also studied them and their tactics extensively. I believe there are some things you must know about the Southern Tribesmen before heading into battle.

      “Though Mascaroth has repelled their attacks many times, the Southern Tribesmen should not be taken lightly. In the days of Einar, the wicked men of the land lusted for money and power, and their descendants have not strayed from their evil ways. Treachery is in the Southern Tribesmen’s hearts. Deception courses through their veins. They are remorseless, vicious, and savage, so much so that if they come upon an unsuspecting wayfarer, if they don’t kill him, they may very well enslave him.

      “Though I would spill my blood in loyalty for Prince Shaw, please do not send him to battle. Send someone more experienced. Send Captain Brayton, for he is a good man. And send Captain Brayton with the strength of 50 men. But I plead with you, do not underestimate the Southern Tribesmen, for I fear the consequences could be dire.”

      Wesley looked at Stanley, his cheery look replaced with worry. “Lord Hammond raises valid concerns, and I confess that I don’t know what to think. Have you any counter in this debate?”

      “Yes, I do have a counterpoint that I would like to make,” said Stanley, “and it is as simple as this. Lord Hammond, I believe you overestimate the danger of the Southern Tribesmen. Let us speak according to what we know for certain, not according to what may possibly be. The fact is, 15 Southern Tribesmen wandering north of the Eldoine hardly poses a threat to a well-trained army mounted upon warhorses. Though I don’t doubt your superior knowledge of the Southern Tribesmen and their tactics, I sense that your caution is based upon unwarranted fear and speculation.”

      “No doubt I am being cautious,” responded Hammond, “but let me assure you, Lord Stanley, my caution is not based on unwarranted fear or speculation. We don’t know the exact number of the enemy, nor do we have a sense for why they have ventured into the lands of Haverton.” Hammond turned to look at Wesley. “Under such circumstances, my king, I must be stubborn in my dissent. We must prepare as though our soldiers are riding into a storm of the deepest, darkest danger.”

      Looking between the two council members, Wesley massaged his forehead, his face stricken by uncertainty. “These decisions ... so perplexing,” he said, his voice heavy with burden. “But I am the king, so a decision must be made.”

      Wesley stared long at Hammond, then Stanley, before locking his eyes upon his son. As Wesley looked at Shaw, the corners of his mouth lifted into a smile, as though a stroke of wisdom had befallen him.

      Wesley returned his eyes to the men seated at the table. “A compromise is what I’ve decided. Lord Hammond, to satisfy your urging, 50 soldiers of Mascaroth shall be sent. However, in accordance with Lord Stanley’s suggestion, it is Prince Shaw who shall lead them. That is my decision, and I shall not waver from it.”

      “A compromise!” said Stanley in delight. “What a wonderful idea. Given our disagreement, a wise decision, don’t you think, Lord Hammond?”

      Hammond let out a long, silent breath. “If that is the king’s final decision,” said Hammond, his voice sounding worn and aged, “I will support him, Prince Shaw, and the troops to the best of my ability.”

      “Then it is settled,” said Wesley. “In one hour we shall reconvene in this room, the entire King’s Council, along with Captain Brayton and Captain Harman, and—”

      “No, the entire King’s Council shall not reconvene!” boomed Bancroft, his voice echoing through the chamber, and pushing his chair out of the way, he stood. “I have bit my tongue long enough, and now I shall be heard. Years ago, out of endless fields of grass, the beginnings of the city of Mascaroth were created. In the early days, Mascaroth was savage and brutal, but over many years the city grew in its greatness. As it grew, the old ways of war and bloodshed faded into legend, replaced by a city of resplendent beauty, a place known far and wide as the Golden City. But now, in a stroke of utter madness, the Golden City is returning to the ancient atrocities of war. The ancient ways of killing, destroying, and hating.”

      At Bancroft’s criticisms, Hammond stood so vigorously that his chair crashed to the marble floor. “That is enough!” rumbled Hammond’s voice. “To say that defending the timeless values upon which Mascaroth stands is tantamount to killing, destroying, and hating is insanity, and it shows no respect for the men who have laid down their lives for your freedom. Lord Bancroft, this time you have gone too far!”

      “I’m not finished!” shouted Bancroft, spit spraying from his mouth. “I have listened to you and your primitive, uncivilized version of history long enough, and now you shall listen to me!”

      Fire blazed in Bancroft and Hammond’s eyes as, from across the table, they were locked in a staredown.

      “Oh, Lord Hammond,” broke in Stanley with a dull voice, “let the man say his piece. He’s not hurting anything. It’s only his opinion.”

      As if a war was raging within him, Hammond squeezed his eyes shut and stiffly lowered his head. He stood motionless for several seconds, his arms flexed as he gripped the top edge of the table like he was about to overturn it until finally, upon the release of a long exhale, he relaxed. His head still bowed, Hammond opened his eyes, and upon setting his chair upright, he returned to his seat.

      “Men of the Council,” resumed Bancroft, “though unfortunate, I must say that Lord Hammond’s sorry display perfectly exhibits my argument. Lord Hammond is beholden to the ancient ways of killing, destroying, and hating, and I am deeply disturbed that the rest of you appear to be equally deceived.”

      Bancroft scanned the council, expecting his rebuke to have awakened the other men to his view. Bancroft’s eyes passed around the table, from Stanley to Brayton, then to Shaw, but when none of the councilors expressed any change, but only returned his silent plea with lifeless stares, Bancroft turned at last to Wesley.

      “King Wesley,” said Bancroft, the frustration in his voice rising, “of all men, surely you must have heard the reason in my arguments.”

      Shoulders slumped, Wesley’s face bore the look of a scolded child. “Lord Bancroft,” said Wesley, unable to look him in the eyes, “I value your opinion in these matters. However, as previously stated, I have made up my mind, and I shall not waver.”

      With a sudden growl Bancroft slammed his fists onto the table once more, and after throwing his chair out of his way, he marched to the chamber doors. Bancroft threw open the doors, sending a thunderous boom through the chambers, but before leaving, Bancroft looked upon the councilors a final time.

      “I warn you, something needs to change in Mascaroth!” said Bancroft, pointing a shaking finger at them. “Beginning with the leadership, something drastically needs to change!”

      Turning his back on the councilors a final time, Bancroft stomped out of the room and slammed the doors shut.

      As the sound of Bancroft’s exit reverberated through the room, Wesley cautiously lifted his head to the remaining council members. “Please excuse Lord Bancroft,” he said, forcing an uncomfortable smile. “He’s prone to a blustery day now and then, but rest assured that his loyalty to Mascaroth is unquestionable. That I am convinced of.”

      Passing his hands wearily over his face, Wesley cleared his throat. “So, having settled that small disturbance, as I was saying, in one hour we shall reconvene in this room. For the remainder of the day, and for the entire day tomorrow, we shall make every meticulous preparation needed for victory. Then, on the second morning Shaw shall lead his 50 men to battle. To battle, and to glory.”
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      A discordant din filled the royal throne room—clinking silverware and clattering plates, high-spirited conversation, and loud outbursts of laughter—as the 50 chosen soldiers feasted the evening before their departure. The sweet aroma of the best food Mascaroth had to offer wafted through the air—roasted boar, steaming bread, potatoes drowning in butter, hot pies overflowing with fruit—enticing the young men to indulge in the hearty meal.

      Though the food was abundant, it wasn’t long before full plates gave way to brimming cups, and just as the drink began to flow free and heavy, Wesley raised himself from among the lords and ladies seated at the head table. With a golden goblet in hand, Wesley climbed the steps that led to the throne and lifted his hands. Soon ripples of silence spread, and the boisterous gathering quieted.

      “Soldiers of Mascaroth,” said Wesley, his quiet voice barely loud enough to reach the back of the room, “prior to the night getting away from us, I would like to say a few words. However, before I speak, I would first like to invite Prince Shaw—my son and your commander—to my side to share his thoughts.”

      A wave of raucous hoots and applause rose from the soldiers, beckoning Shaw from his seat. Obliging their request, Shaw pushed himself from the table and joined his father in front of the throne. His cheeks glowing a pale shade of red, Shaw raised his goblet high into the air.

      “First things first, right?” shouted Shaw, and backed by the cheers of the men, Shaw took a long drink.

      After drinking his fill, Shaw lowered the goblet from his mouth, and pushing a shock of light hair off his forehead, with a charming smile he beamed across the group. “So, who here wants to fight?”

      Shouts rose from among the soldiers.

      “And who here wants to kill themselves a Southern Tribesmen?”

      This time a deep-throated roar shook the throne room.

      “Good, good,” said Shaw. “Sounds like I’ve got some good soldiers under me, some warriors who are ready for a fight. And that’s what we’re going to do: fight. We’re going to fight, we’re going to win, and we’re going to return to Mascaroth as heroes, each and every one of us!”

      Shaw thrust a victorious fist into the air as the inspired soldiers shouted their approval. Basking in the glory of the moment, Shaw indulged in another drink from his goblet, emptying it, before finally returning to his seat.

      Standing alone once more, Wesley raised his hands to quiet the soldiers, and soon their shouts turned to murmurs, then complete silence.

      “Soldiers of Mascaroth,” Wesley began again, “the history of our great city is steeped in conflicts and battles. Though there are few among us who have had to engage the enemy, war is what has formed us, and war is what has made us who we are. We are reminded of this fact daily. From the beauty and grandeur of our city gates, to the golden statues of the Einari that stand guard over the palace grounds, we are forever reminded of who we are and from where we have come.

      “Tomorrow, then, is a day you shall remember for the remainder of your lives, for it is the day that you shall ride to battle. It is a day in which you shall stand in the long line of those who came before you as you partake in the history of our people. It is a day in which you shall represent our city and its undying ideals.”

      Raising his goblet to the soldiers, for the first time Wesley spoke with the commanding voice of a king. “Soldiers of Mascaroth,” he said, his voice echoing through the silence of the cavernous room, “you are men of the Golden City. As such, may you ride with the swiftness of eagles, may you fight with the strength of victors, may you return in glory as did your forefathers before you. And most of all, may the unfading spirit of the Einari go with you!”

      Following the king’s lead, the entire room lifted their goblets and drank to their good fortune. All, that is, except for one person. Seated at a long table at the back of the room, Harper watched as the gathering drained their goblets in one accord. Finally, Harper lifted his goblet to his mouth also, but though the liquid wetted his lips, he couldn’t drink. His mind was in a faraway place.

      Soon the toast had been drunk, and the throne room burst once more with the high spirits of the soldiers. Forsaking the tables, the soldiers crowded to the middle of the room, talking, and laughing as they refilled their goblets. Seated by himself, Harper watched the scene before him, distant and removed as though he was a stranger in a foreign land, until he could endure no more. His mind too burdened to partake in the merriment, Harper slipped out of the palace and into the night.

      A cold, northerly gust blew fallen leaves across Harper’s path as he stepped from the stairs onto the white stone path, but he hardly noticed the chill. The sounds from the palace faded into the loneliness of night the further Harper walked, until the only noise was the padding of his feet. It wasn’t long before Harper had arrived at the gate of the inner walls, and veering off the path, he climbed the stairs that led to the top of the walls.

      With slow strides Harper strolled along the wall, and from his perch he looked over the city. Protected by the safety of its great outer walls, the people of Mascaroth would sleep in peace and safety that night, as they had many nights before. But the serenity of the city couldn’t quell the conflict that weighed on Harper’s mind.

      Turning to face the forested gardens within the inner walls, and beyond them the faint lights of the palace, Harper lowered himself and sat, dangling his feet over the side of the wall. But no sooner had Harper seated himself than he heard the soft sound of footsteps. Straining his eyes, Harper stared into the darkness as a person approached.

      “Harper, it’s you, right?” said Bailey.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” said Harper softly.

      “I saw you leaving the palace, so I followed you,” said Bailey. “I know you probably want to be alone, but would you mind if I sit with you, at least for a little while?”

      Gazing aimlessly into the trees in front of him, Harper shrugged his slumped shoulders. “I don’t mind.”

      Bailey pulled her fur coat tighter around her shoulders as she sat next to Harper on the cold stones of the wall. “It’s a chilly night,” she said with a shiver. “You must be cold.”

      Harper shrugged again but said nothing.

      “How can you not be cold?” said Bailey, glowing with a smile. “Actually, I think I know how. You probably stuffed yourself with food. Which, I wouldn’t blame you. I thought the meal was really good. Didn’t you?”

      Harper only nodded.

      Bailey’s smile disappeared, and with small lines creasing her forehead, she looked closer at Harper. “Harper, are you okay? I was watching you at the feast tonight, and you didn’t seem like yourself. And sitting here with you, I’ve never seen you like this.”

      With a heavy breath Harper looked at his feet. “It’s ... it’s ... it’s just that …” As if too afflicted to continue, with a pained look Harper stopped speaking.

      Another cool gust of air interrupted the stillness of the night, blowing Bailey’s hair across her face. Pushing wisps of her displaced hair behind her ears, Bailey sunk deeper into her coat, waiting patiently for Harper to continue. Preoccupied with his thoughts, Harper didn’t seem to notice the numbing temperature. Instead, Harper put his hands to his face and massaged the sides of his head as though his distress was causing him a headache.

      With another heavy breath, Harper tried again. “It’s just that, I don’t know what to think about going to war anymore. For all my life I’ve wanted to be a soldier, but it’s not that I don’t want to be a soldier anymore, it’s that …”

      Harper stopped again. He glanced at Bailey, letting his eyes linger on her, before dropping his gaze to his feet again.

      “What I mean to say is, I grew up without a mom, and I suppose I got used to living without a mom. Not that I wouldn’t have enjoyed having one. Lots of times I wondered what it would be like to have a mom. But it was always just me and dad, and that’s the only life I ever knew, and I assumed it would always be like that. But now …”

      Harper stopped yet again. Scratching his head, he looked timidly at Bailey. “I’m ... I’m not being very clear, am I?”

      Smiling gently, Bailey shook her head.

      Harper let out a long exhale as he peered back into the trees. “I’m not very good at these types of conversations. Probably because I’ve never had one.”

      Harper clicked his heels against the wall as he sat thinking, but soon he looked back at Bailey, and when he did, a foreign look had broken across his face: a small grin.

      “Do you remember your first day in Weston?”

      “Ooh,” said Bailey in a high-pitched voice, sounding distressed. “Let’s not talk about that.”

      Harper’s grin grew into a smile, but as quickly as it appeared, it was chased away by deepening memories. “I’ve thought a lot about that first day,” he said. “It feels like a lot has happened since then, but looking back, you didn’t make a very good impression on me. The way you acted, it seemed like the only person you cared about in the entire world was yourself. And worst of all, you made me dance with you, which frustrated me beyond words.”

      “I don’t blame you for not liking me,” said Bailey with a roll of her eyes. “And as for making you dance with me,” a small smile flitted across her face, “I don’t think I ever told you, but sorry.”

      Harper gave a tired laugh. “I forgive you, I guess. But only barely.”

      “You know, though,” said Bailey as a look of concentration wrinkled her brow, “I’ve been thinking about the way I used to be too. The funny thing is, when I was younger, I used to be different. In fact, mother used to scold me for dirtying my dresses. She said I acted too much like a boy and too little like a lady of the court, and she made me live a more refined life. But over time, I’m afraid the royal life wore off on me, and I got to liking the pampered treatment.”

      Bailey paused, blinking slowly as her thoughts dove deeper. “But then I met you. As embarrassing as the memory of the trip to Weston is, the more I think about it, the first day in Weston was the beginning of my awakening. I knew that you were different. Different than Carri and Linden for sure, but different from all the other guys I knew as well. And even though I didn’t turn away from my pampered life right then, it was like you awoke an instinct inside me that had been asleep for a long time.” Biting her lip, Bailey let out a small laugh. “Not that our conversation at the Hall of Warriors was fun. Neither were the blistered hands. And for that matter, talking to you at the stables wasn’t much fun either. Even though I was trying to show you that I had changed, you didn’t make it very easy on me. But anyway, I’m glad that I’ve changed. The pampered life wasn’t a very satisfying life, and if not for you, I don’t know that I ever would have changed. I would have lived my entire life for myself.”

      Harper looked at Bailey, studying her as if there was something about her that was too remarkable to grasp. “You’re such a different person,” said Harper. “You’ve changed so much since that first day in Weston. And the person you’ve become, well, I didn’t know girls like you existed. And that’s why I’m sitting here instead of in the palace with everyone else. I don’t know what to think about going to war. It’s not that I’m scared to go to war, it’s that ... it’s that I’m not only looking out for myself anymore. For the first time in my life there’s someone else. There’s you. And that makes going to war more costly.” Harper gritted his teeth as a look of agony suddenly gripped his face. “Because of you, war is indescribably more costly.”

      “But you don’t think it will be dangerous, do you?” said Bailey. “It’s only a small band of Southern Tribesmen.”

      “That’s what everyone is saying,” said Harper. “But I don’t know. You’d think that 50 of us would be more than enough to drive off 15 Southern Tribesmen. But the more I learn about the Southern Tribesmen, and the more stories Lord Hammond tells me, I don’t know.” With a shiver Harper wrapped his arms around himself, the chill of the evening finally taking hold of him. “And even if our victory is swift,” Harper continued, “war is war. The cruel fact is, in war people die.”

      Harper’s blunt words passed over Bailey like a frigid gale, and finally understanding Harper’s distress, Bailey dropped her eyes and stared into the blackness that hung below her dangling legs.

      Leaves rustled in the wind, and tree branches creaked and swayed as Harper and Bailey’s conversation was lost amid the helpless uncertainty they both now shared. Seconds turned to minutes as they sat side by side, still and silent in the deepening solitude of the night, until Bailey couldn’t contain herself any longer.

      “I don’t know what to think,” said Bailey, her quiet words laced with sadness. “Even if it’s not probable, to think that you might not return to Mascaroth …” Bailey sniffed as she wiped a solitary tear from her eye. “I just never even considered ... I mean, this could be the last time—”

      “No,” interrupted Harper, his voice soft but sharp. “No, this isn’t going to be the last time I’m with you.” Harper shook his head determinedly as he stared into the night, a silent fire suddenly burning in his eyes. “I came out here because I needed to be by myself, and I needed to think. But I didn’t come out here to feel defeated.”

      Harper turned towards Bailey and looked straight into her glistening eyes. “Yes, I’m going to war, but I will return. Though I get stuck with an arrow, though I get pierced by a sword, I will return. And not just to Mascaroth, but to you.”

      As though his war had already begun, Harper clenched his jaw as a low growl rumbled from deep within his chest. “I promise I will return to you.”
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      “Since father won’t let me go,” said Carrington, miffed, “I demand that you bring me home something good.”

      “Something good?” said Shaw. “Like what, a doll from Haverton? I’m sure I could buy one from a little girl in their village.”

      “No, not a doll,” snarled Carrington in offense. “Something like the sword or helmet from a dead Southern Tribesman.”

      With a cheerful laugh Shaw patted his younger brother on the shoulder. “Just having fun with you, Carrington. I’ll do my best to bring you home something good.”

      Next, Shaw moved to Bailey.

      “I don’t know what to say,” said Bailey as she leaned in to give Shaw a quick hug. “All I can think of is, good luck, stay safe, and, I don’t know, fight good, I guess.”

      “Thanks, Bailey,” said Shaw with a chuckle.

      Norah was next in line. As tears streamed down her face, Norah wrapped her arms around her oldest son. “Oh, Shaw,” she said, hugging him tightly. “I’ve been a puddle all morning. I don’t know what would become of me if something happened to you. Please tell me that you’ll stay safe. Please tell me that you’ll come home with every part of your body intact.”

      “It’s okay, mother,” said Shaw, giving her a gentle pat on the back.

      “No, it’s not okay,” said Norah, and she looked up at Shaw. “A mother should not have to see her son journey off to war. Promise me that you’ll return home safely.”

      “I promise,” said Shaw.

      Despite Shaw’s word, Norah kept holding her son, refusing to let him go, until finally Wesley tapped her on the shoulder. “Norah, it’s time for Shaw to leave,” said Wesley in a feathery voice.

      Bursting into another round of tears, Norah finally released her grip and allowed her husband to gently pull her from Shaw.

      Wesley stepped forward and put a firm hand on Shaw’s shoulder. “Well, son, this is it. You’re the commander of an army of Mascaroth. I can’t tell you how proud I am. I wish I could give you the wise advice of an experienced commander, but considering I’ve never been to war myself, I’ll send you away with this: be wise, fight well, and do your family proud.”

      “I will, father,” said Shaw. “I promise that I shall return in glory befitting the Golden City.”

      Biding his family a final farewell, Shaw spun on his heel, and leaving the palace behind, he stepped into the radiance of a crisp, cloudless morning. Down the palace steps Shaw walked, passing the golden statues of the Einari that stood vigilant watch over the palace, until he reached the white stone path. The entire force of the palace guardsmen, adorned in copper breastplates and flowing, green robes, lined the way, and as soon as Shaw stepped upon the path, they snapped to attention, raising their swords to Shaw in ceremonial honor.

      Walking with the confidence of youthful royalty, Shaw strode purposefully down the path that still bore the icy remnants of the night’s frost. He passed by the reflection pool, then under the canopy of trees, until he reached the gates of the inner walls where Captain Harman stood. With the help of another soldier, Harman fitted Shaw in his battle attire: a gleaming copper breastplate and helmet, with a green plume sprouting from the helmet like a shock of long summer grass. Lastly, Harman handed Shaw his sword. Gripping the long, silver handle with both hands, Shaw raised the double-edged blade into the air, as if to declare that he was ready to lead his troops to battle.

      Harman handed Shaw the reins of a great horse with a shimmering, black coat, a pure white blaze running down its face. Mounting his steed, Shaw left the palace grounds behind and rode through the streets of Mascaroth until he reached the courtyard where his army of 50 soldiers waited upon their horses.

      Perched above the surrounding city atop the palace steps, the king and queen watched as Shaw disappeared into Mascaroth. Feeling the need to be comforted, Norah took hold of her husband’s arm and pulled herself close.

      “Oh, Wesley,” said Norah, her eyes still dripping with tears, “tell me Shaw will return safely.”

      Wesley wrapped an arm around his anxious wife. “Don’t worry, my dear. Shaw will be fine, and not only will he return, but he’ll return in magnificent glory, glory that will make us proud to be called the king and queen of this wondrous city.”

      From atop the outer walls trumpets blared. With Shaw leading the way and, accompanied by a soldier who bore the flapping colors of Mascaroth’s flag, the small army rode through the gates of Mascaroth, and as soon as they reached the open plains, they took off in a gallop.

      Cutting through the forests that lay along the southern border of Mascaroth, the army emerged on the other side upon the banks of the Eldoine River. For days they traveled south along the lowlands that bordered the gently flowing river, camping along its edge each night to harvest its bounty, until their path along the river was impeded, the flowing fields of grass giving way to rocky hills and valleys. Turning southwest, for a day and a half the army crossed through patches of forest and short grass prairies, until they reached the region of Haverton.
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      The soldiers of Mascaroth rumbled down a steep, grassy slope into a valley bordered by a thick forest of trees. Upon reaching the valley floor, Shaw slowed his horse to a stop and signaled for the company to dismount.

      “This is madness,” growled Shaw as he stepped down from his horse. “All day yesterday and half of this morning we’ve searched for the Southern Tribesmen, and we’ve found nothing. Not a footprint, not a trace, not even a bent blade of grass. I’m beginning to wonder if the Southern Tribesmen ever wandered through these lands at all, or if the Havertonites are making sport of us.”

      In a frustrated huff Shaw pulled out his map, but after a short examination he slapped it with the back of his hand. “There are so many hills and valleys, I can’t even tell where we are.”

      Shaw walked to the hillside and seated himself among a group of soldiers. Removing his water skin from his belt, Shaw washed his annoyance away with a long drink of water before turning again to the map.

      “We’re either here ... or here,” said Shaw, speaking to himself as he held his finger over different locations on the map. “If we’re here, that should mean ...” Shaw raised his head from the map and looked towards a soldier who was still standing next to his horse. “You, soldier. What’s your name?”

      “Harper, my lord.”

      “Harper, I’m trying to figure out where we are on this map, and I would like you to do a duty for me. See that bend in the forest, that gap in the trees just up ahead? Go to that bend and see where it leads. If there is a stream a short distance inside the forest’s edge, I know where we are, and all of us will water our horses at the stream before we continue our search for the Southern Tribesmen. But if you find nothing, then we must travel farther south to water our horses.”

      “Yes, my lord,” said Harper, and he set to mount his horse.

      “Oh yes, and Harper,” said Shaw as he reclined on the hillside. “There’s no hurry. Both the soldiers and the horses need a break.”

      Leading his horse instead of riding, Harper set off on his assignment, but before he had gone more than a few steps, Linden called from behind. “Hey Harper, mind if I come with you?”

      Harper waited as Linden scurried after him, also leading his horse. Once Linden had arrived at Harper’s side, the two friends walked a short distance in silence, but once they were out of hearing range of the others, Linden looked at Harper, frowning in thought.

      “Harper, I was wondering something. After we finish off the Southern Tribesmen, do you really think we’ll return to Mascaroth in glory? Because I could sure use a boost.” Staring at the distant horizon, Linden shook his head in discouragement. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, and quite honestly, it’s shameful to admit it, but finding my wife hasn’t been as easy as I thought it would be. The young ladies of Mascaroth, I don’t know what their problem is. I’ve found them to be very difficult to impress. But if us soldiers return in glory, things could change for me in a hurry. Don’t you think?”

      Linden’s discouragement gave way to a growing smile, and he playfully nudged Harper with an elbow. “Things could change for me overnight, don’t you think, Harper?”

      But Harper wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he peered into the forest as though he was searching for something.

      “Um, Harper?” said Linden. “Are you listening to me?”

      Harper looked at Linden, blinking as if disrupted from a deep thought, before turning back to the forest again.

      “Okay, never mind,” muttered Linden. “After all, I was only confiding in you about my future, which obviously isn’t as important to you as a bunch of trees.”

      A distant roll of thunder rumbled in the darkening sky as Harper and Linden arrived at the gap in the forest. Venturing into the shallow clearing, Harper’s eyes became twice as active, scanning the forest as the opposite tree line gradually closed in on them.

      “Linden,” said Harper cautiously, “do you wonder if something isn’t quite right?”

      “Wonder?” said Linden. “I don’t wonder, I know. I can feel it.”

      Harper looked at Linden with a crooked eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Of course,” said Linden. “After all these days of riding, my rear end feels like it’s been pounded into nothing. I’ll be fortunate if it ever feels the same again.”

      Harper rolled his eyes. “Linden—”

      “And what really blows my mind,” Linden continued, “is how the others are sitting again. I mean, you’d think that when Prince Shaw gives us a break, people would want to walk around a little. But no. When they’re given a break, they sit in the grass. I can’t imagine—”

      “Linden!” shouted Harper, and finally Linden stopped talking. “Your rear end isn’t ... I mean, that’s not what I’m talking about. What I was trying to say was, we’ve been riding throughout the countryside for almost a day and a half, and there’s still no trace of the Southern Tribesmen. Doesn’t that seem odd?”

      Linden gave a lighthearted shrug. “I hadn’t really thought about it. Although, now that you mention it, I guess it seems a little odd. But maybe the Southern Tribesmen saw us coming, so they returned to their lands. I mean, if I were them, that’s what I’d do.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” said Harper. “But what if the Southern Tribesmen haven’t left? What if, instead, they’re hiding, waiting for us to let our guard down, waiting for the perfect time to attack.”

      As a stormy gust of wind blew through the clearing, causing the grass to sway and the tree limbs to bend, a look of concern darkened Linden’s face. “I guess I hadn’t thought of that,” said Linden quietly, the tips of his light curls waving in the breeze.

      “And if you think about it,” said Harper, “what better place to hide than in a forest. Especially a forest that has a stream where the soldiers of Mascaroth can water their horses.”

      Linden stopped walking as a look of dread fell over him. “Harper, what are we doing? We have to go back. We can’t wander by ourselves into the forest looking for a stream.”

      “We have to,” said Harper.

      “But—”

      “Linden, I was given an order,” said Harper, and he began walking again. “I can’t report back to Prince Shaw without completing the task he gave me. Especially when I have no evidence of the Southern Tribesmen’s whereabouts.”

      “But Harper,” said Linden, hurrying to keep up, “what if you’re right? What if the Southern Tribesmen are waiting for us?”

      “I’m a soldier,” said Harper. “I have to do what I’m told regardless of the danger that may be lying in wait.”

      Soon Harper and Linden had arrived at the forest’s edge. Tying their horses to a tree, Harper and Linden pulled out their swords and stepped warily into the forest, their senses on high alert. Apart from the snaps of twigs and crackles of dried leaves under their feet, the forest was doused in thick silence as they walked deeper into its shadowy interior.

      “There,” whispered Harper with a nod. “There’s the stream.”

      Linden let out a breath of relief. “Good. Now let’s get out of here.”

      Another round of thunder filled the air, this time closer, as Harper and Linden turned to walk back to their horses. But just as the rumbles dissipated, another sound tore through the silence of the forest, frighteningly nearby. A sudden impulse of dread gripped Harper and Linden as they looked in the direction of the crashing underbrush.

      “Linden, watch out!” yelled Harper, and two men with swords burst from among the trees.

      Harper jumped out of the way as the jagged edge of a sword swiped at his head. Recovering quickly, Harper counterattacked. Charging the enemy, Harper swung his sword in repeated blows, yelling with every stroke and beating his enemy back until his blade found its mark and the enemy fell.

      Spinning around, Harper found Linden locked in a battle with the other attacker. Linden fended off the strikes of the enemy, retreating a step with every blow, until he was backed against a tree. With nowhere left for Linden to go, the enemy swung his sword with a mighty backhanded stroke, knocking Linden’s sword to the side, before following through with a fist. The enemy’s fist caught Linden in the jaw, sending him sprawling to the ground. The enemy stood over Linden with his sword pointed at him, but just before the enemy thrust his sword into Linden’s chest, the enemy crumpled lifelessly to the ground, stabbed in the back.

      Breathless, Linden looked at Harper, his eyes wild with fear.

      “Are you alright?” said Harper, dropping to a knee at Linden’s side.

      “Yeah,” panted Linden as he lifted a hand to his aching jaw. “I’m fine, thanks to you.”

      “That was close,” said Harper, and extending Linden a hand, Harper helped him to his feet. “Before I knew it, they were on us. We better hurry back to warn the others.”

      But before Harper and Linden took a step, a distant cry—wild and piercing—cut through the air.

      “Oh no!” said Harper as he looked out of the forest towards the sound. “That’s them! The Southern Tribesmen are attacking! We have to hurry!”

      Harper started for his horse, but Linden didn’t move.

      “Come on, Linden!” said Harper with a strained shout. “We have to hurry!”

      Linden’s hair tumbled across his forehead as he shook his head rapidly. “No, I can’t,” he said, his voice shaking with fear.

      “Linden!” barked Harper. “We have to go! The others need us!”

      When Linden still didn’t move, Harper hurried back and grabbed Linden by the arm. Half paralyzed, Linden followed after Harper, his legs stiff and his feet dragging, until they arrived at the horses. Untying the horses, Harper helped Linden on his, then mounted his own horse.

      “You with me?” said Harper.

      After a slight hesitation, Linden gave a small nod.

      “Then let’s go!” said Harper.

      A spray of dirt and grass kicked up behind the horses as Harper and Linden sped towards the battle, and in seconds they had left the clearing and were rounding the bend of the forest. Lifting their swords in attack position, Harper and Linden prepared themselves to enter the fray of war, but as soon as they came into view of the battlefield, they pulled hard on their reins. In a cloud of dust, Harper and Linden came to a stop in the midst of a massacre, the ground strewn with dead soldiers of Mascaroth.

      Twisted piles of mangled bodies lay at the edge of the forest, while other fallen soldiers were mere steps from where Harper and Linden sat upon their horses, stunned, as though the soldiers had been cut down while fleeing. And in the midst of the horror, roaming about among the carnage, was a horde of Southern Tribesmen, their weapons still dripping with the blood of their victims.

      “Surround them!” sounded the ragged voice of a man, and with renewed shouts the Southern Tribesmen descended upon their new enemies.

      Realizing their mortal danger, Harper and Linden tried to make their escape. The horses screamed and reared onto their hind legs as Harper and Linden turned them around, but a group of Southern Tribesmen had already emerged from the forest behind, bows drawn. Harper and Linden whipped their horses around again, frantically looking for a way out, but they were surrounded.

      “Bring down from horses and bind like slaves!” commanded the same ragged voice.

      Like wolves feasting on a fresh catch, in a frenzy the Southern Tribesmen grabbed at Harper and Linden, pulling them off their horses and to the ground. After disarming them of their weapons, the Southern Tribesmen bound Harper and Linden’s hands in front of them, and with swords pointed in their backs, the Southern Tribesmen walked them to their leader.

      “A perfect capture,” said the commander, a man covered in dark furs, with a blond shock of hair like a horse’s tail protruding from his head. “At first I think, what pity. All dead, no slaves. But then you two show.”

      Smiling cruelly, the commander tauntingly passed his dagger in front of Harper and Linden’s faces, delighting when they squirmed and flinched as the blade passed by, mere inches from drawing new blood.

      Finished amusing himself, the commander lifted Harper and Linden’s chins with his dagger and examined them more closely. “Ahh, yes,” said the commander, nodding with brutish satisfaction. “You two make very good slaves.”

      Done inspecting his newest prize, the commander left Harper and Linden to the guards and joined the remainder of the Southern Tribesmen, roaming among the dead like scavenging beasts. Fighting among themselves with growls and threats of violence, the Southern Tribesmen searched the dead soldiers, robbing them of their valuables and securing for themselves whatever weapons they could carry. But then, in the midst of the savagery, sounded a lone, pitiful groan.

      A Southern Tribesmen finished ripping a ring off the groaning soldier’s finger before shouting to the others. “This one not dead. He looks like important one, too.”

      “Not dead?” said the commander, and an evil smile spread across his face. “Unfortunate for him. Bring here.”

      Grabbing the dazed and bloodied soldier by the feet, the Southern Tribesman dragged him to the commander. Harper and Linden could hardly watch, sickened as the soldier moaned in pained agony, and fearful what the commander would do to him. But as the poor soldier was dragged past Harper and Linden, and they could finally see his features, they gasped. It was Shaw, an arrow buried in his side, and a deep cut across shoulder and neck.

      Soon Shaw was lying helplessly in front of the commander. Unsheathing his sword, the commander rested his foot on Shaw’s breastplate. “He has beautiful helmet. Yes, very important man. But I wonder, how good his breastplate? Shall we test?”

      Wild, bloodthirsty cheers rose from the Southern Tribesmen, and like a flock of vultures they gathered around their commander to be entertained. But above the growing terror, an inflamed voice sounded.

      “No!” shouted Harper.

      As the Southern Tribesmen turned their menacing eyes to Harper, the guard who stood behind Harper grabbed him by the collar and pressed the point of his dagger into his back, but Harper wouldn’t be silenced.

      “You’re not going to execute a wounded man!” shouted Harper again.

      Since the threat of the dagger didn’t quiet Harper, the guard grabbed Harper by the shoulder and spun him around, and before Harper could prepare himself, a fist landed in his gut. With a hollow groan Harper dropped to his knees. As Harper heaved for air, the guard gripped Harper’s neck and balled his fist again.

      “No!” shrieked the commander. “I take care of him, not you!”

      Glaring at Harper, the commander pulled out his dagger and approached. Shoving the guard out of his way, the commander grabbed Harper violently by the hair, and yanking Harper’s head back, he put the point of his dagger to Harper’s throat, piercing his skin.

      “Slicing throats is easy work. Brings me pleasure,” said the commander. A bead of blood dripped down Harper’s neck as the commander ran his blade the length of Harper’s throat, leaving a shallow cut up to Harper’s chin. The commander then held the red tip of his dagger in front of Harper’s face. “Your choice,” he growled. “Either shut mouth or die.”

      Throwing Harper’s head backwards, the commander released his grip on Harper’s hair. As the commander stalked back to Shaw, rain from the clouded sky began to fall, the tinkling of the small droplets upon the helmets and breastplates of the dead soldiers filling the air with a sorrowful melody.

      The commander placed his foot upon Shaw once more and dangled his sword above Shaw’s breastplate. Aware of what was happening, with desperate grunts and groans Shaw struggled to free himself.

      “No,” moaned Shaw breathlessly, trying to squirm away with the little strength he had left. “I’ll do anything. Please, no.”

      Shaw’s plea for mercy was drowned out by the unified death chants of the Southern Tribesmen, and obedient to the wishes of his men, the commander dropped his sword. The sword fell through the air, and its sharp point hit firmly upon the center of Shaw’s breastplate. But Shaw’s armor did its work, and the sword bounced off the breastplate.

      “Good armor!” shouted the commander above the disappointed wails of his men, and he picked his sword off the ground. “Very impressed. Mascaroth do good work. But I wonder, how strong?”

      Without warning the commander lifted his sword again, and lifting his head to the sky, he raised a savage cry, then thrust his sword with all his might onto Shaw’s breastplate. With a hollow crack the commander’s sword pierced through the breastplate, not stopping its deadly plunge until it came to rest in the ground beneath, and with an airy gasp Shaw’s life was spent.

      Harper lost his breath as he turned his head away in horror. At the same time, Linden fell to his knees and heaved the contents of his stomach onto the ground.

      A booming laugh like a clap of thunder sounded from the commander, and as the horde of Southern Tribesmen howled and raved around him, he strode once more to Harper and Linden. “Weak Mascaroth soldiers, you scared by blood and death? You wait and see. There be more. This battle is only beginning of horrors you see.”
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UNFADING HOPE

        

      

    

    
      The clouds broke open, and a cold, winter rain swept over the southern lands, chilling Harper and Linden to the bone as they were led ever farther from Mascaroth, and ever closer to their permanent enslavement. Tied to their own horses, Harper and Linden walked all afternoon and deep into the night across the hilly plains, their wrists chafing under the coarse ropes of their bondage, until they reached the flatlands that bordered the Eldoine River.

      The stormy night had rendered the peaceful flow of the river into a churning current, causing the company to walk along the bank of the river until they came to a shallow, rocky portion next to the ruins of an old stone bridge. Water lapped against Harper and Linden’s legs, then chests, as they waded into the frigid blackness of the river, crossing the boundary between freedom and slavery.

      The protective walls of a foreign village loomed like a shadow in the near distance as Harper and Linden stumbled out of the water and up the rocky shore, breathless and exhausted. They followed after their captors like limp rags, their faces blank and lifeless as stones, until they reached the wooden gates of their new home.

      Unleashed from their horses, Harper and Linden were pulled through the muddy streets of the dark village, its buildings in crumbling disrepair, until they reached the jailhouse. Shivering uncontrollably, Harper and Linden’s bonds were cut, and with daggers pointed in their backs, they were led into the jail.

      “Ahh, for me?” came a shrill voice from among the shadows of a gloomy room. “Good, very good. I be running out of prisoners lately.”

      Emerging from the darkness into the shimmering firelight of the stone room stepped a hideous-looking man. Short in stature, a ring of gnarled, white hair fell in clumps to his shoulders, and the dome of his bald head was tattooed with small dots that reached all the way to his brow. His mouth black with rotted teeth, he smiled viciously as he approached his new prisoners.

      “You know why I be running out of prisoners lately?” the man said. His beady eyes forming dark pits in his head, he grabbed Harper and Linden by the collars of their soaking shirts and pulled them closer until they were staring into his worn face. “It’s because I break prisoners.”

      With a snarl the man’s sadistic smile vanished, and he violently pushed Harper and Linden away.

      “I your new master, and you call me Master,” he hissed. “You slaves of Southern Tribesmen now, good for nothing but hard labor and beatings, and I give both these things generously. Hard labor, every day. Beatings, twice a week. This be your life until day you die. Or, until day you submit to our ways and become Southern Tribesmen like us.”

      His speech over, the Master walked to Linden and grabbed him by the arm. “You first,” he said, and removing a curled whip from his waist, the Master raised it in front of Linden’s face and smiled. “Welcome to your new home, and to your first of many beatings.”

      Linden’s tired eyes flashed with panic. “No!” cried Linden, and clenching his fists, he swung wildly at his enemies.

      Two Southern Tribesmen descended on Linden, dodging his punches, and soon Linden was at the bottom of a pile of bodies, absorbing blows from the Southern Tribesmen until he stopped resisting. Lifting a defeated Linden from the ground, the two Southern Tribesmen dragged him into the next room.

      “Please, no!” Linden gasped pitifully. “Please, don’t do this to me!” But soon Linden’s desperate pleas were drowned out by the sickening crack of a whip.

      Harper stared at the floor as Linden’s cries of agony echoed through the jail, trying to keep from imagining the pain and suffering due him that was only moments away. Soon Linden’s cries ceased, and closing his eyes, Harper waited for his time as a warm wave of terror pounded through his body with every beat of his heart.

      Strong hands gripped Harper by the arms and led him into the other room. Raising Harper’s hands above his head, they locked his raw wrists in shackles, followed by his feet, before pulling his shirt over his head to reveal his back. Hardly able to breath, and his legs quivering with fear, Harper waited in dread for the first crack of pain.

      “Prisoner number two, I welcome you to new life of slavery,” said the Master.

      Closing his eyes, Harper clenched his teeth so hard that his jaw ached, and within the next second the paralyzing sound of the whip cracked. Harper flinched so severely that the strength of his legs nearly gave out, but the crippling pain of whip on flesh never came.

      The Master let out a throaty cackle. “Weak and fearful!” he mocked. “You cower like beat dog!”

      But abrupt as a nightmare, the Master’s cackling was replaced by a savage yell, and rearing back, with all his fury the Master cracked his whip on Harper’s back. Harper lost his breath as searing pain ripped through his body. Before Harper could breathe, the whip cracked again, then again. Too weak to withstand the torture, Harper’s legs gave out, and he dangled from his arms, swaying with each new stroke from the Master, until he had received 15.

      The Southern Tribesmen pulled Harper’s shirt over his striped back and unlocked the shackles from his feet. Next, they unlocked Harper’s wrists, and he slumped to the ground. Pulling Harper to his feet, the Southern Tribesmen dragged him down a dark, gray-stoned corridor until they reached his cell. Tossing Harper inside, the Southern Tribesmen slammed the iron bars shut.

      His back throbbing, Harper lay prostrate on the cold stone floor. The retreating steps of the Southern Tribesmen grew quieter until they faded into nothing, and the jailhouse was overtaken by the empty stillness of the night. Gathering his strength, Harper crawled to the back wall of his cell, his whole body aching with every movement, and pulled himself up the wall until he was able to look out his small, barred window.

      The downpour had ceased, replaced by the slow drip of a fleeting storm, and as Harper peered into the lonely blackness of the night, thoughts as hopeless as death invaded his mind. Tears welled in Harper’s eyes as he thought of Mascaroth, a place that seemed so far away. He, a soldier of the Golden City, was to live the remainder of his days being treated worse than an animal. His hopes and dreams of being a soldier, and his noble ambitions of fighting the same glorious battle that the Einari had fought, were shattered.

      But a thought even more debilitating festered in Harper’s mind, and in the lonely quietness of his cell, the thought took hold of him. Closing his eyes, Harper hit his head softly against the metal bars of his imprisonment, trying to resist the thought, knowing he was too weak to endure it. But instead of going away, the thought grew until it tore through his mind, causing more pain than if he had been chained and beaten again.

      He had given Bailey a promise. He had told her that he would return, not just to Mascaroth, but to her. He had told Bailey that nothing would stop him from returning, not the sharpest arrow or the keenest blade. His promise had burned in him like a fire, as though it was seared upon his very soul. But against all his power to resist, his promise had been laid waste by the Southern Tribesmen, and with it, his very self had been broken.

      Harper slammed his fists against the stone walls of his imprisonment as streams of tears poured down his face, and raising a sorrowful cry, from the depths of his lungs he shouted into the desolate night.

      Filled with a hopelessness too deep to cure, as Harper’s tormented voice was swallowed into the empty blackness of the southern lands, he descended into uncontrollable sobs, and for wearying hours Harper’s eyes flowed with tears.

      Yet, when the morning was still beyond the horizon, in the far distance of the sky, a dull circle of light pierced through the dark clouds of the night. Though his vision was blurred with tears, Harper locked his eyes on the moon, and as he did, a memory seeped into his mind: the wise words of his father.

      Wisps of black clouds drifted over the moon until it was hidden once more, but though the moon had vanished, Harper knew it still existed. Far above the stormy clouds, Harper knew the moon still shone in the fullness of its glory, unhindered by anything beneath.

      Harper’s tears dried, and though his eyes drooped with sleep, with newfound determination he continued to stare at the sky. Even if he had lost nearly everything, as certain as his very existence he knew a vast hope yet remained. And as long as he had hope, he still had something to fight for.
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NEWS FROM THE SOUTH

        

      

    

    
      Snowflakes floated from the moonless sky as Stanley ascended the steps that led to the palace. His strides were quickened by the news that he bore, but upon reaching the top of the steps, Stanley turned and looked over the sprawling rooftops of Mascaroth.

      “What a city you are,” spoke Stanley, puffs of his frozen breath disappearing into the wintry evening. “Crowned in glory, you are the envy of every great man. But tonight, your praises shall not be sung. Tonight, the Golden City shall wail in sadness.”

      Bowing his head, Stanley walked past the guards standing watch at the palace entrance and resumed his tragic mission. Passing through the throne room, barren except for the ever-present palace guard, Stanley entered the arched corridors of the palace’s interior. Every step upon the marble floor echoed as he walked through the shadowed hallways until he reached the rear of the palace and the heavy double-doors, carved with the sworded crest of Mascaroth. A warm glow flickered underneath the doors. Grabbing one of the bronze handles, Stanley silently pushed open the door and stepped inside the royal dining room.

      A roaring fire spread its warmth across the room, and sweet aromas blessed the air as Stanley walked unnoticed to the end of a long, wooden table. The king and his family sat at the far end of the table, feasting in the midst of carefree conversation. Stanley removed his plumed hat, damp from melted snow, and upon him clearing his throat, the eyes of the royal family turned to him.

      “My apologies for interrupting your dinner,” said Stanley in a low, garbled voice.

      “No need to apologize,” said Wesley, his smile as warm as the crackling fire. “You honor us by your presence.” Dabbing his mouth with his napkin, Wesley stood from the table and held out his hand to an open chair beside Carrington. “Please, take a seat and join us. There’s plenty of food, and we’d be grateful for your company.”

      “Thank you, King Wesley,” said Stanley, giving his best effort at a smile. “However, as generous as your offer is, I didn’t come to break bread with you. I came bearing news ... news from the south.”

      “News from the south!” said Wesley. His eyes glowing with excitement, Wesley took hold of Norah’s hand as he returned to his seat. “Please tell us, how go things in the south? And when shall we expect our son to return to us?”

      Lowering his eyes to the table, Stanley bent his hat with his hands as he searched for the correct words. “King Wesley, I don’t know a delicate way to say this, but word has reached Mascaroth that there was a great and terrible slaughter.”

      “A slaughter, you say?” said Wesley. “Lord Stanley, you speak as though in lament. As unfortunate as war is, I should think you would have at least a speck of cheer in your voice. After all, victory has been won.”

      In anguish, Stanley closed his eyes. “King Wesley, forgive me, but I don’t believe you are understanding.” Pressing his lips together, Stanley exhaled deeply. “It is we who were slaughtered.”

      The blood drained from Wesley’s face, and he slowly pulled his hand back from his wife. “We were slaughtered? What does this mean, Lord Stanley? I don’t understand what you are saying.”

      “It means that we were defeated,” blurted Stanley, his harsh words reverberating in the heavy silence of the room. “The Southern Tribesmen handed us a terrible loss.”

      Pushing his dinner plate to the side, Wesley leaned his elbows on the table and lowered his head into his hands.

      “In all probability it was an ambush,” continued Stanley. “From what I’ve been told, it appears that the Southern Tribesmen attacked out of a nearby forest as our army was taking a moment of rest. They say that dead bodies—”

      “I’ve heard enough,” sounded Wesley’s muffled voice. “I-I don’t think I can hear any more, not tonight. I’ll wait to hear all the details from Shaw when he returns home.” Wesley lifted his head from his hands. His eyes red with sorrow, Wesley peered at Stanley. “When shall we be expecting the survivors to return home?”

      Letting his eyes drop towards the table once more, Stanley didn’t answer.

      “Lord Stanley,” said Norah, her voice quivering with emotion, “your king asked you a question. Answer him. When shall we be expecting Shaw to return home?”

      Stanley lifted his head to the king and queen, and in slow, sorrowful movements he shook his head.

      “No, not my Shaw!” screamed Norah as torrents of tears burst from her eyes. Falling on the table, with loud gasps Norah sobbed. “Oh, Shaw. My dear Shaw. No, no, no, not Shaw.”

      Silent tears streaking his own face, Wesley got on a knee and placed his hand on his wife’s back. “It will be alright, my dear,” he whispered into Norah’s ear. “We’ll get through this, somehow. Together we’ll get through this.”

      Clearing his throat again, Stanley spoke softly. “Arrangements have been made to return Shaw’s body. I’m told that it should arrive in several days.”

      Wesley glanced up from his wife. “Thank you,” mouthed Wesley with a solemn nod.

      “I truly am sorry to bring you this news,” said Stanley, fiddling with his hat once more. “I don’t know the proper words to say, but if I can be of any help during these difficult days, please let me know. And if there’s anything I can do for you ...” Stanley let his voice trail off, and with nothing left to say, he placed his hat back on his head. But just as he began for the door, Bailey’s voice turned him around.

      “Lord Stanley,” said Bailey, her worried eyes brimming with tears, “will the survivors be returning in several days also?”

      “Oh, my dear Bailey,” said Stanley, his voice laden with sadness. “I’m sorry to say, there were no survivors.”

      Unable to move, unable to breath, Bailey stared at Stanley as streams of tears flowed gently down her cheeks.

      

      Draped with the flag of Mascaroth, Shaw’s casket was framed in artistic beauty by a walkway of perfumed candles interspersed with arrangements of white flowers preserved from the summer. Clothed in the dark shades of mourning, the royal family stood by the casket as a long line of Mascarothians, extending beyond the inner walls of the city, marched in slow procession to the throne room, one by one paying their final respects to the prince before he was laid to his final rest.

      At first Bailey stood with her family, accepting along with them the many condolences they were offered for their tragic loss. But as the day wore on, Bailey found herself drifting farther from the teary scene at the center of the throne room until she stood by herself in a corner watching from afar, trapped in the cloudy world of her own sorrowful thoughts.

      By late afternoon, the visitation had come to an end. Freed from her familial duties, and feeling the need to get away from the depression and sorrow that seemed to darken every corner of the palace, Bailey grabbed her coat and stepped outside.

      Burying her chin in the warmth of her furs, Bailey plodded down the snow-dusted stone steps of the palace. Upon reaching the bottom, she wandered to the reflection pool. It was covered in a light blanket of snow except for the windblown portion where she stood. Bailey stopped and stared at her reflection, her eyes as glassy as the clear, smooth ice. But though Bailey stared, she didn’t see, her mind adrift in a different place.

      Bailey continued her slow walk within the palace grounds until she found herself in the forested gardens. Though the trees were barren, the garden’s deep recesses provided the bastion of privacy Bailey needed. Stepping off the path of crushed stone, Bailey walked deeper into the gardens until she had the feeling she was alone in the depths of a distant forest. Resting against the trunk of a snowy tree, she closed her eyes and inhaled deep, calming breaths of the chilly air. But it wasn’t long before Bailey’s solitude was interrupted by the crunching sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Lady Bailey, I thought I saw you wander in here,” said Harman, his tall figure emerging from the lengthening shadows of the trees. The tip of his pointed nose shining red in the cold, Harman came to a stop under the low branches of a tree opposite Bailey.

      “You picked a good spot,” said Harman as he passed his eyes over the snow-encrusted trees glowing pink in the late-day sun. “Sure is beautiful in here. I must admit, though, I can’t recall snow lasting three whole days without melting. But given the beauty of it, I don’t mind. That is, as long as it doesn’t stay this way too long.” Smiling, Harman rested his dark eyes on Bailey. “What’s your opinion, Lady Bailey? Are you enjoying this weather?”

      Bailey lifted her head just high enough to glance at the trees. “Yes, it’s nice,” she whispered.

      Running a hand through his hair, Harman let out a deep breath. “I apologize, Lady Bailey. Here I am, blabbering on about the weather, but you didn’t disappear into the gardens to hear me talk about the weather. I know why you came in here. I know why you want to be by yourself.”

      Bailey raised her head, and narrowing her puffy eyes, she looked at Harman curiously.

      “Seeing you this way, so sad, so lonely, it nearly tears me in two,” said Harman. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through. To lose someone so close to you, someone who had yet to reach the prime of his life. Someone so strong, confident, and trustworthy. What’s more, to have questions crowd your mind about what really happened, questions that will never be answered. Questions such as, how did he die? What brave deed was he committing when he met his end? Was his death quick, or was it slow and agonizing?” Peering beyond Bailey, Harman shook his head in sorrow. “Oh, Lady Bailey, how different your life will be now that you no longer have him, now that you no longer have your brother Shaw.”

      Closing her eyes, Bailey dropped her head again.

      “I know you want to be by yourself,” said Harman, “but I followed you in here because I wanted to tell you personally and privately that I’m sincerely sorry for your loss. But even more than that, Lady Bailey, I want you to know something else.” Harman stepped closer, and placing two fingers under Bailey’s chin, he lifted her head until she was looking into his eyes. “Though your days be difficult, I want you to know that I’m here for you. No matter what you’re going through, no matter how lonely you feel, know that I’m here for you, always. Okay?”

      With a sniff Bailey gave a small nod.

      “And if you ever need me, remember, all you have to do is send for me.”

      “Thank you, Captain Harman,” said Bailey softly.

      Smiling gently, Harman pushed a strand of Bailey’s hair out of her face before backing away. “Since you desire to be by yourself, I’ll take my leave. Goodbye, Lady Bailey, until we see each other again.”
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        * * *

      

      The soft patter of approaching footsteps echoed down the jail corridor until the sound came to a stop outside Harper’s cell. Harper sat up from his cot and watched as the jailer slid a plate of food through a slat under the bars of the cell door. No older than his mid-twenties, the jailer was clean-shaven with a full head of straight, blond hair. He was also the only Southern Tribesman Harper had seen who didn’t look frightening.

      “Thanks,” said Harper, standing from his cot to retrieve his food.

      The jailer paused from his duties and gave Harper a sideways glance, his brown eyes a dull mixture of suspicion and curiosity, before silently continuing to Linden’s cell.

      Plate in hand, Harper returned to his cot to eat his supper: two thick slices of bread, beans, and a surprisingly robust piece of chicken on the bone. Though hardly a feast, after a long day of work it was enough to make Harper salivate.

      As soon as the jailer had finished his evening chore, and the retreating sound of his echoing steps had faded into nothing, Harper called to his neighboring cell. “Hey Linden, not a bad meal tonight, huh?” Harper waited for an answer, but instead his ears were met with the padding sound of shuffling feet across the stone floor.

      “Linden?” said Harper, but again there was no answer. Setting his plate on the floor, Harper walked to the front of his cell and spoke through the metal bars. “Hey Linden, talk to me. You okay?”

      Finally, the pacing stopped. “Don’t you know what day it is tomorrow?” said Linden, his voice weak and hollow.

      “Um ... no, I don’t think I do,” said Harper.

      “Tomorrow at this time we’ll be … we’ll be getting whipped.” With a whimper Linden began pacing again.

      “Hey Linden, stop walking and listen to me,” said Harper, but the sound of Linden’s dreary steps continued. “Linden!” Harper barked, and finally Linden came to a stop. “Come here and listen to me.” Harper heard a shuffling of steps, and soon he could sense Linden’s presence.

      “Linden, I want you to hear me loud and clear, okay?”

      Linden didn’t answer.

      “Okay?” Harper repeated firmly.

      “Okay,” said Linden in quiet despair.

      “Linden, we’re going to be alright,” said Harper. “I know the whippings hurt, but it’s only pain. Right? Do you agree with me that it’s only pain?”

      “Yeah, it’s only pain,” said Linden.

      “And since it’s only pain, we can overcome it, right?”

      Linden sniffed. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “I think so too,” said Harper in a calming voice. “And Linden, even though our situation seems bleak, we’re going to get out of this. I don’t know how, and I don’t know when, but we’re going to get out of this. Both of us together. You with me on that?”

      Harper waited for a reply, but all he heard were the shallow breaths of a person breaking down in tears.

      “Linden, we’re going to be okay,” said Harper again softly. “You’ve got to keep believing that we’re going to be okay.”

      As Harper listened to the retreating steps of Linden back to his cot, he rested his head against the cold metal bars of his cell. “Because we have to make it back to Mascaroth,” he told himself. “No matter what, we have to make it back.”
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      The chamber of the King’s Council lay in subdued silence as the councilors, along with Captain Brayton and Captain Harman, waited for the final member to appear. Minutes came and went like the long, slow days of winter, until at last the doors creaked, and Wesley’s slumped form appeared in the doorway. In slow cadence Wesley strode towards the other men, his plush, dark-furred robe waving at his feet. Upon reaching the table, instead of sitting, Wesley rested his hands on the back of his chair. His eyes sagging with sleeplessness, Wesley looked to the vacant chair beside him, the place where his firstborn had sat. Finally, with a sorrowful sigh Wesley turned to the men of the council.

      “I’d like to thank you all for your patience,” said Wesley, his voice as gloomy as a rainy day. “Given the recent events, most notably the passing of my son, I’ve needed time to grieve. And not just me, but my poor wife ... she’s taken Shaw’s passing very hard. Very, very hard. Though this city has been in need of leadership, as I said, I’m thankful for your patience.”

      Solemn murmurs rose from the council members, indicating their empathy.

      Closing his eyes, Wesley let out another long sigh before he continued. “Men of the Council, before Shaw was laid to rest, I had the opportunity to see his body. From my inspection he had two wounds, either of which were capable of spelling his doom. One was a brutal cut across his upper chest. The other was a piercing in his side, most likely caused by an arrow. However, besides those two wounds, he bore yet another wound, a most disturbing wound.”

      Wesley’s eyes narrowed to slits, and he stared past the men to the wall opposite him. “There was a puncture in Shaw’s breastplate,” said Wesley, his voice suddenly deep and harsh. “Directly underneath the punctured breastplate there was a wound that traveled through Shaw’s chest and out his back.” With eyes that flickered with anger, Wesley returned his gaze to the councilors. “Men, a breastplate of bronze is not easily punctured. It is certainly not punctured by the normal thrust of a sword. The only possible explanation for Shaw’s death is that a sword was thrust downward upon him while he lay upon the ground, helpless and wounded.”

      Gasps from the council members echoed through the chamber.

      “Our loss to the Southern Tribesmen was utterly humiliating,” said Wesley. “The loss of my son brings me sorrow beyond words. But men, the manner in which Shaw died stokes my indignation. I don’t believe he was merely a casualty of war. I believe he was murdered in a most barbaric way. And for that I say, the death of my son shall be avenged, and as king I shall be the one who leads our flag into battle.”

      Bancroft threw his hands into the air. “My prophecy is being fulfilled!” he growled. “King Wesley, forgive me for my insolence, but I warned you this would happen. I warned you—”

      “Lord Bancroft, I don’t want to hear it,” Wesley interrupted firmly.

      “But King Wesley—”

      “Not another word in protest!” shouted Wesley, slicing the air with his hand as if it were a sword. “I’ve grown weary of your opinions on these matters, and if you can’t accept my rule, then I suggest you leave this room!”

      Bancroft slowly raised himself from the table. “King Wesley, I hope you come to your senses before it’s too late, before foolhardy decisions bring true destruction upon this city.”

      Standing to his full height, Wesley stared down at Bancroft. “My son has died, the city of Mascaroth has suffered defeat, and you respond, not with loyalty, but with complaints? Be gone with you. We don’t need you here.”

      Stubbornly heeding Wesley’s command, Bancroft turned his back on the council, and muttering curses under his breath, he stormed from the table. Seconds later the chamber echoed with the thunderous sound of a slamming door.

      As silence returned to the chamber, a smile grew across Stanley’s face. “A lion prowls within the walls of the Golden City, and with a mighty roar he declares his presence across the plains. King Wesley, you have proven yourself to be a man of resolve, and your decision to lead Mascaroth to battle is both wise and just. I speak for myself when I say, in these days of darkness, I shall follow wherever you lead. In me you have the utmost loyalty.”

      “Thank you, Lord Stanley,” said Wesley. “I value your loyalty greatly. But what about the rest of you? Where do your loyalties lie?” Wesley’s eyes darted back and forth across the table, silently challenging each of them, until his gaze rested upon Harman. “Captain Harman, what about you? Where does your loyalty lie?”

      “With you, my lord,” said Harman quickly.

      “And Captain Brayton, what about you?” said Wesley.

      “I’m loyal to the Golden City and its king,” said Brayton.

      Finally, Wesley turned to Hammond, but before Wesley could ask, Hammond spoke with calming strength. “You need not ask where my loyalty lies, my king. My life is devoted to defending this kingdom and its king, even to the end. You know that.”

      “Yes, Lord Hammond,” said Wesley, the storm in his voice falling to a whisper. “I know that very well.”

      A stillness settled over Wesley, and pulling out his chair, he finally seated himself. “Given the tragedy of our defeat, and given Lord Bancroft’s stubbornness, before we proceeded I needed to confirm this council’s loyalty to the cause that is ours to bear. For your collective loyalty, I thank you. But if we may, let us move to planning the battle that lies before us.”

      Wesley looked around the table at the councilors, taking a moment to focus his thoughts, and as he did, a gleam of anger returned to his eyes.

      “Men,” said Wesley, “the pages of this city’s history are filled with battles whereby we defended the principles and convictions that we held dear. By no choice of our own we find ourselves locked in another conflict. The Southern Tribesmen have risen once more, and savage are their aims. For the crimes they have committed, I intend to strike them with so great and decisive a blow that they will not forget their defeat for another 50 years. They shall be handed a loss so severe that the mere mention of our city’s great name shall cause their hearts to tremble.

      “So then, I shall lead an army of Mascaroth that is great in both size and skill. Since that is my aim, Captain Harman, please inform me, how many palace guardsmen are under your watch?”

      “I keep exactly 100 soldiers trained and ready at all times,” said Harman.

      “Splendid,” said Wesley. “In our journey south, they shall prove to be excellent soldiers, I’m sure of it.”

      Harman’s face reddened with embarrassment, and he rubbed his hands together uneasily. “Their journey south? Forgive me, King Wesley, but I was not aware that you planned on the palace guard traveling south with you. I had assumed that the palace guard would instead be used to replace Captain Brayton’s men on the outer wall defenses while you were gone.”

      With firm nods of agreement, Stanley spoke before Wesley could respond. “I believe that my son speaks sensibly, my king. If I may state my opinion on the matter, though I hardly foresee any danger, it would still seem unwise to send all our troops to the south and leave Mascaroth fully unprotected. Why not leave Captain Harman and his men here?”

      “Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that,” said Wesley, rubbing his chin as he weighed Stanley’s words. “But the more I think on it, the more I’m persuaded to your way of thinking. Sending all our troops south does seem foolhardy. Thank you, Captain Harman, and Lord Stanley for your wisdom. That is why I bring these decisions before the council. But if the palace guard is staying behind, how many of your men, Captain Brayton, are available?”

      “Currently the outer wall defense force consists of nearly 500 trained soldiers,” responded Brayton.

      “Only 500?” said Wesley. “I thought there would be at least 1,000.”

      “Yes, well, perhaps years ago we had a force that large,” said Brayton. “But over many years of peace, our numbers have been whittled to the bare minimum.”

      “I see,” mumbled Wesley, frowning.

      Folding his hands, Wesley stared downward as he stole a moment of thought, but it wasn’t long before he was looking across the table again.

      “It’s becoming increasingly obvious that my reign has been greatly influenced by the many years of peace that Mascaroth has enjoyed, and for that I’m thankful. As we know, however, such days of peace have been taken from us, and though I do not have experience in the ways of war, in my spirit a fire yet burns, and its heat is like a thousand flames.

      “Though I was expecting greater numbers, 500 strong and stout men is more than enough for battle, and in defense of what has been lost, in no more than a week’s time our army of 500 shall ride south.”

      No sooner had Wesley finished speaking than Hammond cleared his throat. “King Wesley,” he said, shifting in his chair uncomfortably, “I’m afraid that your rule of peace has carried with it more obstacles than you realize. I feel it is my duty to inform you that of the 500 men, only 250 are active. Am I not correct, Captain Brayton?”

      Brayton’s eyes moved nervously between Hammond and Wesley before he finally gave a single, deep nod. “Yes, Lord Hammond, you are correct.”

      “Which means,” continued Hammond, “only 250 of the men are fit for battle. The other 250 train but one day per month. They have neither the skill nor discipline to go to war within seven days.”

      Wesley breathed a disheartened sigh. “What has the glorious army of Mascaroth become? But alas, I suppose such are the rewards of peace. Tell me, Lord Hammond, how long will it take to train the entire army of 500?”

      Hammond turned to Brayton. “What do you think? Six weeks?”

      “Six weeks?” gasped Wesley.

      Brayton cleared his throat with a dry cough. “Yes, six weeks, my king. And six weeks is the bare minimum.”

      “This is insufferable!” said Wesley, pounding a balled fist onto the table. “The blood of my son cries for justice, yet now I’m being told that justice must wait six weeks. What am I supposed to do for a month and a half? If I am forced to wait so long a time, I shall wear a path in the marble floors of the throne room pacing.”

      “I understand your frustration,” said Hammond, “but perhaps this delay could work to our advantage.”

      “How is that?” grunted Wesley.

      “There is still much we don’t know about the enemy,” said Hammond. “Where are the Southern Tribesmen? How many are there? What type of weaponry do they have? In the absence of such knowledge, we should use this delay to our advantage and send scouts before the army. Let them gather in secret the information we are lacking. That way, when the army rides south, we won’t be riding blind.”

      A small smile worked its way across Wesley’s face, overtaking his mounting frustration. “Wonderful idea, Lord Hammond. Yes indeed, we shall send scouts, and thus our six weeks shall not be wasted. Here in the north, under the supervision of Captain Brayton and Captain Harman, an army worthy of the Golden City shall be trained. At the same time, deep to the south our scouts shall wander the wild as the eyes and ears of the army, gathering information for the day of battle. And all this, that justice might be served, and the death of many might be avenged.”

      In a display of kingly authority, Wesley rose from his seat and stood before the men of the council. “Men, if there is nothing left to discuss, let us go forth from this room in one accord, and for the six weeks that lie before us, let us prepare ourselves and this great city for the day of battle.”

      Pushing his chair backwards, Stanley likewise rose to his feet. “My entire devotion shall be spent upon accomplishing your will in this just cause, my king.”

      Harman was next to stand, followed by Brayton. Amid the huddle of standing men, all eyes moved to the one who was yet seated. Meeting each of their stares, Hammond finally stirred, and using the table to help himself, he slowly rose.

      “What is this, Lord Hammond?” said Wesley. “Is something the matter? You stand as if it is against your will.”

      Lines ridged Hammond’s forehead as he turned his eyes to the king. “King Wesley, I don’t doubt the zeal of your spirit. However, as you’ve spoken yourself, your rule has been dominated by peace, not war.”

      As if terrible news was on the tip of his tongue, Hammond paused long enough to heave a slow breath. “King Wesley, please don’t think ill of me, but there is something that has been burning inside me ever since you made known your ambitions. I must make this one request: please, do not lead the army of Mascaroth into battle. Choose someone to serve in your stead, someone who shares your convictions and fighting spirit, but someone who is experienced in the ways of war. Send Captain Brayton, or perhaps Captain Harman. But please, don’t go yourself.”

      Wesley’s face darkened with displeasure, and raising his eyebrows, he looked hard at Hammond. “I suppose your objection is different in nature than Lord Bancroft’s, but not by much. No, Lord Hammond, I shall ride south. I shall ride south valiantly, and driven by my wrath, I shall return home victoriously despite my lack of wartime experience. If your objection remains, then I bid you to leave this council.”

      “Understood,” said Hammond quietly, his head bowed in submission. “But please don’t think me rebellious if I make one more request.” As if laden by a heavy burden, with effort Hammond lifted his head to Wesley. “Let me accompany you south. Let me ride at your side. Please, let me serve as your personal protection.”

      Like mist rising from a valley, the anger disappeared from Wesley’s face. “Now that is the Hammond I know.” Walking around the table, Wesley placed a friendly hand on Hammond’s shoulder. “I should like it very much for you to accompany me southward. In times of battle, there is no man I trust greater than yourself.”
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      His shoulder lowered into the tailboard, Harper strained with every step as he pushed the cumbersome, rock-filled cart. From the front Linden pulled, helping to guide the cart’s two wheels over the rough ground.

      “Careful, Harper,” panted Linden. “We’re coming to a depression.”

      Heeding Linden’s direction, Harper switched from his shoulder to his hands. The lumbering cart groaned under its heavy load as one of its wheels, then the other, rolled into the broad, shallow trench.

      “Now push!” yelled Linden. Grunting like an overloaded pack animal, Harper drove his shoulder into the tailboard again as Linden leaned forward and pulled. Deep chunks of grass and mud churned, Harper and Linden’s faces turned dark red and, inch by precious inch, they willed the creaking cart forward until it finally returned to even ground.

      “Are we almost ... to the river … yet?” said Harper, heaving deeply.

      “Just a little farther,” answered Linden breathlessly.

      Beads of sweat dampened Harper’s brow as he forced his dead legs to keep moving, but he had only pushed several steps farther when he heard the sneering voice of the Master.

      “No further,” said the Master, standing at a distance upon the bank of the Eldoine River. “Dump rocks there, away from river. That way you not try to escape.”

      Dropping to his knees, Harper let the cart roll slowly from him and collapsed onto his back. Resting his hands on his head as his lungs fought for air, Harper craned his neck and looked under the cart to Linden. Squatting, Linden’s head was bowed as if he was sick from overexertion.

      “You alright?” said Harper.

      Looking more dead than alive, Linden tilted his head and looked at Harper, but before he could answer, the Master’s voice sounded again, sending a cold shiver through them both.

      “Up, you weak Mascaroth scum, I not say you rest!” said the Master, and raising his whip, he stomped towards them. “Up now! Keep unloading rocks for bridge or I tear your flesh!”

      Linden’s eyes were suddenly wild with terror, and he jumped to his feet. “Quick, Harper!” Linden whispered hoarsely. “The Master is coming!”

      His tired legs quivering, Harper likewise stumbled to his feet.

      Stopping halfway, the Master cackled. “That’s right. You fear me because if you don’t, I break you.” The Master’s black smile dropped into a snarl, and glaring at them from the pits of his eyes, he returned to his post along the river.

      Despite the Master’s threats, before returning to work Harper dared to gaze across the river. “Something’s happening, that’s for sure,” he said. “The Southern Tribesmen are scheming some sort of plan. Every day more Southern Tribesmen are crossing the river, and once the bridge is rebuilt, it will only make their passage that much easier.”

      But Linden was hardly listening. Driven by the Master’s threats, and with eyes wide like a frightened animal, Linden was already busy unloading the cart. Grabbing small rocks from the top of the pile, he walked a short distance and tossed them onto the ground.

      Pulling his eyes from the river, Harper finally joined Linden unloading the cart. At first they worked in dutiful silence, tossing the small rocks on the pile and teaming up to carry the larger ones. But as the pile of rocks on the ground gradually grew, Linden’s face curled in growing frustration.

      Dumping his latest armful of rocks, like a soldier in formation Linden marched heavy-footed back to the cart and reached for a large, flat rock. Buried under smaller rocks, Linden yanked at its protruding end, his anger frothing as he pulled harder and harder, until he finally dislodged it.

      “I hate this,” seethed Linden, his face glowing red as a small landslide of rocks slid from the cart onto the ground. “Working as a slave, living in constant fear of a beating. My life is a living death.”

      Cradling a rock in both arms, Harper waddled to the growing pile and dropped his rock as far from his feet as possible. With a thud the rock landed, then rolled off the pile.

      “Not that this is fun,” said Harper, taking enough of a break to shake out his tired arms, “but maybe this work isn’t as bad as you think.” Rolling his tongue around the inside of his mouth, Harper tried to keep from smiling. “Maybe after all this hard labor you won’t be so skinny anymore. You’ll finally grow a little something between your bones and skin. Don’t you think?”

      Linden didn’t laugh. Instead, growling with anger, Linden raised a rock over his head and spiked it into the ground. “What’s your problem?” he shouted. “Are you going to treat me like an animal too? That’s all you ever do, make fun of me, and I’m sick of it!”

      Harper’s face turned hot as his head sunk into his shoulders. “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I only meant to tell a joke. I thought it might get your mind off your misery and remind you of happier times.”

      “Well maybe you should have figured out five years ago that the joke wasn’t funny,” said Linden.

      “Sorry,” whispered Harper again, and lowering his head, he returned to the cart.

      Letting his head fall backwards, Linden closed his eyes and sighed. “No, Harper, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault, it’s just that ... it’s just that I hate my life. I hate being a slave, I hate being forced to do manual labor, and I hate sleeping in a jail like I’ve committed a crime.” Linden picked up his rock, partially buried in the soft ground, and held it in his hands. “But even more than all those things, I hate being whipped.”

      Giving half effort, Linden tossed his rock on the pile. The rock tumbled down the pile and rolled to a stop mere inches from where Linden was standing, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “You know how long we’ve been slaves of the Southern Tribesmen?” said Linden. “Almost two months. I know because I’ve counted the number of times I’ve been whipped. The Master strings us up like raw meat and beats on us, and just when our backs have recovered, he does it again.”

      Trembling like he was suddenly losing control of himself, Linden lifted his hands to his face before letting them fall down his cheeks. “Every night I hear the Master’s cackle in my dreams. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, panicking that I’m being beaten again. I try to calm myself. I try to tell myself it was only a dream. But the dreams, they’re almost real. I can hear the sounds. I can feel the pain.”

      Linden looked at Harper with glazed, lifeless eyes. “I don’t know, Harper. I don’t know if it’s worth it to continue living like this. Sometimes I wonder if it would be better to give in and become a Southern Tribesmen.”

      Harper stopped rummaging through the cart and looked at Linden, his bulging eyes wide with shock. “Linden, you can’t say that.”

      A sudden pulse of anger flashed across Linden’s face. “What do you mean I can’t say that? And who are you to tell me what I can and can’t say? What am I supposed to do, spend the rest of my life in torment?”

      “Look around you,” Harper reasoned. “Look at the barbaric way you’re being treated. You’re not a Southern Tribesmen. You’re something nobler than that. You’re a soldier of Mascaroth.”

      Making his way to the cart, Linden scoffed. “Mascaroth? Nobler? You can’t be serious.”

      Harper’s mouth dropped open, and letting his eyebrows fall over his eyes, he scowled at Linden. “Yes, I’m serious,” Harper said sharply. “I’m a soldier of Mascaroth, and so are you. And as soldiers of Mascaroth, we fight for noble purposes. Don’t you remember?”

      “Then if Mascaroth is so noble,” Linden shot back, “why are we still here? The leaders of Mascaroth knew how many soldiers went south, and when they counted the dead bodies, it wouldn’t have been difficult to figure out that two bodies were missing. Which means two people are still alive and have been taken captive. So where’s the rescue party?”

      Harper didn’t say anything.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Linden. “You don’t have anything to say because there isn’t anything to say. Great and noble Mascaroth has abandoned their own soldiers.”

      “No, Linden,” said Harper, shaking his head. “I don’t know what happened, but I don’t believe we’ve been abandoned.”

      “Oh, really?” said Linden. “Have fun living in your fantasy world. But Mascaroth abandoning us, that’s not even the worst part. The more I think about it, I’m beginning to wonder if we were sent south for the very purpose of being massacred, like sheep to be slaughtered.”

      Harper contorted his face into a scowl. “What are you talking about, Linden?”

      “This is what I’m talking about,” said Linden defiantly. “Before we left Mascaroth, we were assured there was only a small band of Southern Tribesmen roaming the lands of Haverton, but there ended up being just as many Southern Tribesmen as there were soldiers from Mascaroth. How does something like that happen?

      “But if that’s not bad enough, even worse is that Prince Shaw led us into battle. Why would someone lead us into battle who has no battle experience? It makes no sense. And sure enough, Prince Shaw made the worst decision possible. Not only did he have the army rest at the bottom of a hill, which made any escape impossible, but he also had us rest next to a forest, which was the only place the Southern Tribesmen could have been hiding. Even you figured that out. So either the leadership of Mascaroth is made up of fools, or we were set up and someone planned for us to be massacred.”

      Harper was quiet. Not wishing to inflame the Master’s wrath again, Harper grabbed a rock with each hand, and gathering his thoughts as he worked, he walked slowly to the pile and set the rocks on top. Retracing his steps, Harper repeated the process, but when he returned to the cart for the third time, he stopped.

      “I don’t know what to say,” said Harper. “I don’t have answers for all those things. I don’t know why we haven’t been rescued. I don’t know why we were told there were only 15 Southern Tribesmen. I don’t know why, of all people, Prince Shaw was chosen to lead us into battle. But even though I don’t have the answers to those things, what I do know is that there is good in Mascaroth. I’m positive of that. And I also know that giving up and becoming a Southern Tribesmen is a decision that’s worse than death.”

      With a depressed sigh Linden’s anger drifted away, and a look of despair gripped him once more. “Then what are we supposed to do?” said Linden weakly. “I can’t keep living this way, always in fear of what the next day holds.” Sniffing, Linden wiped his dirty hands across his cheeks, suddenly damp with tears. “I don’t know what to do with myself.”

      “I don’t always know what to do either,” said Harper quietly. “But you can’t become hopeless. You have to find a reason to keep fighting.”

      “I’ve tried finding a reason,” said Linden, fat tears running down his shameless face, “but my life has become worthless. I don’t have anything left that’s valuable, anything that’s worth fighting for.”

      “I know it feels like you don’t have anything left,” said Harper, “but don’t believe your feelings.” Raising a corner of his mouth into a meager smile, Harper looked deep into Linden’s eyes. “After all, we have each other, right? We’re worth fighting for, aren’t we?”

      With another sniff Linden nodded.

      “We’ll find our way out of this,” said Harper. “If we keep our hope alive, we’ll find our way out of this. You and I, both of us together. Okay?”

      Linden nodded again. “Okay. But Harper, we have to find a way out soon. I don’t know how much longer I can last.”
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      “Bailey, would you mind waiting?” called Wesley.

      Surprised to hear her father’s voice, Bailey stopped walking and turned to see him dismiss himself from a group of dignitaries.

      “You’re precisely the person I was looking for,” said Wesley, his lips pressed together in a thin smile as he caught up with Bailey at the palace doors. “Stepping outside for a stroll, I presume?”

      “I was going to,” said Bailey, searching her father’s eyes curiously. “That is, unless you need me for something.”

      “No, no,” said Wesley. “I don’t need you for anything. Please, enjoy the day. I don’t know how chilly it is outside, but from inside, the shining sun certainly looks tempting. However, given that it’s the eve of my departure south, I was hoping to talk to you about a few things before I left. Though I don’t have much time, would you mind if I joined you, at least for a while?”

      Bailey’s eyes brightened. “No, I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Splendid,” said Wesley, and directing Bailey forward with his hand, he followed her outside.

      Crossing the threshold of the palace doors, Wesley stopped atop the steps to admire the sunny day. “Perhaps it’s only my imagination, but it has seemed cloudy in Mascaroth for a long time. We’ve needed a day like this to brighten our hearts. And fortunately for me, I believe it’s warm enough that I can get by without a coat.” Giving Bailey his arm, father and daughter began down the steps.

      “So, where are we off to?” said Wesley.

      “Well, I was planning on walking around the palace from atop the inner walls, if that’s okay with you,” said Bailey.

      “Atop the inner walls,” said Wesley. “A good route, I must say. It offers a most wonderful view, not only of the city, but also the surrounding countryside. However, given the gathering of soldiers tonight, I still have much to prepare for. Perhaps I’ll accompany you to the walls, then take my leave.”

      Soon father and daughter had reached the bottom of the steps, and led by Wesley’s leisurely stride, they began slowly towards the inner walls.

      Pulling his arm from Bailey, Wesley clasped his hands behind his back. “Like I said, Bailey, there were a few things I wanted to talk to you about. The first, well, it has to do with your mother.” A look of deep concern stained Wesley’s face, and after a moment’s pause, he began again in a soft, troubled voice. “As I’m sure you know, your mother is still struggling with the death of Shaw, and my impending departure has only made her anxiety worse. While I’m gone, would you mind looking after her? If you can find the time to be with her and encourage her, that would be a great relief to me.”

      “Sure, I can do that,” said Bailey.

      His eyes red and brimming with tears, Wesley looked down at his daughter and smiled. “Thank you very much. I am tremendously grateful to you for doing me such a favor.”

      Wesley placed Bailey’s hand on his arm once more, and with a small cough he regained the full strength of his voice. “Now that you’ve given me peace concerning that first issue, the second thing I wanted to talk about is more personal to you.” As they walked under the barren archway of trees, Wesley gave a long sigh. “Bailey, I fear that I haven’t been a very good father lately.”

      With small wrinkles in her forehead, Bailey looked up into her father’s eyes. “Oh, father, don’t say that.”

      “No, I’d like you to hear me out,” said Wesley. “The honest fact is, between grieving over Shaw and planning our upcoming military action to the south, I haven’t been much of a father for the last two months. Though you’re hardly my little girl anymore, I’d still like to think of myself as an important person in your life. For being absent these many weeks, I’d like you to know that I apologize.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” said Bailey. “I understand. I don’t think you’ve neglected being a father.”

      “Thank you, Bailey,” said Wesley, smiling gently. “You have such an understanding soul. However, apart from being absent, there is one other way that I’ve neglected my role as a father that I’d like to talk to you about.

      “Since Shaw’s passing I’ve done a lot of thinking, and I’ve concluded that I haven’t fulfilled my fatherly role, especially given my status as king of Mascaroth. As a father, and especially as king, it’s my responsibility to see that my children find a suitable partner for marriage. Someone who not only has the high character of nobility, but who will also ensure the peaceful transfer of this kingdom from one generation to the next. Quite honestly, I failed with Shaw. When he did not find a wife for himself, it was my responsibility to scour the lands that are loyal to Mascaroth to find potential brides. Alas, in a cruel way it has worked in our favor that Shaw never married, and thus didn’t leave behind a widowed wife or fatherless child. But as father and king, I shall not abandon my responsibility any longer.”

      Sinking into her coat, Bailey stared at her feet.

      “For several weeks now I have been wanting to talk to you about these things,” said Wesley, “and I was preparing to help you search for a young man worthy of your affection. However, as fate would have it, an opportunity has presented itself that has me very excited. This evening past, Lord Stanley approached me. Apparently, his son has taken an interest in you.”

      “You mean, Captain Harman?” said Bailey, hardly able to breath.

      “Yes, Captain Harman,” said Wesley. “Though he’s several years older than you, a finer young man you will not find in this kingdom.”

      Arriving at the inner walls, Wesley and Bailey came to a stop, and dropping Bailey’s hand, Wesley faced his daughter.

      “Tell me, Bailey,” said Wesley, joy shining from his face, “what have you to say about this news?”

      Bailey looked off to the side. “I ... I don’t know what to say,” she whispered.

      “Of course you don’t,” said Wesley. “I didn’t expect you to make a decision this afternoon. Take your time to think it over, and when I return from the south, we can discuss it further. Okay?”

      Bailey’s hair fell over her face as she nodded.

      As Wesley let his eyes linger on his daughter, he reached out and took hold of her hands. “Raise your head and look at me, Bailey.”

      Bailey lifted her head, but she was unable to look at her father.

      “Ahh, yes,” said Wesley, beaming proudly. “There’s not a young lady in all the kingdom who can compare to you. Fortune smiled upon me the day you were born, and I shall be blessed through you in the near future once more, I’m sure of it. How rich will be the man who wins your affection.”

      Releasing Bailey’s hands, Wesley leaned close and gave Bailey a soft half-hug. “Remember, when I return from the south, we have much to discuss.” Releasing his daughter, Wesley backed away, and with a parting smile he turned and headed back to the palace, leaving Bailey to herself.

      

      From the landing at the top of the stairs, Bailey looked over the throng of soldiers that were crowding the throne room. Bailey knew what was expected of her. As a member of the royal family, she was expected to join the gathering and take her seat at the head table. But memories of a similar night not long ago swirled in her mind like a haunting dream, disabling her, memories that, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t forget.

      Aching with sadness, and feeling the desperate need to be alone, Bailey shuffled backwards until she was out of sight within the palace’s upper corridors. Returning to her bedroom chambers, Bailey retrieved her coat, and leaving the palace by a side door, she slipped into the loneliness of the night.

      Bailey walked along the palace walls until she arrived at the front of the palace. With her turning onto the white stone path, soon the glowing lights of the palace faded into darkness, and all that was left to illumine her way was the pale light of the moon. The soft, steady sound of her clicking heels was the only noise that disturbed the mild night air, and after she veered onto a side path into the trees, it wasn’t long until Bailey had made it to her destination. Walking up the stairs that led to the Hall of Warriors, Bailey seated herself on a bench under the portico, and with eyes that were glazed in sorrow, she stared into the forested gardens.

      “Good evening, Lady Bailey,” sounded a low voice from the surrounding darkness.

      Startled, Bailey snapped her head towards the voice as a man walked from among the shadows of the columns.

      “Oh, Lord Hammond,” Bailey breathed, lifting a hand to her heart. “It’s only you.”

      Hammond chuckled. “Yes, it’s only me. My sincerest apologies for scaring you.”

      “No, it’s okay,” said Bailey. “But why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be in the palace with everyone else?”

      “In the palace with everyone else?” said Hammond. “In a way, I suppose so. But I guess you could say, I didn’t feel up to it tonight.” As if Bailey’s question had plunged Hammond into deep thought, with slow steps he returned to the shadows of the columns. Leaning against one of the columns, Hammond let out a long sigh. “The night before heading off to battle. I know the routine well enough. The king, and perhaps even the commanding officer, stands before a host of soldiers. Speeches are given—inspiring words meant to propel the army to bravely face the enemy. Upon the spirits of the men being rallied, the congregation drinks a toast to signify their commitment to their cause, after which their goblets become bottomless. With each new swallow the soldiers fall farther from their good senses, and they begin telling jokes of death and war, each soldier trying to convince the other of his fearlessness. But though they may be able to convince each other, they can’t convince themselves, so they drown their anxieties with another full goblet.”

      A deep focus entered Hammond’s eyes as he stared into the night sky. “I don’t belong in the palace with everyone else, not this night,” he said quietly, the authority in his voice like a distant roll of thunder. “Tonight, this is where I belong, upon the hallowed ground of the great warriors who came before me, the few who lived and died for the glory of the Golden City.”

      As if his words were still echoing within the cavernous depths of his mind, Hammond’s eyes twitched with an inward fire while he continued to look into the night until, with a deep, calming exhale, he turned back to Bailey. “So, that’s my reason for being here tonight, and I fully expected I’d be here by myself. But to my surprise, you have appeared. And if I’m going to be honest, I’m a mite curious why you’re here. I believe I could ask you the same question you asked me. Aren’t you supposed to be in the palace with everyone else?”

      A look of buried pain fell over Bailey, and wrapping her arms tightly around herself, she turned her head from Hammond.

      “Hmm,” breathed Hammond as he looked closely at Bailey. “Something’s not right with you. You’ve been different lately. If you’ll forgive me for my boldness, I might have a good guess as to what is distressing you.”

      Bailey said nothing.

      “The soldiers of Mascaroth were dealt a decisive defeat,” said Hammond. “The glory of the Golden City was tarnished. As a member of the royal family, such a loss must have cut you deeply. But if the loss in battle isn’t sobering enough, your own brother was killed, and apparently in the vilest of manners. How deep your sorrow must be. Sorrow upon sorrow.”

      But then Hammond moved from the column, and with noiseless steps he walked to Bailey and sat beside her on the bench. “But Lady Bailey,” he said, his voice gentle as the evening as his eyes turned soft with compassion, “though the defeat of Mascaroth and the death of Shaw are worthy of terrible sorrow, I think the depth of your sadness reaches deeper still, to a place no one in Mascaroth knows or understands.”

      Bailey’s eyes were filled with tears as she lifted her head just enough to peek at Hammond.

      “Could it be that the reason for your sorrow is rooted in a young man who meant a great deal to you?” said Hammond. “A young man whom you’ll never see again? A young man named Harper?”

      With a long blink the tears that had built up in Bailey’s eyes trickled down her face. “Lord Hammond, I ... I don’t know what to do with myself,” said Bailey weakly. “I don’t like being sad all the time. It’s not who I am, so I try not to feel this way. I try to move on with life. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t. I can’t stop remembering him. I ... I can’t stop remembering Harper.”

      Bailey shook as an outburst of tears overwhelmed her, but with a stuttered breath she grabbed control of herself. “Others are saddened by the soldiers’ defeat. Mother and father are saddened by Shaw, and I am too. But no one knows what Harper meant to me.”

      Lifting her dripping eyes, Bailey looked helplessly at Hammond. “The night before Harper left, he told me he would return. Yes, to Mascaroth, the city he had pledged to fight for. But even more than Mascaroth, he said he would return to me.” Overcome by a wave of emotion, Bailey buried her face in her hands as another outburst of tears gushed from her eyes. “Lord Hammond,” said Bailey, her voice quavering so badly that she was barely able to speak, “Harper gave me a promise.”

      “Oh, Bailey,” said Hammond, and he wrapped an arm around Bailey’s shoulder. Caught in the strength of Hammond’s embrace, Bailey finally broke, and letting her head rest upon his shoulder, she wept.

      “Promises. They’re curious things, aren’t they?” said Hammond softly. “They can’t be seen, they can’t be touched. Neither can they be measured or weighed. Yet, when spoken by the right person, a promise is more powerful than anything in this world, for there is no force in this world, neither of man nor nature, that can overcome a true promise. Indeed, some promises are so powerful that they are greater even than death itself, for though the promise giver withers away like an autumn flower, his promise lingers in the mind of the one who remembers, the one who refuses to relinquish his grip upon the promise.”

      Soon Bailey’s deep sobs turned to a slow stream of tears, and sensing her calm, Hammond pulled his arm back to himself. Standing, he walked to the edge of the portico, and placing his hand on a column, he looked into the night.

      “What’s to be said of the person who lives by promises?” said Hammond. “Holding fast to what can’t be seen or felt? How absurd. Such people are the fools of the world, the outcasts, and in loneliness they wander this world, understood by no one. And yet, lowly as they are, such people are the mightiest of all, for when a person stakes his life upon that which can’t be broken, in a very real way he becomes unbreakable himself.”

      His eyes bearing a distant sorrow of their own, Hammond turned back to Bailey. “Out of a love for the Golden City and all it stands for, Harper pledged his service. To him, the glory of the Golden City was worth fighting for and defending, even at pain of death. But to think, Bailey, for as much as Harper was willing to give for the sake of Mascaroth, he was willing to give even more for your sake. In Harper’s eyes you were greater and more glorious than Mascaroth. You were someone worthy enough to live for and to fight for. You were worthy of his most sacred promise.

      “But what’s a person to do who has been given such a promise? How does such a person move on with life when a promise remains seared in their mind, but the promise giver’s life has been taken?” With a slow, painful shake of his head, Hammond breathed a sigh. “I must admit, I don’t have the perfect answer. But Bailey, this I do know. Never let go of a promise. Hold it fast until the end of your days, for buried deep within a promise is the wisdom of what is most precious—what is worth loving and fighting for, even to the death. And armed with such wisdom, don’t give up hope. Don’t wander about feeling lost and alone. Instead, keep fighting. Keep fighting for what is precious. Above all else, never stop fighting.”

      Bailey sat motionless, letting the purity of Hammond’s words wash over her mind, and as she thought, the seeping of her tears slowed to a stop. Wiping her cheeks with her hands, Bailey rose from the bench, and walking to Hammond’s side, she looked into the blackness of the night with him.

      “Thank you, Lord Hammond,” said Bailey quietly. “Thank you so much for understanding me when no one else did. And though Harper’s gone, I won’t forget what he loved. And just like him, I won’t stop fighting. I promise that I’ll never stop fighting.”
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A FRIEND, LOST AND FOUND

        

      

    

    
      Harper weaved his fingers in knots as he paced back and forth across his cell, trying to keep his mind off the pain that loomed ever nearer. After an unknown number of laps, with a loud sigh Harper returned to his cot. Sitting on its edge, he scratched the top of his head with his right hand, then his left, before slumping over and resting his head in his hands.

      As Harper sat, the jail fell to silence except for a light sound, an incessant tapping. Growing annoyed by the noise, Harper followed the sound downward until he was looking at his foot. Involuntarily, his foot was pattering against the stone floor.

      Telling himself that he needed to relax, Harper sat back on his cot, and closing his eyes, he leaned against the cell wall. But as he took deep, calming breaths, a new sound caught Harper’s ear, and this time he was positive it wasn’t coming from himself. It was the sound of a hand slapping against a wall.

      “I hate this,” seethed Linden, slapping the wall again. “I hate this, I hate this ... I HATE THIS!”Alarmed, Harper sat up from his cot.

      “Hey, Linden,” said Harper, but before he could speak words of encouragement, the jail exploded with a yell of raw anger, followed by a crashing sound. Splintered pieces of Linden’s cot flew out of his cell and into the jail corridor.

      Harper hurried to the bars of his cell as the deafening sound of Linden’s outburst echoed into silence. “Linden, what are you doing?”

      “Why do you care?” snapped Linden.

      Harper’s face dropped into a scowl. “Why do I care? Maybe it’s because you’ve said almost nothing for two straight days, and now, just before the Master is supposed to come, you break your cot. What is going on with you?”

      For a moment Linden said nothing. Harper listened closely, trying to sense Linden’s state of mind, but all he could hear were the deep, heaving breaths of an angry person.

      “I’m finished with this life,” Linden finally said.

      “Wait, what?” said Harper.

      “I said I’m finished!” barked Linden. “I’m done being a slave. I’m done being locked up. I’m done being beaten. I’m finished with all of it!”

      “What?” said Harper again. “Come to your senses, Linden. You can’t give up. You can’t become a Southern Tribesmen.”

      “No, you’re the one who needs to come to your senses,” Linden shot back. “You’re the one who still thinks there’s something honorable about being a soldier from Mascaroth.”

      Harper’s mouth dropped open. “Linden, I thought we settled this. No matter how things have turned out for us, and no matter how hopeless our situation is, there’s good in Mascaroth. You and I both know that. What bitter thoughts have poisoned you into believing something different?”

      “No,” said Linden defiantly. “You’re wrong, Harper. For the longest time I tried to believe the lie of the Golden City. I tried to believe that Mascaroth was great. But after they sent us south to be slaughtered, and after they let us rot in this prison, I now know that everything I’ve ever been told about Mascaroth is a lie. The Golden City is nothing but a gilded tomb.”

      “I don’t understand you,” said Harper, shaking his head in disbelief. “And I don’t understand how you let yourself get so angry. But even if what you said about Mascaroth is true, how can you become a Southern Tribesmen? They’re barbaric, and you know it.”

      Linden didn’t answer.

      “You know it, Linden, and don’t pretend that you don’t,” said Harper, a flash of anger in his voice. “You saw what they did to Prince Shaw. You’ve felt the sting of their whip. Say what you want about Mascaroth, but in your conscience you know the Southern Tribesmen are barbaric. You can’t deny it.”

      Again, Linden didn’t answer, and in the silence that followed, a flicker of hope rose within Harper that Linden was returning to sanity. But then the thudding sound of the jailhouse door opening and closing traveled down the stone corridor, followed by the padding of approaching feet. The Master had returned, and with him the promise of cutting pain.

      “No,” Linden whispered, his voice burning with renewed bitterness. “It’s Mascaroth that’s barbaric. That’s the truth, and no matter the lies you speak, I’ll never be turned back.”

      “The lies I speak?” said Harper. The darkness of Linden’s words sent a frozen shiver through Harper’s body. Refusing to give up, Harper closed his eyes as he composed himself to make one final plea.

      “Then Linden,” said Harper, quiet desperation in his voice, “if not for Mascaroth, what about me? We’ve been friends for forever, don’t you remember? Don’t you remember all our good times? Like when we were younger, and we wandered the forest pretending we were journeying through perilous dangers to some distant land. And when we were old enough to swim, you and I practically spent entire summers in the mill pond. And what about sitting at a fire and laughing the evening away? Linden, we’re friends, and we’re in this together. Even if you’re angry at Mascaroth, what about me? Am I not reason enough to keep fighting, to keep enduring?”

      The Master arrived at Linden’s cell. Passing his beady eyes over the remnants of Linden’s cot scattered in the corridor, the Master’s lips curled into a nasty smile. With an airy cackle he unlocked Linden’s cell, and grabbing Linden by the back of his shirt, the Master led him into the corridor.

      Harper pressed his face against the metal bars, trying to catch a glimpse of his friend, hoping that if he could grab Linden’s eye, Linden would be awakened from his insanity.

      “Linden, what about me?” Harper repeated as Linden was led away, but Linden didn’t look back. “Linden!” shouted Harper, and he slammed his hand against the metal bars of his cell. But the only reply was the hollow echo of his own anguished voice.

      Closing his eyes, Harper rested his head against the metal bars. With little hope remaining, Harper listened, yearning to hear the sounds of torment: the snapping of the whip, the cries of agony. But no such sounds came. The jail was silent as a graveyard.

      Gripping the metal bars, Harper finally gave in to what he had tried to resist, but what he knew was true. Linden was gone. Abandoning Mascaroth, and abandoning his only friend, Linden had broken, and he had joined the Southern Tribesmen. Numb with sadness, Harper stood lifelessly as the weight of his new loneliness, deeper and darker than ever before, fell over him.

      The solitary sound of approaching footsteps bounced off the stone walls of the jail. Knowing it was his time, Harper walked to the door of his cell to wait for the Master. Harper’s head was bowed as the Master grabbed him by the collar and led him to the place of his torment. The Master clamped Harper’s wrists and ankles into the shackles, and the whippings began. Crack after crack sounded, each one shaking Harper’s limp body, but Harper didn’t make a sound. Only silent tears rolled down his face.

      Finished with his cruel form of entertainment, the Master released Harper from his bonds. Grabbing Harper by the collar again, the Master marched him back down the dark corridor and shoved him inside his cell. Panting with pain, Harper staggered to the back wall. But instead of slamming the door shut, the Master entered Harper’s cell behind him.

      “Your friend, he Southern Tribesman now,” said the Master, baring his rotted teeth in a black smile. “I broke him like I said I would. And I break you next. I break you next because you weak, you pitiful, you worthless. If 15 lashes don’t break you, I give you 20. If 20 don’t break you, I give you 25. I give you as many lashes as I need to break you. And if you still don’t break ...” Walking closer, the Master grabbed the front of Harper’s shirt, and with a jerk he forced Harper to look him in the eyes. “If you still don’t break,” he hissed, breathing his putrid breath into Harper’s face, “you either die by whip, or you rot in jail. But you never, never return to Mascaroth.”

      With a twitch, Harper’s teary eyes flashed with anger.

      The Master smiled. “Ahh, yes. I see you still have fight.” But as soon as the Master’s words left his mouth, his face twisted into a wild-eyed death-stare, and with a savage, high-pitched yell he slammed Harper in the chest with his forearm, forcing Harper’s raw back hard into the wall. Pain shot through Harper’s body, robbing him of his breath, but his eyes remained on the Master, unflinching.

      Grabbing the front of Harper’s shirt again, the Master pulled Harper closer until they were face-to-face. “I tell you again so you don’t forget, for my words are promise,” the Master hissed in a slow whisper. “You either die by whip, or you rot in jail. But you never ... return ... to ... Mascaroth.”

      Bursting with anger, before the Master had a chance to let go of Harper’s shirt, with the speed of a lightning strike Harper reached out and grabbed the Master by the throat. Gurgling and wheezing, the Master desperately pulled at Harper’s hand, trying to release himself from Harper’s grasp, but Harper’s hand only tightened. Walking the Master backwards, Harper pinned him against the metal bars of the cell.

      “You’re wrong,” said Harper, his bloodshot eyes ablaze. “Not only will you not break me, but you will not kill me either.” Tightening his grip again, Harper gave the Master a shake. “Do you understand?”

      Wriggling like a captured snake, the Master could only scratch and claw at Harper’s hand.

      “And since you gave me a promise, this is my promise to you,” said Harper. Leaning in close, Harper stared the Master in the eyes. “I ... will ... return ... to ... Mascaroth. No matter what you do to me, no matter how you try to break me, I ... will ... return.”

      Finally, Harper released his grip, and the Master fell to his knees, hacking. Grabbing the Master by the back of his shirt, Harper dragged him out of the cell and hurled him into the corridor. At that moment the jailer arrived with Harper’s meal, and freezing in his steps, the jailer looked at the Master, then at Harper, his eyes wide in bewilderment.

      The Master crawled to the jailer, and using the jailer’s arm, the Master pulled himself to his feet. Hunched over, the Master held his throat as he pointed a shaking finger at Harper. “I get you for this!” he said hoarsely as spit oozed from the corners of his mouth.

      Turning his back to the Master, Harper slammed the cell door shut and returned to his cot.

      “You wait,” said the Master. “From now on your life be worse than death!” Gasping, the Master gave a long, raspy cough, then hurried away.

      Stunned by what he had witnessed, with a darkened stare the jailer watched the Master scurry down the corridor. Upon the Master’s thunderous exit, a deep stillness returned to the jailhouse, and the jailer turned his eyes to Harper. His head tilted in a stare, the jailer cautiously slid the plate of food under the bars of the cell door. At the grating sound of tin on stone, Harper turned around, and their eyes locked on each other.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” said the jailer, his quiet voice grave as death. The jailer continued to look at Harper, his brows low over his eyes as if deep thoughts were spinning in his head, before abruptly turning and hurrying away.

      Harper stood from the cot, and retrieving his food, he looked down the corridor after the jailer. It was the first time Harper had heard him speak.

      Plate in hand, Harper plopped heavily onto his cot, and as he stared at his food, a daze fell over him. The jail was quiet, quieter than it had ever been before. Picking up a piece of bread, Harper ripped off a chunk and chewed slowly. The smacking of his lips and knocking of his teeth echoed rudely through his solitary confines as Harper tried to find satisfaction in his food, and little by little he emptied his plate. But though his simple meal of bread and beans filled his hungry stomach, he couldn’t shake what had just occurred. As Harper ate, the drama of the evening continued to grow until it settled on his mind like a thick fog, billowing and swirling over every thought.

      Soon Harper had finished his supper, and setting his plate on the floor, he stared into the darkness of his cell. The silence of the jail was filled with a strange sort of peace, like the dreadful calm after a battle full of carnage. Mere minutes ago he had fought two real battles, both as hopeless as they were unwinnable: he had challenged an enemy he had no chance of overcoming, and he had lost a friend he had no ability to regain. In the aftermath, a future as black as night stared him in the face, a future he would be forced to endure by himself.

      A deep weariness swept over Harper. Not knowing what else to do, he lay on his side, and pulling his tattered blanket over his shoulders, he closed his eyes. With long, deep breaths he tried to fall asleep, but though his mind and body had lost their ambition to stay awake, he couldn’t fall asleep. Time passed like the slow beats of his heart, but as the evening fell deeper into night, Harper’s running mind and throbbing back finally drifted into the far corners of his subconscious. But just before Harper’s mind was plunged into a distant world of dreams, a faint tinkling sound reached his ears.

      Groggy and confused, Harper blinked open his eyes and looked into the corridor. Only barely illumined by the light of the moon beaming through his window, a darkened figure appeared outside Harper’s cell, and with a soft rattle the figure unlocked Harper’s door. Suddenly fully awake, Harper stiffened as a wave of heat tingled his face. He knew who the figure was. Tensing every muscle in his body, Harper braced himself for the snarling voice of the Master and an endless night of torture.

      The darkened figure silently swung open the cell door, but instead of entering, with a quick hand he waved Harper to himself. Confused, Harper didn’t move.

      “Hurry!” the figure whispered, motioning harder.

      Slowly unwrapping himself from his blanket, Harper stood from his cot. Craning his neck forward, Harper searched the figure’s shadowed features as he cautiously approached. Soon they were standing within an arm’s length of each other, and finally Harper realized who it was. It was the jailer.

      “Put this on,” said the jailer, and he handed Harper a helmet. “It’s so the Southern Tribesmen don’t know it’s you. And here’s a sword. And in this satchel are a few things you’ll need for your journey.”

      Too baffled to speak, Harper obeyed without thinking. After hastily forcing the helmet over his head, he grabbed the sword and satchel.

      “Now follow me,” said the jailer, and he hurried toward the jailhouse door. “As soon as we leave the jail, don’t let anyone see the satchel. And don’t talk either. Your voice is a dead giveaway.”

      Jogging after the jailer, Harper’s tongue finally unfroze. “But what are we doing?”

      “We’re getting you out of here,” said the jailer.

      “You’re helping me escape?” said Harper. “Why? And how?”

      “You heard the Master,” said the jailer. “After what you did to him, he’s going to make you wish you were dead. So tonight you’re escaping over the wall.”

      Arriving at the front of the jailhouse, the jailer cracked open the door and peeked outside. After a quick glance he closed the door again and turned back to Harper. “We’re relieving the nightwatchmen early, which should give you enough time to escape before the real nightwatchmen arrive. As soon as we step outside, we walk calm and easy like we’re guards, not escaped prisoners. Okay?”

      “Okay,” said Harper.

      “And remember, don’t say a word,” said the jailer.

      His eyes wide, Harper nodded.

      The jailer took another peek outside, and after a final, nervous glance at Harper, he stepped into the mild night air, Harper at his side. Closing the door with a soft click, the jailer and Harper stood with their backs against the jailhouse, flashing their eyes from side to side as they scanned the village with suspicion. All was desolate.

      “Slowly now,” muttered the jailer, and he and Harper stepped away from the jailhouse. Their hearts pounding like galloping hooves, they wound through the rutted dirt streets—past darkened homes and crumbling stone buildings—strutting with the fake confidence of guards headed for duty, until they arrived without incident at the village walls.

      Motioning for Harper to stand behind him, the jailer walked to the base of the steps that led to the top of the walls. Two nightwatchmen stood atop the walls, their slumped forms peering lazily into the distance. Gathering his courage, the jailer called up to them. “We here,” he said in a raspy voice, mimicking his best Southern Tribesmen accent. “We relieve you now.”

      “About time,” growled one of the guards, and leaving their perch above the village, they tromped heavy-footed down the steps. The jailer and Harper backed out of the way to let the guards pass, but upon reaching the ground level, the ornerier of the guards approached the jailer and grabbed him by the shirt. “You late, as always,” said the guard. “Next time, don’t be late or I give you hurtful lesson.” Releasing the jailer’s shirt with a shove, the two guards disappeared into the village.

      Making sure they were alone, with silent strides the jailer and Harper hurried up the steps, chipped and cracked in disrepair, until they were on top of the wall.

      “We have to hurry,” whispered the jailer. “There’s a rope in the satchel. Get it and tie it to the wall while I stand watch.”

      Taking off his helmet, Harper dropped the satchel to the ground, and pulling out the rope, with trembling hands he knotted a loop. Groping through the darkness, Harper found a crumbled section of the stone wall and threw the loop loosely around it.

      “Finished,” said Harper.

      Dropping to a knee, the jailer shimmied closer to Harper. “Once you get over the wall, get across the river, then head west.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Harper looked at the jailer as if he had spoken gibberish. “But aren’t you coming too?”

      The jailer didn’t answer.

      “What?” said Harper. “But you have to come. If you don’t, they’ll kill you.”

      The jailer looked away.

      Grabbing the jailer by the arm, Harper thrust the rope into his hand and pushed him to the wall’s edge. “I’m not leaving without you. You go first, and I’ll follow.”

      Still refusing to look at Harper, the jailer shook his head. “I’m not ... I’m not going,” he said in a mysteriously stubborn voice.

      “Yes, you are,” said Harper. “And unless you want both of us dead, you’d better get moving.”

      Looking into Harper’s eyes, the jailer hesitated, but after another nudge from Harper, he finally gave in. Gripping the rope, the jailer swung his legs over the side of the wall. He peered at Harper a last time, their eyes locking in a stare, before finally sliding noiselessly to the ground. As soon as Harper felt the rope slacken, he followed, and seconds later he felt soft mud under his feet. Flicking at the rope, Harper detached it from the wall, and stuffing it back inside the satchel, he and the jailer took off towards the Eldoine River.

      Chased by fear, the jailer and Harper sprinted across the low-lying plains until they arrived at the shores of the river. Mist rose like smoke from the black waters that marked the border between freedom and slavery, and wading silently into the river’s smooth flow, the jailer and Harper started across the river.

      The jailer grabbed Harper’s arm as they hurried ever deeper and pointed far into the night. “To the west there are trees on the other side of the river that we can hide in,” he whispered. “Once we get to the middle, we’ll let the current take us. That way the Southern Tribesmen won’t be able to track us.”

      Soon the cool water was lapping at their necks, and giving in to the current, Harper and the jailer lay on their backs. Kicking under the water to hasten their passage, they floated with the river, and soon the walls of the village disappeared into the night.

      Their lungs heaved for air and their legs burned with fatigue the farther they traveled, but refusing to rest, on they kicked until overhanging branches blocked their view of the night sky, signaling they had reached their destination. Swimming to the northern bank, with wobbling legs they stepped onto free land just as a low, reverberating gong sounded in the distance.

      “Did you hear that?” said the jailer. “That was the warning bell. We’ve been found out. They’ll be after us soon.”

      The jailer ducked under the low-hanging limbs of a tree and into the forest, but before following him, Harper took a long, last look across the river into the land of the Southern Tribesmen.

      “Goodbye, Linden,” Harper whispered into the night. “Even if you’ve forgotten me, I won’t forget you.” As a film of tears glazed his eyes, Harper shifted his gaze far to the north. “And I haven’t forgotten you, either. Just like I promised, I will return.”

      Tearing his eyes from his stare, Harper vanished into the forest.
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A PERFECT PLAN

        

      

    

    
      Captain Brayton led a heavily bearded man through the labyrinth of Mascaroth’s camp—past small fires, dining soldiers, and makeshift tents propped upright by tree branches—until they reached the northernmost edge of camp and the king’s quarters. Sitting atop a small knoll, the taut sides of the white canvas tent shimmered in the easy evening breeze while the flag of Mascaroth, perched at the pointed top of the tent, flapped lazily from side to side.

      “Is King Wesley in?” said Brayton to the guard standing duty at the king’s quarters. “I have an urgent report on the southern lands.” But before the guard could reply, Wesley’s voice sounded from inside the tent.

      “Good to hear that you’re back already,” said Wesley, his voice growing louder as he approached the entrance. The flaps of the tent, emblazoned with the golden, sword-crossed crest of Mascaroth, were pulled open, and Wesley welcomed the two men inside. “Please, come in. Let us hear what the scouts have discovered in their travels throughout the southern lands.”

      Hammond, inside the tent with Wesley, poured drinks for Brayton and the scout, dry and dirty from their day’s trip. Nodding with appreciation, the two men relieved their thirst with long gulps.

      “So, tell us,” said Wesley once Brayton and the scout had returned their goblets to Hammond, “how far are we from the enemy, and how strong are their numbers?”

      “On a steady gallop I was able to make it to and from Haverton in under two hours to retrieve our scout,” said Brayton.

      “Splendid,” said Wesley. “Just as we had hoped. Close enough to Haverton to plan our attack, but far enough that our approach is still secret.” Turning to the scout, Wesley said, “Now, what about the enemy?”

      “Hmm, yes ... the enemy,” said the scout in a slow drawl, an air of puzzlement in his voice. “I don’t know what to say except, the enemy has positioned itself very curiously.” Reaching into a cracked, leather pouch tied at his waist, the scout pulled out a map. Unfolding it, he held it out as the others gathered around. “Here is Haverton,” said the scout, circling an area on the map with his thick, calloused finger. “It’s located atop a gently sloping, broad ridge that extends to the southeast. The curved ridge forms a type of bowl to the south, and that is where the Southern Tribesmen have encamped. Their many tents spot the grasslands in clear view of Haverton, as if taunting them, daring the Havertonites to attack.

      “As far as their strength of numbers, when I and the other two scouts first arrived in Haverton, there were but 50, perhaps 60 Southern Tribesmen. Over the weeks we’ve been here, however, their numbers have swelled to near 200.”

      The scout lowered his map. “Very curious, is it not? Curious, not only in the Southern Tribesmen’s positioning, but also their rise in numbers. They’ve prepared themselves for battle, and day and night they stand a vigilant guard. Yet, apart from an occasional theft of livestock for the sake of feeding themselves, they have not attacked Haverton.”

      “Curious indeed,” said Wesley, rubbing a hand over his bearded jaw. “But whatever their intentions, foul as they might be, unknown to them, Mascaroth has assembled an even greater army. The Southern Tribesmen cannot contend with the might that has ridden south.”

      “Very true,” said the scout. “And from my observations of the Southern Tribesmen over the weeks, I agree with your confidence. Though they taunt, not only are they severely outnumbered by the army that Mascaroth has assembled, but they also lack our power and speed, for they possess no horses.”

      “You can’t be serious,” said Wesley. A small smile broke across his face, and taking time to bask in the good news, he passed his glowing eyes over Brayton and Hammond before returning again to the scout. “Are you sure they have no horses?”

      “Quite sure,” said the scout.

      “Then how will they provide any sort of resistance?” said Wesley. A wide grin overtook his face, and with a puff of air he let out a haughty laugh. “Though it is nearly nightfall, a good part of me says to ride against them now and get it over with.”

      “Yes, and I might give my hearty approval to such a plan,” said the scout. “However, there’s an additional land feature I must point out.” Raising the map again, with his finger the scout drew a curved line over a section of dark markings. “Here, bordering the grasslands to the west, is a line of thickly forested trees that curves south like a fishhook. As I’ve already stated, the Southern Tribesmen have made their camp in plain sight, but cleverly, the safety of the trees is but a short retreat away. As it stands, though the army of Mascaroth has superior numbers and resources, you must draw the Southern Tribesmen into the open lest they scurry to the safety of the trees.”

      “Hmm, yes,” croaked Wesley, his face falling in a sudden onset of a bad temper. Wesley pounded his fist lightly into his open hand, and with a crooked eyebrow he glared at the men as if they were responsible for the bad news. “It would appear that it’s not the Southern Tribesmen who stand between us and swift victory, but curs-ed trees.”

      Folding his hands behind his back, Wesley walked several strides from the group, sighing loudly, before turning back toward them. “So, what shall we do? Since we can’t charge the enemy, what then shall be our plan of attack? How do we draw the Southern Tribesmen into the open without them scurrying into the forest like cowards?”

      At Wesley’s question a hush fell over the men. In silent contemplation Brayton and Hammond wandered to separate corners of the tent, frowning as they attempted to scheme battle plans in their minds, while the scout turned again to his map, studying it as if secrets yet to be discovered were buried within its creases. Shadows lengthened within the tent as the evening turned to dusk until, with a soft clearing of his throat, Brayton grasped the men’s attention.

      “King Wesley, I have an idea,” said Brayton boldly.

      Turning halfway, Wesley nodded at Brayton. “Then let’s hear it, man.”

      “Give me a band of men,” said Brayton, “and with them, let me march upon the Southern Tribesmen by foot.”

      “By foot?” said Wesley. “No, no. I cannot allow this. It’s much too dangerous, especially when we have the advantage of horses.”

      “I beg, hear me out, King Wesley,” said Brayton.

      “Yes, alright,” Wesley mumbled, and he turned his back to Brayton.

      “I shall lead a band of men to Haverton by foot,” said Brayton, “and after we have traveled a certain distance, let the rest of the army follow on horses. If there be any Southern Tribesmen scouts along the way, they shall see my band of men first and report to their camp that an army of Mascaroth is approaching by foot, and not know our true strength.”

      “Very interesting,” said Wesley, nodding as he peeked over his shoulder.

      “Then, upon reaching Haverton,” continued Brayton, “at the appropriate time we shall cross the plains towards the Southern Tribesmen, and when we get within range, we shall volley a round of arrows. If our mere presence doesn’t cause the Southern Tribesmen to advance upon us, then our arrows shall, for the Southern Tribesmen will be skewered with arrows unless they counterattack. Then, King Wesley, once we have caught the Southern Tribesmen’s attention and drawn them to advance, riders hidden behind the ridge, led by you and Lord Hammond, shall make their charge. Riders from the north shall make a frontal assault, while riders from the east shall curve from behind, making the Southern Tribesmen’s retreat into the forest impossible.”

      With long strides Wesley glided to Brayton’s side. “Would you really do such a thing, Captain Brayton?” he said, his face glowing with renewed joy as he rested a hand on Brayton’s shoulder. “Would you be willing to take such a risk?”

      “Yes, my king,” said Brayton with a solemn nod. “But more than a risk, I would consider it an honor to bravely lead troops against the Southern Tribesmen, they who have not only soiled the glory of the Golden City, but who have also unjustly taken the life of the king’s own son.”

      His eyes shining, Wesley turned to Hammond. “Though I am not a military man, I believe Captain Brayton’s battle plan to be perfect. What do you think, Lord Hammond?”

      Hammond tapped his fingers against each other rhythmically as he raised and lowered his head in a series of reflective nods. “Yes,” Hammond said softly, the bobs of his head growing larger until he gave a final, decisive nod. “Yes, I do think Captain Brayton has come up with a good plan. However …”

      Falling into thought once more, Hammond’s probing eyes, suddenly dark and mysterious, held the attention of the room as he moved them in slow progression from one man to another.

      “However,” Hammond began again, “I do have one small question, a question that has little to do with Captain Brayton’s battle plan.” Turning to the scout, Hammond said, “The trees to the west and south, did you scout them? Do you know what lies within the forests?”

      “No, I did not scout them,” said the scout, shaking his head innocently. “Nor did the other scouts. Though we discussed it, given the military disadvantages we observed in the Southern Tribesmen from afar, we deemed a foray into the forests to be an unworthy risk, both for ourselves and the secrecy of Mascaroth’s impending attack.”

      “I see,” said Hammond faintly.

      As Hammond stood brooding, a shadow of concern spread across Brayton’s face. “Lord Hammond, do you foresee a problem?”

      “No,” said Hammond, the certainty of his voice betrayed by worried creases at the corners of his eyes. “Ignore my question to the scout, for I believe your battle plan to be good. I believe it is very good, in fact, and it is my opinion that we should spend the remainder of the evening planning and coordinating its details to ensure its success.”

      A reassuring smile flickered across Hammond’s face, but like a meager ray of light peeking through dark, billowing clouds, the smile quickly vanished, replaced by Hammond’s stormy eyes.

      

      The frays of Brayton’s kinked hair waved in the easy breeze as he stood like a statue of stone atop the ridge overlooking the battlefield. He glared at the enemy gathered in the distance below, unflinching as their bestial shouts and snarls traveled across the rolling plains.

      “Captain Brayton!” said the color-bearer in breathless excitement as he scurried to the captain’s side, the pole of his flag bouncing on his shoulder. “The rest of Mascaroth’s army has arrived. Their approaching horses can be seen on the northern horizon!”

      In stoic silence Brayton turned his head north. As the color-bearer had reported, a serpentine line of riders was heading in their direction.

      “So it is true,” said Brayton. “Thank you, sir, for your report. Now, return to your spot, keep vigilant, and when the time comes, perform your duty. We are counting on you.”

      “Yes, of course,” said the color-bearer. “You can trust me to do exactly as I’ve been told.” After bowing his head to his captain, the color-bearer hurried away.

      Casting a final glance southward towards the enemy, with purposeful strides Brayton walked from his perch to the flat center of the ridge where his 200 men stood, their copper breastplates and helmets gleaming proudly in the afternoon sun. Scowls of war already upon their faces, the foot soldiers stood at attention, faithfully awaiting Brayton’s command.

      Throwing his head back, Brayton shook the hair from his face and pushed his helmet over the crown of his head to complete his uniform. Standing tall, he turned towards his men and unsheathed his sword.

      “Soldiers of Mascaroth,” said Brayton with a growled shout, “to the north, the remainder of the army of Mascaroth has arrived, which means that our time has come. I should like you to know and take confidence in the fact that, of the 500 soldiers who have ridden south, I have personally selected each of you, for out of the many, you men have distinguished yourselves to be the bravest and most skilled.

      “In that confidence, see then, below us stands our enemy, evil as they are foul, and soon we shall engage them to the death. But though they clamor and curse, and though they fight like savages, be not overwhelmed by fear. No, do not be afraid, but be bold. Yes, men, be bold, for we are the army of Mascaroth, the army of the Golden City, and our cause is just. So, soldiers of Mascaroth, follow me! Follow me to the end! Follow me and fight!”

      Brayton thrust his sword into the air. “Fight for Mascaroth!”

      “For Mascaroth!” the army echoed in a deep roar.

      “For the Golden City!” shouted Brayton.

      “The Golden City!” replied the army.

      The veins bulging in his neck, Brayton stabbed the sky with his sword. “And ... for ... GLORY!”

      As the shout of “GLORY!” shook the air, the army lumbered forward in lines that were four-deep. Their feet stomping and their armor clattering, the soldiers marched stiffly across the top of the ridge, then down its gentle slopes, and onto the shallow hills and valleys of the undulating plains, where the enemy waited along the distant tree line.

      Dressed in furs, and wearing tarnished, silver helmets, the Southern Tribesmen paced in an untamed mass, awaiting the soldiers’ approach like a hungry pack of wolves. But, when the army of Mascaroth was yet a distance away, Brayton gave a command, and the army lurched to a halt.

      “Shields, to the front! Archers, to the rear!” yelled Brayton. In an organized flurry, 100 men gripping long shields formed a line, and behind them gathered 100 archers.

      “Archers, notch your bows!” shouted Brayton.

      In unison the archers reached to their backs, and pulling arrows from their quivers, they prepared their bows.

      “Take aim!”

      The archers drew their strings, and tilting their heads as they peered down the smooth, wooden shafts of their arrows, the archers pointed their bows into the air.

      “Fire!” yelled Brayton.

      At the twang of 100 strings, a storm of arrows arched high into the sky. The Southern Tribesmen scattered like a flock of birds as the arrows pelted their lines with death, but as soon as the sky cleared, they amassed themselves again. The few Southern Tribesmen armed with bows retaliated with a round of arrows that whizzed harmlessly over Mascaroth’s head, while the other Southern Tribesmen inched closer to Mascaroth’s lines, hurling curses, and shaking their nicked swords into the air like an angry mob. But though the Southern Tribesmen threatened a charge, they kept within the shadows of the trees.

      “We will draw them to us, or we will defeat them from afar!” declared Brayton. “Notch your bows, and aim!”

      Upon Brayton’s call, the archers sent another round of arrows towards the Southern Tribesmen, but though the arrows tore through the Southern Tribesmen’s lines with pain and death once more, they still refused to charge.

      “Fire!” Brayton called again, and the Southern Tribesmen were assailed with yet another round of arrows. But upon the final arrow falling, the Southern Tribesmen could restrain themselves no longer. First one Southern Tribesman charged, bursting from the others like a dog unleashed, then another Southern Tribesman, and soon the entire army was bearing down upon Mascaroth’s lines, howling a wild battle cry.

      Standing high atop the ridge, the color bearer waved the green and gold flag of Mascaroth in high, sweeping arcs.

      “Fire at will!” shouted Brayton above the Southern Tribesmen’s growing cry. “The rest of you, draw swords!”

      Rounds of arrows flew in sheets at the charging Southern Tribesmen, taking out one enemy after another, yet still the horde pounded across the plains, their eyes glowing with fearless abandon.

      “You are soldiers of the Golden City!” shouted Brayton as the Southern Tribesmen drew near. “Fight, I say! Stand and fight!”

      The crack of sword on shield splintered the air as the first of many Southern Tribesmen hurled themselves upon Mascaroth’s lines. The archers exchanged their bows for swords, and charging forward, they entered the growing fray. But just as the entire throng of Southern Tribesmen reached Mascaroth’s army, a low rumble shook the ground.

      Like water flooding the banks of a swollen river, horsemen from the north and from the southeast poured down the ridge and onto the plains. The horses’ manes flowed in the wind, and their tails waved like tongues of fire, as the riders led a stampede across the battlefield to the aid of the foot soldiers.

      At the sight of a mounted army bearing down on them from the north, panic seized the Southern Tribesmen. Abandoning their attack, the Southern Tribesmen turned to flee to the protection of the forest, only to realize they were hopelessly surrounded.

      With their swords gleaming in their hands, the horsemen of Mascaroth trampled through the Southern Tribesmen’s lines, swiping and stabbing at their outnumbered foe, and within minutes the entire band of Southern Tribesmen had been cut down, save for the few who dodged death and escaped to the safety of the forest.

      Like a shower of burning sparks snuffed out by a mighty gust of wind, the Southern Tribesmen had been routed.

      Steering his horse around dead bodies, Wesley surveyed the aftermath of the battle from atop his chestnut stallion as he made his way to the center of the battlefield where Brayton’s foot soldiers were still gathered.

      “I say, Captain Brayton,” said Wesley, “good to see you alive.”

      Brayton stepped from among his men and dipped his head in a bow. “The same to you, my king.”

      “Thank you,” said Wesley. “But what about the rest of your men? How did they fare?”

      Beaming, Brayton pulled off his helmet. “King Wesley, I’m very pleased to say, my men fared fantastically. Several minor wounds and lacerations, but not a single death to report.”

      “Not a single death?” said Wesley. “That is wonderful news. I shall like to hear more details of your battle, but first I must find Lord Hammond and hear how things fared for him.”

      Turning from the foot soldiers, Wesley swept his eyes across the battlefield until he had spotted his trusted warrior. Mounted on his horse, Hammond was away from the rest of the army, staring southward.

      “Ahh, there he is,” said Wesley, nodding in Hammond’s direction before turning back towards the foot soldiers. “Captain Brayton, if you can borrow a horse, I’d like you to join me.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Brayton. Placing his helmet under his arm, Brayton jogged to the nearest horseman and secured a horse. After climbing atop the horse, Brayton rode back to Wesley, and with a light kick of their heels, the two men trotted in Hammond’s direction.

      Steering his horse to Hammond’s side, Wesley peered curiously between Hammond and the forest. “Lord Hammond, it’s good to see that you are well,” said Wesley. “But I must ask, is everything alright?”

      Hammond pried his gaze from the southern tree line, its leaves and branches waving in the light breeze, and looked at the king and captain. “Yes, everything is fine,” said Hammond.

      “Good, good,” said Wesley. “And what about your men? How did they fare?”

      “Quite well, indeed,” said Hammond. “They fought bravely.”

      “And might you know how many casualties you suffered?” said Wesley.

      “Casualties?” said Hammond. Turning his eyes back to the south, Hammond shook his head. “None.”

      “And none from my men either,” said Wesley, his voice suddenly filled with passion. Turning in his saddle, Wesley looked back to the north across the battle-marred plains, his dark eyes alive with burning memories. “We rode south on a mission, and that mission has been accomplished. The deaths of many men have been repaid, the murder of Shaw has been avenged, and most of all, the Southern Tribesmen have been served a warning that they dare not forget: the Golden City shall not be trifled with.”

      But as Wesley was still speaking, Hammond slowly dismounted. Leading his horse, Hammond wandered south, his eyes still fixed upon the tree line as if he was searching for something. But then, suddenly, he stopped walking. Snapping his head around, Hammond hollered across the plains as if he were in the throes of combat. “Foot soldiers, to me!”

      Confused, the foot soldiers searched the battlefield, wondering who had spoken.

      “Foot soldiers!” Hammond roared again, his deep voice like a battle horn. “To me, now!”

      Sensing that a battle still remained, the foot soldiers’ confusion vanished, and they herded to Hammond on the double.

      Being careful to stand behind his horse, Hammond drew a long line through the grass with his foot. “Shields bearers, form a line here, and crouch low behind your shields.”

      The shield bearers hurried to where Hammond directed them and ducked behind the protection of their shields.

      “Archers, behind the shield bearers, and on a knee,” said Hammond, and the archers obediently clamored to their spots.

      Hammond led his horse behind the line of soldiers and once again stood behind it. “That tree straight ahead,” said Hammond, “the one with a large dead limb hanging from it. Archers, fire a round of arrows into it.”

      The archers took their aim, and upon Hammond’s command they fired. Twigs snapped and leaves ripped as the volley of arrows disappeared into the branches of the tree. But there was also another sound, a crashing noise as if something were falling from the tree’s limbs, and soon three bodies thudded to the ground.

      “Cover the tree line!” shouted Hammond. “Empty your arrows into the line of trees!”

      Reaching into their quivers, the archers sprayed the tree line with a barrage of arrows, and under the constant onslaught, dozens more Southern Tribesmen tumbled out of the trees.

      Finally, when the archers’ arrows were nearly spent, and when it seemed there were no Southern Tribesmen left to shoot, Hammond called off the attack. Disbanding the soldiers, Hammond led his horse back to Wesley and Brayton.

      Brayton’s mouth hung open as he rode his horse to meet Hammond, and with a trembling hand he pointed at the tree line. “How did you know there were Southern Tribesmen perched in those trees?”

      “I didn’t know,” said Hammond quietly, sounding oddly unsatisfied with the success of his warfare. “A hunch was all I had.” Raising himself onto his horse, Hammond patted the horse’s neck firmly as he looked once more to the trees. “It turns out, the trees were more than a safe haven for the Southern Tribesmen. Death awaited us in their shadows, and had we tried to pursue the Southern Tribesmen instead of surrounding them, many of our men would have died.” Slowly, Hammond turned his head to Brayton and nodded. “As King Wesley complimented you yesterday, your battle plan was perfect.”
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MYSTERY OF THE TREES

        

      

    

    
      Clothed in a black garment with a hood that hung down his back, Hammond sat on a rocky outcropping at the bottom of the ridge just north of Haverton. A small fire burned at his feet as dusk spread its dim haze over the southern lands. With a long stick Hammond poked at a small log, sending a shower of sparks into the glowing embers, as he stared into the fire’s dying flames.

      “There you are,” said Brayton from afar, his hoarse voice worn from the day’s shouting. “I’ve been searching for you.”

      Awakened from his thoughts, Hammond turned and watched as Brayton approached from the top of the ridge. With long, heavy strides Brayton sped down the hill, faster with every step, until he reached the bottom of the hillside and jogged to a stop near Hammond.

      “In a show of gratitude,” said Brayton, “the Havertonites have spread a tent and prepared a feast for us. In all my life I’ve never seen so much meat: boar, lamb, rabbit, wild fowl. And I’m sure they’ll also have plenty for us to drink.”

      Hammond smiled tiredly. “Sounds appetizing.”

      “Yes, but aren’t you coming?” said Brayton. “It’d be a shame to miss it.”

      Returning his gaze to his meager fire, Hammond shook his head. “No. Not tonight.”

      Brayton kept his eyes on Hammond, waiting for an explanation, but when none came, Brayton wandered through wisps of the fire’s smoke until he was opposite Hammond. Kneeling, Brayton picked a small handful of grass, and blade by blade he tossed it into the fire.

      “There’s something on your mind,” said Brayton. “I normally wouldn’t ask, but given that we just fought a battle …” His forehead creased, Brayton looked at Hammond. “As a captain of Mascaroth, is there something I should know?”

      Exhaling a heavy breath, Hammond snapped his poking stick in half and tossed it into the fire. “It’s just that those trees, there’s a mystery about them, and the mystery harasses my mind like a festering splinter.”

      “The trees?” said Brayton. “What is it about them?”

      Hammond let out another long sigh. “The southern lands are different than the lands near Mascaroth. In Mascaroth there is safety. But danger lurks in these southern lands. Knowing the ever-present threat of the Southern Tribesmen, many times I have traveled south, building relationships with the peoples, and keeping watch over their lands. In the past I encountered little trouble, but the Southern Tribesmen, they’ve gotten bolder, and in recent years I’ve come into contact with them too often for my liking. I’ve had to defend myself with swords, with arrows, and sometimes even with my bare hands. Yet, whenever I’ve been attacked, it’s never been in the full light of day, nor has it been upon the open plains. The Southern Tribesmen are a deceitful people, and the shadows are their domain.”

      Hammond’s eyebrows dropped over his eyes, dimming his face with suspicion. “These forests, I fear them,” he said quietly. “When in the southern lands, I’ve learned that at all costs, stay away from the trees.”

      Caught in Hammond’s wariness, Brayton’s eyes seemed to protrude from his head. “But Lord Hammond, do you think there is danger lurking in the trees even after today’s victory? After all, we soundly defeated the Southern Tribesmen.”

      “But that’s just it,” said Hammond. Rising from his rock, in deep concentration Hammond raised a hand to his forehead and paced. “Our victory today, it was too easy. Even if we didn’t get lured into the forest as the Southern Tribesmen apparently wanted, still, the Southern Tribesmen should have given us a better fight.”

      Hammond stopped pacing and looked at Brayton. “Do you remember when we first received word from Haverton many weeks ago? There was a band of Southern Tribesmen wandering through their lands, and frightened by their presence, Haverton requested our aid. But isn’t it curious? The Southern Tribesmen never attacked Haverton. Instead, they ambushed and slaughtered our small army. Then, upon defeating us, the Southern Tribesmen could have marched to Haverton and decimated their village, but once again, they didn’t.” Hammond took a step closer to the fire and Brayton. “Don’t you see? The Southern Tribesmen were never after Haverton. All along Haverton has been the bait, and the trap has been set for Mascaroth.”

      “But we won, did we not?” said Brayton. “The Southern Tribesmen’s trap failed.”

      “But it doesn’t make sense,” said Hammond, and he began pacing again. “Why would the Southern Tribesmen lure us south only to be soundly defeated? After they massacred our small army, the Southern Tribesmen knew Mascaroth would return south with a greater army. Why then didn’t they prepare themselves? No horses and only a few archers? Setting their camp on low ground, their only natural defense being a forest into which they could retreat? That’s neither a strong army nor a viable strategy for victory. Even if we would have fallen prey to their scheme and followed them into the forest, the few archers hidden in the trees were hardly enough to defeat our entire army.

      “No,” said Hammond, shaking his head. He plopped down on his rock again, and gripping a balled fist, he returned his gaze to the shimmering orange embers nestled deep within the fire’s flames. “Our victory today was too easy. It’s my belief that the Southern Tribesmen have a plan that is yet hidden to us, and I fear it has something to do with those trees.”

      The growing darkness of the evening cast Brayton’s face into shadows as he searched Hammond’s grave expression. “I can’t deny your logic,” said Brayton quietly. “But what then are you going to do? What’s your plan?”

      “Tonight, I venture into the forest to discover what it is hiding,” said Hammond.

      Alarmed, Brayton jumped to his feet. “But you can’t do that. As you’ve admitted yourself, the trees are too dangerous.”

      “War is dangerous,” said Hammond calmly.

      “War is dangerous?” said Brayton. As if in torment, Brayton gripped his hair like he was going to tear out clumps. “But ... but you can’t ... you can’t just …” A frustrated growl rumbled from Brayton’s throat as he searched for an argument.

      “Captain Brayton,” said Hammond, his voice as decisive as a steel blade, “dangerous or not, I’m venturing into that forest.”

      Closing his eyes, Brayton released a deep breath. “Fine. If that’s your plan, then so be it. But know that you are not going alone. I shall go with you.”

      Looking deep into the eyes of the loyal captain, Hammond shook his head. “I respect your sense of duty, but you can’t go with me. While I am gone someone must stand guard over King Wesley. You must not let him out of your sight.”

      Brayton remained silent.

      “Captain Brayton, I must hear your voice,” said Hammond. “Will you promise me to stand guard over King Wesley?”

      Brayton hesitated, but finally bobbed his head in a slow nod. “Yes,” he breathed. “I promise. That is, as long as you promise that you’ll take care of yourself.”

      With the faintest of smiles, Hammond dropped his head in a solitary nod.

      Though Brayton was hardly satisfied with the arrangement, he reluctantly accepted Hammond’s unspoken word, and with nothing left to say, Brayton nodded his goodbye, then trudged to the top of the ridge to join the rest of Mascaroth’s army, leaving Hammond to himself.

      It wasn’t long after Brayton’s departure that the fullness of night descended over the land, finally giving Hammond the cover for which he had been waiting. Kneeling, he reached into the remnants of the burned-out fire, and gathering ashes in his hands, he crumbled them until they had turned to a fine powder. Hammond smudged the ashes on his face, turning it black, then completed his shaded camouflage by pulling his black hood over his head. At one with the deepest shadows of the night, Hammond armed himself with a dagger and set off on his secret mission.

      A halo of gray light shimmered from the moon as Hammond crept along the bottom of the ridge, and soon he had arrived at the forest’s edge, just west of Haverton. The merry sound of feasting soldiers—roaring with spurts of carefree laughter—floated down the ridge. But the trees, like a catacomb of trunks and vines, emitted nothing but thick silence.

      Hammond stepped inside the forest, and at once the brightness of the moon was swallowed into darkness. Pulling out his dagger, Hammond journeyed a short distance into the forest’s black interior, then headed south. Slinking like a cat, he padded silently from tree to tree—hiding behind one before hurrying to the next—his wide eyes in constant motion. His passage was slow, and soon the merriment of Mascaroth’s army was a forgotten sound. Yet deeper still Hammond penetrated, inching ever closer to the mystery of an unknown threat.

      Hammond’s every step was as careful as it was calculated, and not a sound could be heard except the soft crackle of forest floor underfoot. But then, deep in the distance, Hammond’s eye caught the glimpse of a faint, flickering light. Planting himself behind a large tree, Hammond peered toward the glow, searching for shapes and shadows, anything that might give a clue to what foul schemes lurked ahead. But as Hammond strained his eyes, the sharp snap of a stick split the silence of the night.

      In a heartbeat Hammond had pressed his body against the tree. Quieting his breathing, Hammond listened. Barely audible above his deep breaths was the soft sound of footsteps rustling through the forest undergrowth. Like a gathering wave the sound crept closer, and daring to look, out of the corner of his eyes Hammond peeked into the forest’s interior. Emerging from the deep shadows like wraiths was a line of hunched-over men armed with swords and bows, mere strides from Hammond’s hideout.

      Hammond closed his eyes. Like a mist seeping across the forest floor, he could sense the Southern Tribesmen’s presence. Hammond gripped his dagger tightly, and tensing every muscle in his body, he prepared to defend himself with the ferocity of a wounded animal. But the attack never came. As if Hammond was invisible, the Southern Tribesmen passed him by.

      Opening his eyes, Hammond looked again into the interior of the forest. It had fallen into a lifeless slumber once more. Turning his head, Hammond looked in the direction of the prowling men. The faint silhouette of Southern Tribesmen could be seen leaving the forest and stepping stealthily onto the plains.

      Hammond crouched to the ground. He passed his eyes over the forest one last time, and confirming that he was alone, he took off north. Bent over, Hammond weaved through the trees, creeping as fast as silence would allow, until the distant sound of partying soldiers reached his ears again. Knowing he had left danger far-enough behind, Hammond tossed aside all caution, and standing upright, he opened up in a sprint. Branches lashed across his face as he dodged trees and ripped through thickets, veering towards the forest’s edge. Soon Hammond was below Haverton, and bounding from the forest in a spray of leaves, he dashed up the ridge.

      “The Southern Tribesmen are upon us!” shouted Hammond, his approaching form but a shadow in the dark.

      The conversation and laughter of the soldiers fell to confused murmurs as they searched for who had spoken. The pounding of Hammond’s steps grew nearer until finally he burst from the night into the shimmering torchlight of the soldiers’ feast.

      “Did no one hear me?” said Hammond through panted breaths. “As I speak, the Southern Tribesmen are approaching from the south. Arm yourselves!”

      A puzzled silence hung over the gathering. Apart from the few obedient soldiers who reluctantly replaced their brimming goblets with swords, the men stared at Hammond, unmoved.

      “Dear me,” sounded a friendly voice from the midst of the crowd. “Lord Hammond, is that you?” Wesley stepped from under the tent into the open air and looked at Hammond sideways, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. “Why, it is you. I must say, Lord Hammond, you’re as black as midnight. Are you alright? And what is all this commotion about the Southern Tribesmen?”

      Wesley began toward Hammond, but before he could take his second stride, Hammond had rushed to his side. “No, King Wesley,” said Hammond, and he grabbed Wesley by the arm and led him back under the tent. “Quickly, you must find cover!”

      “Lord Hammond, you’re concerning me,” said Wesley, calmly following Hammond’s lead as the rest of the army stared after them like a herd of cattle, stupefied by Hammond’s actions. “Would you please tell me, what is this all about?”

      “It’s the Southern Tribesmen,” said Hammond, anxiously looking over his shoulder into the night. “They’re on the attack. Even now they are nearly upon us.”

      “What?” huffed Wesley, suddenly annoyed. “That can’t be so. How is it that the Southern Tribesmen are nearly upon us?”

      But before Hammond could respond, Brayton pushed through a group of gathered men, his sword drawn. “Lord Hammond, you found them. Tell me, where are the Southern Tribesmen, and what are their numbers?”

      Forgetting Wesley, Hammond turned his attention to Brayton. “How many there are, I do not know. But as to where they are, I expect their attack to be imminent. We must hurry and form our battle lines.”

      “No, you will not form battle lines until I get an explanation,” said Wesley impatiently, and grabbing both Hammond and Brayton by the arms, he forced them to look at himself. “This afternoon we defeated the Southern Tribesmen, yet now I’m told that the Southern Tribesmen have returned. Men, unless the Southern Tribesmen can resurrect themselves from the dead, this is impossible. Someone needs to tell me what is—”

      But before Wesley could finish speaking, a faint whistling sound disturbed the night, and a blink later a storm of arrows tore through the tent. Cries of agony filled the night as scores of dead and wounded soldiers fell to the ground.

      Covering Wesley, Brayton and Hammond pushed through the sudden chaos of panicked soldiers to a table, and they ducked under it for protection.

      “How did this happen?” fumed Wesley, on hands and knees as he watched soldiers scurry for cover. “I thought we won this battle, and now here I am, hiding under a table like a coward.”

      As Wesley spoke, another round of arrows fell from the sky, pounding the top of the table, followed by a chorus of mangled cries rising from the victimized soldiers. But above the noises of torment and death, another sound grew in the distance, even more chilling. It was the savage battle cry of the Southern Tribesmen.

      “I don’t understand how this has happened,” said Wesley, his voice raw with anger, “but I’m not about to let the justice of this day pass through my fingers like grains of sand. We shall meet the Southern Tribesmen in battle once more, and yet this night we shall destroy them for good.”

      Before Hammond or Brayton could stop him, Wesley crawled from underneath the table, and pulling out his sword, he lifted it above his head and hastened to the southern edge of the tent. “To me!” Wesley shouted. “Soldiers of Mascaroth, soldiers of the Golden City, rally to me! Do not fear the Southern Tribesmen, but rally to your king! Rally and fight!”

      Inspired by the boldness of their king, the soldiers sprang from their cover, and defying fear, they unsheathed their swords and formed battle lines at Wesley’s sides.

      “We shall defeat the Southern Tribesmen in the glory of day, and we shall defeat them in the terror of night!” shouted Wesley above the growing sound of the charging Southern Tribesmen. “Whenever they attack, we shall—” But with a hollow thud Wesley’s voice was humbled to a wheeze, and he stumbled backwards. As Wesley gasped for air, with blurred speed another object streaked out of the darkness and buried itself in Wesley’s gut. Like a toppled statue Wesley collapsed to the ground, two arrows implanted in his body.

      With a roar the Southern Tribesmen poured out of the night. “Brayton, lead your men!” Hammond shouted as he rushed to Wesley’s aid. Grabbing Wesley by the shoulders, Hammond dragged him away from the fray as the first sound of clashing swords rang into the night.

      Locked in the brutality of close combat—stabbing swords, swinging fists, and flowing blood—with the power of their initial surge the Southern Tribesmen drove the soldiers of Mascaroth back and nearly broke through their battle lines when Brayton sprang forward.

      “Fight, I say! Fight!” yelled Brayton, his graveled voice rising above the noise of war. Brayton stuck his sword into the chest of one Southern Tribesmen, then whipped his sword around and stabbed another. “We will not retreat! We will not give in! We will not be defeated! Soldiers of Mascaroth, fight!”

      A safe distance away, Hammond stopped pulling and knelt at Wesley’s side. Barely able to breathe, Wesley bore a face as pale as the moon.

      “Stay alive, King Wesley,” Hammond urged as he frantically tried to think of some way to help. But then Hammond examined Wesley’s wounds. The arrows were deep, and a ring of blood around the shafts drenched the fabric of Wesley’s clothes. Hot dread gripped Hammond as he realized there was nothing he could do.

      “King Wesley, can you hear me?” said Hammond.

      With dull, unresponsive eyes Wesley stared upward, fighting for every shallow breath.

      “King Wesley, you have to stay alive,” Hammond demanded. “You hear me? You have to stay alive.”

      But Wesley could give no answer, and seconds later his head fell limply to the side.

      Standing to his feet, with hot rage Hammond looked to the battle. The soldiers of Mascaroth had recovered and were bearing down on the outnumbered Southern Tribesmen, beating them back into the night. Picking a stray sword from the ground, Hammond stepped over masses of fallen soldiers impaled by arrows on his way towards the waning battle, his searing eyes fixed on the enemy. But just as Hammond exited the tent, a man blocked his path.

      “It’s over, Lord Hammond,” said Brayton, his face splattered with droplets of sweat and blood.

      “No,” said Hammond through clenched teeth, and extending an arm into Brayton’s chest, Hammond tried to walk past. “I will chase the Southern Tribesmen until I know they will never come back.”

      Brayton grabbed Hammond’s arm and held tight. “Can’t you see, Lord Hammond? Look around you. We defeated them. It’s over.”

      Awakened from his anger, Hammond peered at the bodies strewn across the ground. Many of the bodies he recognized, but just as many had long tufts of hair flowing from the backs of their tattooed heads.

      “Very few got away,” said Brayton. “It would be foolhardy to chase after them into the darkness.”

      Suddenly appearing worn and tired, Hammond let his borrowed sword slip from his fingers and fall to the ground. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s just that, the damage the Southern Tribesmen inflicted upon us this night has been catastrophic.” In sadness, Hammond settled his eyes on his friend. “The king, he’s dead.”

      “Yes, I ... I feared as much,” said Brayton. “And if that’s not tragic enough, our army ...” With slow movements, Brayton passed his eyes once more over the suffering and death that surrounded him. “It would appear that we lost half our men.”

      “So it does,” said Hammond. “However, now is not the time for mourning. I don’t know what the Southern Tribesmen’s ambitions are, but we must return to Mascaroth without delay. Yet tonight I shall begin north, and when I return to Mascaroth, I shall inform everyone what has happened. As for the rest of the army, tomorrow morning you shall start your return. Collect all the weapons of our fallen soldiers, leaving none behind for the Southern Tribesmen to gather, and bring with you King Wesley’s body. As for everyone else who has died, we don’t have time. Shameful as it is, we must leave them here and let Haverton take care of them. We must protect Mascaroth.”

      Brayton shook his head mournfully. “I never imagined something like this would happen in my day,” he said, his voice soft as a wisp of wind. “That the might of Mascaroth should lie shattered and broken. But such days have arrived. In all their sorrow and shame, they have arrived.”

      Hammond put a hand on Brayton’s shoulder. “What lies ahead of us, I do not know. But Mascaroth needs us like never before, men who know how to fight. Take care of yourself, and we shall see each other again soon.”
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CONFUSION

        

      

    

    
      “Harper, it’s time,” said the jailer.

      More than ready to leave his daytime hideout—a berry patch that had served a generous and much-needed meal throughout the long afternoon—Harper grabbed the satchel and sword, and keeping his head down to prevent getting poked and marred, he crawled through the thorns into the failing light of dusk.

      Standing to his feet, Harper brushed dirt and leaves from his body, along with a few unwelcomed crawling critters, as he peered cautiously across the shadowed forest. “No sign of the Southern Tribesmen?”

      The jailer shook his head.

      Harper placed the satchel over one shoulder and rested the sword on the other. “Then I’m ready whenever you are.”

      The jailer leading the way, with a steady walk the pair resumed their journey deeper into the forest, ever farther from the lands of the Southern Tribesmen, but they had taken only several strides when Harper abruptly stopped.

      “Wait,” said Harper. Confused, he chewed on a fingernail as he surveyed his surroundings. “Isn’t the river to our left?”

      “Yes,” said the jailer, turning sideways to see what Harper’s problem was.

      “That means we’re going west,” said Harper. “But that’s the wrong direction.”

      “No,” said the jailer. “We’re supposed to be going west.”

      Dropping his finger from his mouth, Harper raised an eyebrow. “But Mascaroth is north.”

      “We’re not going to Mascaroth,” said the jailer.

      Both of Harper’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. “What do you mean we’re not going to Mascaroth? I’m from Mascaroth, and I have to get back.”

      Looking impatient, the jailer turned all the way around. “Haven’t you seen the number of Southern Tribesmen crossing the river? They’ve been crossing in droves, especially since the bridge has been rebuilt. I don’t know what they’re planning, but whatever it is, I don’t dare head north. We’ll be caught for sure. No, before we travel north, we first have to travel west into the hills. There are people who live in the hills, and I don’t know who they are, but the Southern Tribesmen are scared of them. I’d rather chance the two of us sneaking through their lands than traveling north and trying to avoid the hundreds of Southern Tribesmen that lie between us and Mascaroth.”

      “An unknown people in the west?” said Harper under his breath. His eyes narrowed as he stared past the jailer into the unknown depths of the forest. “The Outlanders.”

      The jailer leaned closer. “What did you say?”

      With a blink Harper snapped out of his daze. “Um, nothing. It’s just that, after hearing your reasoning, I think you’re right. We should head west, like you said.”

      Without responding the jailer turned and began walking again.

      “Oh yeah, and by the way,” said Harper. Not wanting to get snapped by branches, Harper waited for the jailer to get far enough ahead before scurrying to catch up. “I’ve been wondering, what’s your name?”

      Plowing through the undergrowth, the jailer kept walking as if he hadn’t heard Harper.

      A little confused, Harper tried again, louder this time. “Hey, I was just wondering, what’s your name?”

      “The jailer,” he finally mumbled.

      “The jailer?” said Harper, curling his lip. “No, like, what’s your real name?”

      “Does it matter?” said the jailer.

      Harper gave a timid shrug. “Kind of, I guess.”

      Dropping his head, the jailer slackened his pace until he had come to a stop. He peeked over his shoulder and looked at Harper out of the corner of his eyes. “Brandon,” he said in a low voice. But as if he had uttered a curse, as soon as he had spoken, he turned around and walked as fast as ever.

      Harper stared after Brandon, curious what his problem was, before finally jogging after him. Once Harper had caught up, he cleared his throat awkwardly. “So, Brandon, I guess I was also wondering—that is, if you don’t mind me asking—who are you? And like, where are you from? Because you don’t seem like a Southern Tribesman, but …”

      “I hate the Southern Tribesmen,” muttered Brandon.

      Harper blinked. “Oh ... okay. But I guess, considering you helped me escape from them, that makes sense. But then, why did you—”

      “And I hate Mascaroth just as much,” said Brandon, his soft voice growing darker.

      Harper’s face turned red. “You do?”

      “The Southern Tribesmen are cruel, wicked people who love blood and torture,” said Brandon. “But Mascaroth is just as horrible. They’re arrogant and they’re liars. They hide behind the great walls of their city caring about nothing but their own prosperity. So you want to know who I am? The answer is, I’m no one. I’m not a Southern Tribesmen, and I’m not an ally of Mascaroth. I don’t belong to any group of people, and neither do I have any family, so I live by myself and for myself. What’s more, I hate fighting, I hate death, and sometimes I even hate being alive. So like I said, I’m no one.”

      Squirming with discomfort, Harper dropped his eyes from Brandon and onto the forest floor. But despite feeling like he had trespassed into Brandon’s mind, Harper couldn’t help but ask one last question.

      “So, if the only person you live for is yourself,” Harper said quietly, “then why did you take the risk of freeing me? Especially since I’m from Mascaroth.”

      Brandon shrugged. “I don’t know. I just did.”

      “Oh,” said Harper, frowning, perplexed as ever. “Well, whatever reasons you had, I just wanted to say, thank you.”

      Not surprisingly, Brandon didn’t reply, and the conversation ended as uncomfortably as it had begun. For the next hour, the two walked without a word, tromping undisturbed over a forest floor of soft dirt, protruding roots, and moss-covered rocks. But not long after darkness had reached its peak, in the near distance a lighter shade of night glowed from beneath the tree line. The two continued their westerly path, and within minutes they had broken out of the forest and stood before open plains.

      Lingering within the shadows of the trees, Brandon moved his eyes across the horizon, searching the far reaches of the plains for any unexpected movements or misplaced shadows, before turning to Harper. “We better get going. Let’s hope we lost the Southern Tribesmen, and if we’re lucky, we’ll find another patch of trees to hide in by morning.”

      The crystal light of the moon graced the night with gentle beams of light as the companions ventured onto the plains, and walking briskly, it wasn’t long before the forest behind had faded into a distant shadow.

      “I don’t like this,” said Brandon, his head in constant motion as he scanned the plains for danger. “I feel exposed without the cover of trees.”

      “But after all the ground we’ve covered,” said Harper, “do you really think the Southern Tribesmen are still after us?”

      “I know so,” said Brandon. “The Master won’t stop looking until he finds us.” Brandon pulled his eyes from searching the darkness and looked at Harper. “You tired?”

      Harper shrugged. “Not really.”

      “Then see that lone tree up ahead?” said Brandon. “To hasten our passage, how about we jog, and when we get to that tree we’ll walk again.”

      “Sure,” said Harper, and side by side they took off in a trot.

      Their feet thumped softly through the low grass, and within minutes they had arrived at a sprawling oak tree. Glistening with sweat, they coasted to a walk, but as they regained their breathing, a foreign sound disturbed the silence of the night, hollow and distant like rolling thunder.

      As if Brandon’s muscles had suddenly become rigid, he froze. Standing like an alerted deer, without turning his head Brandon moved his eyes to Harper. “Do you hear that?” he whispered tensely.

      Harper nodded stiffly. Almost too frightened to move, Harper stole a look over his shoulder. Charging across the plains from the northeast, two silhouetted horsemen were riding straight towards them.

      “It’s them!” gasped Harper.

      Bounding like spooked animals, Harper and Brandon took off in a sprint, but though their legs were quickened by fear, they were no match for the swift speed of the galloping horses. The rhythmic beats of the horses’ pounding hooves grew louder, and soon the horsemen were upon them.

      The ground shook and the horses grunted, breathing their hot breath down Harper and Brandon’s backs, nearly trampling them. The horsemen raised their blades, black against the sky, but just before the night was stained crimson, Harper and Brandon dove to the side and the horseman flew past them and back into the night.

      As soon as Brandon hit the ground, he rolled to his feet. “Let’s go!” he said, waving for Harper as he shuffled in the opposite direction. But Harper could hardly move.

      “What’s wrong?” said Brandon.

      “My leg,” Harper cringed. “I landed on a rock ... I can hardly move it.”

      Struggling to his feet, Harper tried to run, but he collapsed to a knee.

      “I can’t do it,” Harper panted. Wincing as he fought to his feet, he stood crookedly, his leg numb with pain. “I’ll just slow you down. Go without me.”

      “No,” said Brandon, and hurrying to Harper’s side, he offered Harper his arm.

      “Don’t worry about me!” yelled Harper, and he pushed Brandon’s arm to the side. “I’ll figure something out. Just go!”

      Looking between Harper and the horsemen, who were pounding towards them once more, Brandon hesitated, but finally heeding Harper’s command, he dashed away.

      Hobbling, Harper turned to the horsemen. The riders had separated, one veering off to chase Brandon, the other horseman locked on Harper. Knowing he could either face his enemy or die fleeing, Harper gripped his sword with both hands and prepared for the duel of his life. But as the horseman galloped nearer, Harper’s pulsing hip sparked an idea.

      With furious speed the horseman approached, and challenged by Harper’s defensive posture, he swung his sword above his head in giant circles before taking a mighty rip at Harper. But just before their swords met, Harper once again ducked out of the way, and the horseman’s sword whooshed harmlessly over his head.

      The horseman sped past, and in a cloud of dust Harper tossed the satchel to the side and crawled on all fours. He ran his hands frantically through the dew-drenched grass, searching for the rock that had bludgeoned his hip, and finally a hand bumped into a protruding, rough object. With no time to waste, Harper stuck his sword into the dirt and pried the rock out of the ground.

      Just small enough that he could grip it with one hand, Harper took hold of the rock and raised his head. The horseman had reared to a stop, and turning, he drove his heels into the horse for a third charge. Hiding the rock at his side, Harper rose to his feet and raised his sword to his enemy once more.

      A shrill cry of anger pierced the night as the horseman rode hard at Harper. Not willing to miss again, the horseman leaned to the side of his saddle, but just as he raised his blade, with a grunt Harper hurled the rock. Tumbling through the air, the rock struck the horseman in the chest, knocking him off balance. The horseman bounced on the back of his horse like a rag doll, his feet and hands flying in different directions as he tipped farther backwards, until he finally fell to the ground. Lying in a heap, the horseman watched helplessly as his horse galloped into the night.

      Stranded, the horseman rolled off his back and rose to a knee. With a raspy cough he spit on the ground, then labored to his feet. He lifted his bald head to Harper, and staring at him with eyes that were black as coal, the horseman held his sword with both hands and charged. Growling like a beast, the horseman swung wildly at Harper, his sword arcing from hip to shoulder, then back again, but with a small jump backwards Harper easily avoided the long strokes.

      Kicking up dust as he shuffled closer, the horseman tried again, swinging his sword in a horizontal line at Harper’s head. But instead of backing away, this time Harper rolled to the ground, and after the blade had passed over his head, Harper thrust his sword into the horseman’s exposed belly.

      Rushing to his feet, Harper spun around and searched the night. Not far away he spotted Brandon, trapped by the other horseman against the lone oak tree. Harper retrieved the satchel, and with the feeling returning to his leg, he limped as fast as he could in the direction of the tree.

      The horse blocked Brandon’s escape to one side, and to the other side was the horseman’s sword. With his back pressed against the tree, Brandon had nowhere to run. The horseman jumped to the ground and lifted his sword to within inches of Brandon’s chest. Panting as sweat dripped down his face, Brandon stared helplessly at the pointed end of the horseman’s sword. But just as the horseman drew back his sword for the kill, a soft object landed on the ground and rolled to a stop at his feet.

      The horseman glanced at the leather pouch, and in the moment of distraction, Brandon dove to the ground. With a rising cry of anger, the horseman lunged at Brandon with his sword, but he was too late, and Brandon scrambled to safety.

      Like a beast tearing meat off a bone, the horseman violently swung his head around to see who had freed his victim, but when he saw the darkened features of Harper walking towards him, the horseman’s anger turned to a wicked cackle.

      A wave of hot anger pulsed through Harper as he finally recognized who the horseman was. It was the Master.

      “I get jailer later,” said the Master, swinging his sword in random circles as he sauntered carelessly towards Harper. “I here for you anyway. I here to find you, kill you, then hang your carcass on jail wall as reminder to anyone who try to escape from me again.”

      The Master’s smile dropped into a snarl, and snapping his sword straight, he ran towards Harper and attacked. The Master’s jabs were quick and fierce, but with reflexes honed by endless hours of practice, Harper easily defended himself.

      Unsuccessful in his first assault, the Master momentarily let down his sword and backed away. He stared at Harper from the pits of his dark, shifting eyes, before suddenly unleashing another strike, but again Harper defended himself, finally knocking the Master off his feet with a fist to his face.

      Spitting blood, the Master picked himself off the ground, and refusing to take his eyes off Harper, he paced back and forth as though he was an animal locked in a fight to the death. In a defiant show of dominance, the Master swung his sword in vicious strokes before, baring his rotted teeth, he made another charge. But instead of defending, this time Harper met the Master, and remembering the scars on his back, Harper swung with all his strength. Their swords grated and clanged, and overwhelmed by Harper’s superior skill, within seconds the Master lost his sword, as it was knocked from his grip.

      Harper raised his sword to the chest of his defeated enemy and walked him backwards until the Master’s back was against the tree. Breathing heavily, Harper stared into the hideous face of the Master. Though defeated, the Master’s eyes still glimmered with deadly anger.

      “Brandon,” Harper called out.

      “I’m right here,” said Brandon from behind Harper.

      “Grab the rope out of the satchel,” said Harper.

      “The rope?” said Brandon. “Why do you need the rope?”

      “So you can tie the Master to the tree,” said Harper.

      At Harper’s words, the Master let out an inhuman shriek. Spit sprayed from his mouth, and he tried to wriggle away, but Harper pressed the sword into the Master’s chest.

      “Tie him to the tree?” said Brandon. “Aren’t you going to kill him?”

      “No, we’re going to leave the Master here,” said Harper. “Someone will see his wandering horse and find him eventually.”

      Moving slowly, Brandon picked up the satchel and dumped the rope onto the ground, but then he looked back at Harper. “You remember what the Master did to you, don’t you?”

      “Just do it,” demanded Harper.

      Finally giving in, Brandon wound the rope around the tree and the Master, pulling tight as he circled them both several times, until the rope formed thick bonds around the Master’s legs and chest. Thrashing his head like a hooked fish, the Master frothed at the mouth as he screamed curses, but the rope held fast.

      Brandon finished tying his last knot and walked back around the tree. Picking up the empty satchel, he looked sideways at Harper. “I don’t understand you. Why didn’t you kill him?”

      “Should I have?” said Harper.

      “You’re a soldier, aren’t you?” said Brandon. “And that’s what soldiers do. They kill.”

      Harper shook his head. “No, that’s where you’re wrong. Murderers kill. Soldiers defend.”

      With squinted eyes Brandon stared at Harper, too dumbfounded to speak.

      Pulling himself from Brandon’s gaze, Harper searched the night. “We should probably get out of here before any other Southern Tribesmen show up. Ready to go?”

      Still scowling, Brandon bobbed his head in the slightest of nods. “Uh ... yeah. I’m ... I’m ready.”

      “Well then, let’s go,” said Harper, and he turned west to resume their journey. But after he had walked a short distance and Brandon still hadn’t budged, Harper turned around. “You coming?”

      “Yeah, I’m coming,” said Brandon.

      Casting a final glance at the Master, Brandon jogged to catch up to Harper, and side by side they disappeared into the night.
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DEEPEST DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      Bailey rapped the back of her hand on the thick, wooden door. “Mother?” she said, her delicate voice dripping with sadness. “Mother, it’s time for dinner.”

      Bailey held her breath in complete silence and listened. She yearned to hear the soft padding of feet, followed by the gentle creak of an opening door, but though Bailey waited, not a sound reached her ears.

      Balling her fist, Bailey pounded the door with three hard thumps, sending rumbling echoes through the lifeless corridor. “Mother, you can’t survive this way. It’s been two days since you’ve had anything to eat. Won’t you come down, please?”

      A depressed silence hung in the air.

      “Mother, I know it’s hard. First Shaw, and now Father. But you, me, and Carri, at least we haven’t lost everything. We still have each other. And if we hang on to each other, we can get through this. I know we can.” But Bailey’s optimism was swallowed by a deep, mysterious hush.

      Not willing to let her mother waste away in grief, Bailey cracked open the door and peeked inside. Emerald curtains had been pulled over the floor-to-ceiling windows, shutting out the golden rays of the warm, spring evening and reducing the glory of the royal chambers to gray and shadows. Still seeing no sign of her mother, Bailey slipped inside the room. Her heels clicked on the marble floors as she walked slowly to the center of the darkened room, her eyes darting in every direction as she searched for a sign of life, but, from the plush, ivory bedcovers to the colorfully woven blankets that draped the back of the chairs, the room was undisturbed, as if no one lived in it.

      Confused, Bailey walked through the sitting area and pushed aside the curtains that led to the balcony. Light streamed into the room, revealing floating clouds of dust that shimmered like a thousand tiny pixies. Bailey unlatched the balcony door and stuck her head into the evening, but her mother wasn’t outside either. Wondering where her mother could possibly be, Bailey let the curtains fall over the doors, and meandering back to the sitting area, she plopped into a chair. But as Bailey thought about what to do next, out of the corner of her eye she spotted something. With a gasp, Bailey put a hand to her heart. Lying motionless on the floor just beyond the far side of the bed was a body.

      Hot dread seized Bailey. Feeling like her breath had been sucked out of her, with quivering legs she stumbled to the body. Sprawled across the ground as if she had fainted was the queen, red liquid from a spilled goblet puddled on the floor next to her.

      “Someone, come quickly!” yelled Bailey. “The queen has been poisoned!”

      Bailey dropped to her knees. Frantically, she put her hand to her mother’s neck, searching up and down for the beat of life, but no matter where Bailey pressed, she felt nothing. Desperate, Bailey raised her mother’s limp head off the ground.

      “Mother, can you hear me?” said Bailey as she patted her mother’s cheeks. “Mother, please answer. Can you hear me?” But her mother’s staring eyes were lifeless as glass.

      The cold chill of reality gripped Bailey. Tears dripping from her eyes, Bailey gently rested her mother’s head back on the floor. “Oh, Mother, how could you do such a thing? We were going to be okay. We were going to be strong. How could you give up? How could you kill yourself?”
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        * * *

      

      Mist swirled like smoke at the horse’s feet as a lone rider clomped through the woodlands south of Mascaroth. The night was dark as a sealed tomb and treacherously silent, yet from the depths of his black hood, the rider swept the forest, penetrating its murky interior with intense, probing eyes. On he traveled, through thickets and shallow streams, ever deeper into the heart of the trees, until finally he glimpsed a faint flicker of orange and yellow light.

      A burly man with a gnarled shock of blond hair sat hunched at a fire, gnawing meat from a bone like a starved wolf, his lips and chin glistening with the meat’s juices. Clothed in thick furs, he stared through bushy eyebrows into the night, his ears keen to an approaching visitor.

      As if appearing out of nothing, the rider rode into the distant reaches of the firelight, and from the top of his horse he peered down at the Southern Tribesman. “I must say, your table manners are nothing short of wretched.”

      The Southern Tribesman raised his head and stared into the mysterious depths of the rider’s shrouded face. With a final, defiant lick of the bone he finished his meal, and after wiping his face with the back of his hand, he snapped the bone and tossed it into the fire.

      “You late,” the Southern Tribesman growled.

      “Late?” said the rider in a condescending voice. He dismounted, and after tying his horse to a low-hanging tree limb, he stepped into the warmth of the firelight. “You should be glad I’ve come at all considering how you’ve made a mess of things.”

      The Southern Tribesman’s eyes flashed with anger. “How you say I make mess of things? I lead ambush that kill king, and I personally kill king’s son. I do everything you ask me to do.”

      “Yes, and you have also nearly ruined everything,” said the rider.

      “Why you say that?” snarled the Southern Tribesman.

      “I practically gifted you two of the king’s children,” said the rider. “How it was that your men managed not to dispose of the king’s daughter and his pathetic son, I will never know.”

      The Southern Tribesman bared his teeth in anger but remained silent.

      “Unfortunately, I’ll have to find another way to dispose of them,” continued the rider. “But where that plan failed, I’ve received a stroke of good fortune. This evening past, in a fit of grief the queen took her own life.”

      Forgetting the rider’s insults, an evil smile crossed the Southern Tribesman’s bristled face. “And many more take own lives when they see Southern Tribesmen armies at Mascaroth’s gates.”

      “So, your men are indeed approaching?” said the rider.

      “Hundreds and hundreds cross river and travel north,” said the Southern Tribesman. “They be here in not many days. When all arrive, I attack as planned.”

      “Yes, you attack as planned,” said the rider. “And after I empty the treasury for you, you also retreat as planned.” From beneath the furrows of his cloak, the rider suddenly revealed a sword, and he pointed it at the Southern Tribesman. “For the sake of your health, I hope you will remember to leave Mascaroth under a truce of peace. You may roam the other lands as you like, but Mascaroth will be mine, and it shall be free of any Southern Tribesman.”

      “Yes, I remember,” said the Southern Tribesman, a disturbing calm in his voice. He stood from the rock that served as his chair, and unafraid of the sword pointed at him, he ambled towards the rider. “But why you do this? Why you be traitor?”

      Tracing the Southern Tribesman’s movements with his sword, the rider scoffed. “Though I hardly need to give a Southern Tribesman an answer, have you not already learned? The rulers in Mascaroth are weak and ill-guided, and in the life-and-death struggle that defines humanity’s existence, shall I not secure Mascaroth’s glory for myself?”

      Standing just beyond the reach of the rider’s sword, the Southern Tribesman suddenly pulled out a dagger, remnants of dry blood still staining its blade. The Southern Tribesman and the rider stood, locked in a stare, their weapons pointed at each other, shimmering in the firelight.

      “I not trust traitors,” said the Southern Tribesman in a ragged voice.

      “And I hate Southern Tribesmen,” said the rider.
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      “Are the fish almost done cooking yet?” said Harper. He stopped pacing the grassy banks of the valley stream and watched uneasily as curls of gray smoke from their small fire disappeared into the evening sky.

      Seated by the fire, Brandon followed Harper’s gaze until he was likewise watching the rising wisps of smoke. “I think?” said Brandon uncertainly.

      Harper passed his eyes distrustfully over their daytime hideout yet again. The previous morning, just as the far reaches of the eastern sky were glimmering orange, he and Brandon had stumbled down a steep hillside, covered with as many boulders as trees, and into a long, broad valley. At the bottom of the valley meandered a clear, rocky-bottomed stream, and beyond the stream were the lightly forested woodlands where they had hidden themselves. At the time the valley had seemed like the perfect hideout, but with the ribbon of smoke from the fire declaring their presence, the valley now seemed like the perfect place to be ambushed.

      Still seeing no sign of the hill people, Harper walked back to the fire and plopped onto the ground. “Maybe when the fish are done we can eat them while we travel. I feel like we’re asking for trouble by having a fire.”

      As Brandon nodded his agreement, he reached over and grabbed one of the four long sticks laying in a pile near the fire, each carved sharp as an arrow’s tip by Harper’s sword. Holding the stick close to his face, Brandon tapped his finger on the pointed end. “Glad we don’t have to fill up on berries again tonight.”

      Momentarily forgetting his concern, Harper stared at the two fish sizzling on a flat rock in the midst of the small fire. “Back in Weston, now and then Linden and I used to fish this way. At first we only sharpened one stick and took turns trying to spear the fish, but with the way water creates an illusion, we always missed. But then we smartened up, and we started using four sticks, two for each of us. We were way more successful that way.”

      Rising to his haunches, Brandon walked forward on his knees, and leaning close to the fire, he poked at the fish with his stick. “I’ve done a lot of cooking in my life, but I’ve never cooked fish on a rock over an open flame.” Brandon stopped poking and glanced at Harper. “When you were a prisoner, did you know that I prepared your meals?”

      Harper raised his eyebrows in surprise. “No, I didn’t know. Although, now that I think about it, I guess it makes sense. Considering who the Southern Tribesmen were, I always thought we got fed better than I would have expected.”

      With the help of the stick, Brandon flipped over one fish, then the other, and like an artist examining his work, he leaned through the smoke and poked at the fish again. “I think they’re done,” he said. Slipping one of the fish off the rock and into his hand, Brandon tossed it to Harper.

      Using his stomach as a backstop, Harper cradled the steaming fish out of the air and into his body. Holding the fish by its tail fin, Harper dangled it in front of his face and sighed. “I don’t know about this, Brandon. Do you think it will taste good?”

      Brandon coughed as a light breeze pushed a cloud of smoke into his face. Turning his head from the smoke, he blindly pushed the other fish onto his hand before backing away from the fire. Blinking the smoke from his eyes, Brandon looked at his fish, parts of its silver skin cracked and burned black. Grimacing, Brandon looked at Harper. “It has to be better than another meal of berries, right?”

      Curling his upper lip, Harper swallowed. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      Harper stood to his feet and, holding his fish away from his body as if it were diseased, he helped Brandon stomp out the fire. But just as they went about collecting their meager possessions to continue their journey—Harper the satchel and sword, and Brandon their newly created fishing sticks—a chilling voice boomed from the forest.

      “If either of you try to run, I’ll drop you before you take your first step!”

      Both still bent over at the waist, Harper and Brandon didn’t even dare to stand up straight. Moving just their eyes, they looked in the direction of the voice. Standing deep within the woodlands were the dark forms of two men, their bows drawn and pointed directly at Harper and Brandon.

      “Now, drop your things!” commanded the voice.

      At once Harper and Brandon released their possessions.

      Padding like stalking wildcats, the two men slowly emerged from the shadows of the trees and walked towards Harper and Brandon, their weapons still drawn and pointed. The first man was tall and slender, his dark, neck-length hair woven with streaks of gray, but though his bones seemed to nearly poke out of his skin, his long arms bulged with veins and muscles. The second man, shorter, with pure brown hair and graying sides, had a chest and shoulders so thick and broad that he looked like an ox. But as the two men dangerously approached, Harper’s fear was chased away by a growing curiosity. Now that the two men were in the light, there was something about their appearance that struck Harper as odd.

      Soon the two men had reached Harper and Brandon. The taller man took the arrow out of his bow and held it to Brandon’s throat. “Who are you?” he said, staring down at Brandon with eyes that were like black glass. “And why have you trespassed onto our lands?”

      Instead of answering, with a face as hard and lifeless as granite, Brandon looked away.

      Unsatisfied with Brandon’s response, the taller man pressed his arrow closer until its point was grazing Brandon’s throat. “Given that you are foreign to these parts, perhaps you didn’t understand my dialect, so let me speak more clearly: either answer my questions, or risk dying.”

      Brandon raised his head long enough to glare at the man, but then he dropped his head again, as if the tall man’s threats meant nothing.

      Frustrated, the taller man grabbed Brandon by the shirt and shook him. “Boy, what must I do to loosen your tongue?” But when Brandon still didn’t say anything, the taller man finally gave in, and releasing Brandon’s shirt, he turned to Harper. “Since your friend doesn’t want to talk, for both of your sakes I hope you will. Who are you, and why have you trespassed onto our lands?”

      Harper stared at the taller man, his eyes wide with wonder as if he hadn’t heard the taller man’s threat. “I ... I think ... I think I know who you are,” Harper stammered.

      Batting his eyes in confusion, the taller man looked at his partner. “What do I do with them? Are they not the strangest intruders we have come across? No matter how I threaten, they don’t answer my questions.” Breathing an irritated grunt, the taller man turned back to Harper. “Believe me when I say, I would prefer not to harm either of you, but for the last time, would you please do me the honor of telling me who you are and why you are here?”

      As if captivated by a sunset too beautiful for words, instead of replying Harper passed his eyes over the two men again. They were clothed in forest green cloaks with hoods that fell down their backs, and at each of their waists hung a ram’s horn.

      “You can’t be,” said Harper, nearly breathless in amazement. “You can’t be, but you have to be. You two, you’re Einari.”

      As if Harper had uttered a long-forgotten word, the taller man slowly pulled the arrow from Brandon’s throat, and after trading glances with his companion, with shifting eyes he stared closely at Harper. “The Einari?” he said, a deep seriousness in his voice. “How do you know about the Einari?”

      The corner of Harper’s mouth raised into a smile. “I know because I’m from Mascaroth.”

      “Mascaroth?” gasped the taller man. He opened his mouth like he had more to say, but at a sudden loss for words, he could only stare at Harper as though he was looking into the face of a long-lost son.

      Licking his lips, finally the taller man found his voice, and shaking his head in disbelief, he said, “W-w-why are you here? And who sent you? Could you possibly be a member of the king’s household?”

      “No, I have no royalty in my bloodlines,” said Harper. “And actually, finding you was an accident. I’m a soldier in the army of Mascaroth, and I was captured in battle by the Southern Tribesmen. But I escaped, and now I’m on my way back to Mascaroth.”

      Like an extinguished flame, the hope in the taller man’s shining eyes turned dark. “You were captured in battle by the Southern Tribesmen? You make it sound as if Mascaroth’s army was overrun. Is that true? Was the army of Mascaroth routed by the Southern Tribesmen?”

      With difficulty, Harper nodded. “My friend and I were the only survivors,” he said quietly.

      “So, the great fall has begun,” the taller man breathed, suddenly staring through Harper as if he was a ghost. “It was only a matter of time, but still, to hear that it has finally come to pass …”

      As his voice trailed off, the taller man turned his attention once more to the two strangers standing in front of him, and like a spring thaw, the hard lines in his face smoothed into a friendly smile. “Despite your bearing difficult news, I’m so very glad that we’ve met, accidental as it may have been. But dear me, to think that my friend and I pulled our weapons on fellow Mascarothians. Please forgive us, and let me make up for our rude introduction with a proper one.” Putting a hand to his chest, he said, “My name is Egil, former Captain of the Einari. And this brute of a man is Kirby. He was once my second-in-command.”

      Smiling, Kirby gave a slight bow. “I’m very honored to meet you two,” he said, his voice surprisingly high-pitched and soft for such an intimidating man. “Seeing fellow Mascarothians after all these years? It’s nothing short of a blessing.”

      “And I couldn’t be more excited to meet two real, live Einari,” said Harper, his smile as wide as his face. “My name is Harper, but to clear up a little confusion, just so you know, Brandon’s not from Mascaroth. Only I am.”

      “Oh, really?” said Egil, and he turned to Brandon. “My apologies, Brandon. Where, may I ask, are you from?”

      Still staring at the ground, Brandon refused to answer.

      Egil’s eyebrows turned crooked, and he looked to Harper, probing him with a questioning look.

      Harper bit his lip awkwardly. “To be honest, I don’t actually know much about Brandon either. But what I can say is, if not for him, I never would have escaped the Southern Tribesmen.”

      Casting another look at Brandon, Egil rubbed his chin as though he were trying to solve a riddle, but after several contemplative seconds yielded no answers, he looked again to Harper. “But if Brandon’s not from Mascaroth, there’s something I’m not understanding. I thought you said that you and your friend were the only two who survived the Southern Tribesmen.”

      Harper’s eyes fell slowly to the ground. “Brandon’s not the person I was talking about,” he said quietly. “The friend who I got captured with, he didn’t escape the Southern Tribesmen like I did. He gave in. He’s one of them now.”

      “Oh, now I understand,” said Egil softly. “But though I’m sorry to hear that your other friend has become a Southern Tribesman, as I said before, I’m very glad that we’ve met. Very, very glad. And I wonder, would you do me the honor of returning with me to my home tonight? It’s only a short walk. My wife would be overjoyed to see you, and I’m sure you could use a hearty meal and a soft bed.”

      A smile lit Harper’s face once more, and it grew so large that he couldn’t keep from laughing. “After all I’ve been through over the last few months, that sounds like the best thing ever.”

      Too excited to waste any time, Harper stooped to a knee, and leaving his fish for the nighttime scavengers to fight over, he grabbed the sword and satchel, then stood to his feet and followed after Egil and Kirby.

      “Oh, by the way, Harper,” said Egil, speaking over his shoulder as they entered the woodlands. “Out of curiosity, how is it that you and Brandon ended up this far west? Where was it that the Southern Tribesmen were holding you?”

      “I was a prisoner in a small village just south of the Eldoine River,” said Harper.

      “Just south of the Eldoine?” said Egil. “You don’t mean the village that’s less than a day from Haverton, do you?”

      “Yeah, that place,” said Harper.

      Egil wrinkled his nose. “But that village must be a two weeks’ journey from here. How did you end up this far north and west?”

      “Actually, it’s more than a two-week journey if you travel by night,” said Harper. “But the reason we ended up this far west is because hordes of Southern Tribesmen have been crossing the Eldoine, so Brandon thought—”

      At the mention of Brandon’s name, Harper stopped walking. Only just realizing Brandon wasn’t with them, Harper turned around. Standing by himself, Brandon was still at the fire.

      “Um, can you guys wait for a second?” said Harper. “I’ll be right back.”

      Egil and Kirby turned around and watched curiously as Harper hurried back to Brandon.

      At the sound of Harper’s approaching steps, Brandon lifted his head, and with wandering eyes he began surveying the landscape. “So, I’ve been thinking that this valley is a pretty nice place,” said Brandon, his voice quiet and distant. “It has plenty of water and food, and since these people know I’m not a danger to them, I’m sure they’d let me stake out a place for myself, as long as it wasn’t too near to them. I’d probably journey for a day or so, just to keep space between me and them.” After daring a glance at Harper, Brandon went back to admiring his potential new home. “You don’t think they’d mind, do you?”

      Unsure of what to say, Harper scratched his head. “I don’t know. I guess you could ask them. That is, if living by yourself is what you really want.”

      “It’s what I want,” said Brandon quickly.

      Harper kicked at the fishing sticks piled in a heap on the ground. “But don’t you think it would be worth it, at least for the night, to go to the settlement with Egil and Kirby? A normal meal would be good for you, don’t you think?”

      Brandon’s eyes finally stopped roaming and he looked at Harper. “They’re from Mascaroth,” he said, anger buried in his voice. “I don’t trust people from Mascaroth.”

      Harper stopped kicking the sticks and looked at Brandon. “But I’m from Mascaroth. Don’t you trust me?”

      “It’s not the same,” said Brandon, the confidence in his voice suddenly reduced to a whisper. “You’re different. You’re not from Mascaroth like they are.”

      “I’m not from Mascaroth like they are?” said Harper, blinking as he tried to comprehend what Brandon had just said. “But don’t you think it would be worth giving them a chance, even if only for one night?”

      Looking away, Brandon stared at the ground, but as if his eyes were climbing a flight of stairs, little by little they made their way back to Harper. “Okay,” Brandon finally said, his voice as meek as a child’s. “Maybe for one night.”
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      “Well, boys, we’re here,” said Egil, and he veered onto a rutted path at the edge of the forest. “As you’ll soon find out, our small village isn’t much to look at, but nevertheless, it’s the place we Einari call home.”

      The overgrown path ambled lazily out of the shadows of the woodlands, and like a slowly flowing river, it meandered through the homely Einari settlement—past houses scattered at random like windblown leaves, and alongside a crooked, tree-limb fence that marked the boundary between path and property—before finally disappearing into the lush meadow grasses that bordered the village to the west.

      Walking two by two along the path, the foursome reached Kirby’s house first: a small, wooden home near the center of the village that rested peacefully next to an old oak tree. With a hearty goodbye wave Kirby wished the others a good evening before tromping through the shin-high grass towards his house.

      With the brilliance of a golden sky lighting the western horizon, Egil led Harper and Brandon further down the path—past a blacksmith’s shop, the town stable, and a cud-chewing cow tied to a lone post—until they reached the last house on the far edge of town.

      Coming to a stop in the middle of the path, Egil stared admiringly at his home. From the broad side, the house was a simple rectangle, with two windows that framed a sagging front porch, and in the front yard was a small garden, green sprouts peeking out of the rocky, brown soil.

      Filling his lungs with a satisfied breath of the clean, spring air, Egil smiled at Harper and Brandon. “Though the house will never be mistaken for a palace, I can at least guarantee that it’s warm and dry.”

      Motioning for the boys to follow him, Egil started for the house, but just as he stepped onto the stone pathway that led to the porch, the front door swung open, and a petite lady with graying hair appeared in the doorway. A hand covering her mouth, she moved her eyes between Egil and the two boys.

      “Visitors, Egil?” she said, an airy excitement in her voice. “You’ve brought home visitors?” As if she had forgotten how to walk, Egil’s wife took hold of the door frame and carefully lowered one foot, then the other onto the porch. “We’ve never had visitors before. Who are they, Egil? Are they ... are they from—”

      “No, they’re not who we’ve been waiting for,” said Egil, his voice as pleasant as the evening. “They’re escaped prisoners of the Southern Tribesmen. However, the dark-haired one was a soldier in Mascaroth’s army.”

      “Escaped prisoners of the Southern Tribesmen?” said Egil’s wife, her voice wavering with emotion. “And one of them is from Mascaroth?”

      Lifting a hand over her mouth once more, tears of joy poured from her eyes like a rainstorm, as if she had been waiting for such a day for many long years. She fluttered to Harper and Brandon like a mother hen, and ignoring their filth and stench, she wrapped them each in a long embrace. But no sooner had she released Harper and Brandon than her tears were deemed an unwanted nuisance and, banishing them from her face with the palms of her hands, she turned to her husband.

      “Egil, you must prepare warm baths for the boys,” she said, the tone of her command graced with grandmotherly kindness. “Make sure you also provide them with towels. The brown, fluffy ones should work nicely. And for heaven’s sake, don’t forget the soap, the scented kind.”

      Ridges formed in Egil’s brow as he stared questioningly at his wife. “Brown and fluffy towels? Scented soap? I didn’t know we had these things.”

      Egil’s wife gave a light huff. “Oh, Egil, you didn’t know we had—” Not bothering to finish, Egil’s wife turned towards the house. “Follow me, and I’ll gather everything for you.”

      Egil turned to Harper and Brandon, and smiling behind his wife’s back, he nodded toward the door and led them inside.

      “I placed the towels and soap on the table,” said Egil’s wife as soon as her husband entered the house. Turning her back towards them, she scurried about the kitchen, noisily pulling pots and pans from her cupboards. “And Egil,” she said, “while I cook a meal, perhaps you should visit the neighbors and see if you can’t borrow fresh clothes for the boys, clothes that will actually fit them properly.”

      Acknowledging his wife’s directions with an obedient, “Yes, dear,” and after sharing another smile with his guests, Egil did as he was told, and it wasn’t long before Harper and Brandon were sitting at the kitchen table before a small feast, washed clean and carrying the faint smell of rose petals.

      As Harper and Brandon savored the meal—trout doused in a buttery herb sauce, rolls as soft and airy as down pillows, hefty slices of aged cheese, and garden vegetables preserved from the summer—Egil peppered Harper with questions concerning Mascaroth’s loss in battle that led to his capture. The more Harper explained, the angrier Egil became, evidenced by his twitching eyes and flexed fists, disgusted by Mascaroth’s lack of foresight and planning. Egil’s fury finally erupted when he learned that Prince Shaw, a person with no battle experience, had been chosen to lead the army into battle.

      “What kind of fool is in charge of Mascaroth?” Egil shouted, standing from the table so fast that his chair crashed into the stove behind him. “Any half-wit knows that you don’t appoint a commander with no battle experience!”

      Breathing through flared nostrils, Egil pointed a finger in the air like he was about to make another loud point, but before he could continue his tirade, his wife placed a gentle hand on his arm.

      “Dear,” she said, her voice as firm as it was sweet, “this is not the time for that. The boys are hungry, and they don’t want to be shouted at while they eat.”

      A red glow spread across Egil’s face as he looked across the table at his guests, and he lowered his raised arm until it was dangling at his side. “Um, yes,” he mumbled. Turning, Egil retrieved his chair and set it upright once more. Calmly seating himself, he scooted nearer the table and cleared his throat. “My apologies for that outburst. My wife knows that when Mascaroth is the subject, my anger is quick to lather, which is a fault of mine. It’s just that—”

      “It’s okay, Egil,” his wife interrupted, and with a gentle smile she rested her hand softly on his. “You’ve made yourself very clear, and we all agree that the decision to appoint Prince Shaw as the commanding officer was an unwise decision.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Egil let out a relaxed breath as a contented grin spread across his face. Looking across the table, Egil said, “My wife and I are an odd couple, are we not? Here I am, captain of the Einari, yet I’m still in need of my wife’s calming words.”

      Feeling a twinge of embarrassment over the husband-and-wife interaction he had just witnessed, Harper stared as his plate as he wiped the last bite of his roll through the buttery herb sauce. Placing the morsel in his mouth, Harper chewed until the bread turned into pulp, and by the time he swallowed, he finally felt it safe to raise his head. But as Harper looked across the table at his hosts, her hand still resting on his, a question that had been gnawing on his mind ever since he realized he was in the presence of Einari became too great to ignore.

      Harper took a sip of water, washing the last remnants of food from his mouth, and after covering his mouth for a small cough, he looked again across the table. “Captain Egil, I was kind of curious, have you seen any sign of the Outlanders? Because I thought they lived out here.”

      “Ahh, yes. The Outlanders,” said Egil. “That’s a good question. But since it appears that both you and Brandon are done eating, shall we first move to the living room where it’s more comfortable?”

      With a grinding sound Egil slid his chair backwards, and he rose from the table. Collecting Harper and Brandon’s plates, he delivered them to the kitchen, then ushered Harper and Brandon into the living room. Mere steps from where they had eaten, the living room matched the rustic simplicity of the rest of the house. Two chairs and a bench surrounded a plain, maroon rug, its edges frayed with age. At the far wall was a fireplace constructed of smooth, light-brown river stones and topped by a thirsty-looking wooden mantel, its edges more splintered than smooth.

      “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” said Egil, motioning towards the two chairs, their seats padded with matching maroon fabric. But though Harper nestled comfortably into a chair, Brandon refused to sit. Hunched, he rested his arms on the back of the chair and stared at the floor like he wanted to leave.

      Egil walked past the chairs to the fireplace, and dropping to a knee, he tended to the waning flames of the fire. Grabbing sticks from a wooden box at the side of the fireplace, he set them strategically on the charred remains of a smoldering log.

      “So, the Outlanders,” said Egil as he worked. “When we Einari journeyed west, in time we happened upon an abandoned settlement. The settlement had turned to ruins—crumbling stone foundations, the rotted remnants of wooden houses—but since the settlement was in a pleasant location, we claimed it as our own. So, to answer your question, I believe that years ago this used to be a settlement of Outlanders.”

      “Oh, really?” said Harper thoughtfully. “That’s interesting. But then, what happened to the Outlanders? Did the Southern Tribesmen attack them and wipe them out?”

      Seeing that the kindling had sufficiently built up the flames of his fire, Egil reached back into the wooden box and grabbed three larger pieces of firewood.

      “No, I don’t think the Southern Tribesmen attacked the Outlanders,” said Egil, his back turned toward Harper as he placed the split logs into the fireplace one by one. “At least, we didn’t find any evidence of a massacre. What I think most likely happened is, the Outlanders joined the Southern Tribesmen.” Finished with his task, Egil dusted off his hands on his pants and rose to sit by his wife on a padded bench. “Whatever happened, I suppose we’ll never know. I don’t know if you’re aware of the history of the Outlanders—”

      “Actually, I do,” broke in Harper. “I learned about them in the Chronicles of the Golden City.”

      “You’ve read the Chronicles?” said Egil, sounding pleased. “Well, that’s good to hear. At least the history of Mascaroth hasn’t been completely neglected. As you know, then, the Outlanders refused to fight on Einar’s side, the man who had extended to them such kindness. Given their lack of honor, it wouldn’t surprise me if, in time, they who became known as the Outlanders joined the Southern Tribesmen.”

      “Yeah, I suppose that makes sense,” said Harper, staring into the fire as he watched the crackling flames leap and dance, slowly engulfing the fresh wood. “Now that I think about it, all along the Outlanders were more like the Southern Tribesmen than they were like Einar. But then, I guess I have one more question. With all I’ve learned about the Einari, they’re still a mystery to me. I knew they had been disbanded, but other than that, I have no idea what happened to them. Since nothing in the Chronicles said anything about what happened ...” Harper turned his eyes from the fire and looked at Egil. “What happened to the Einari? And what was it that made you leave Mascaroth?”

      Deep creases formed around Egil’s eyes, and he stared past Harper as if an old wound locked in the depths of his memory had been torn open.

      “As long as Mascaroth stands, the history of the Einari will never be forgotten,” said Egil, his voice so quiet it was as if he was breathing his last, dying words. “And yet, the most important history that has occurred since the ancient days of Einar, the dark days when the Einari were cast from the Golden City like outlaws, has never been recorded. It’s not surprising that such history hasn’t been recorded, but it’s tragic. Deathly tragic.”

      The focus returned to Egil’s eyes, and scooting to the edge of the bench, Egil looked at Harper. “It was two decades ago that the events I’m about to tell you occurred, the events that led to the Einari’s departure from Mascaroth. In our conversation at the table, you mentioned that Wesley is now king of Mascaroth. I knew Wesley, and though we weren’t close, I always found him to be a pleasant and good-natured fellow. Whether or not I thought he had the makings of a future king is another question, but I had nothing against him. His father, however, King Eldon, was a very different man. He was as loud and arrogant as he was self-centered and rude. He cared nothing about what happened outside the protective walls of Mascaroth’s city, and under his watch the glorious armies of Mascaroth were decimated in numbers. It is in such a context that the story begins.”

      The palace doors swung open, and a rangy man stepped into the royal throne room. Clothed in black from head to foot, and with a sword swinging at his hip, the man strode past the palace guard as though they didn’t exist, each of his long, rapid steps clapping loudly on the marble floor, until he had reached the foot of the throne. Falling to a knee, the man bowed his head. “My lord, as requested, I’ve come to discuss our urgent business.”

      The king, sitting hunched in a pile of rumpled clothes, didn’t seem to hear the man. Engrossed in a set of papers, he instead backhanded the arm of the palace guardsman who was at his side. “I say, what was the name of that young man who drew up these plans?”

      “Bancroft, my king,” said the guardsman.

      “Bancroft, is it?” said the king, flipping through the papers. “Well, the plans Bancroft submitted for the reconstruction of the city’s front gates are stunning. They’re absolutely marvelous. Tell him that I’d like to talk to him.”

      The guard glanced at the man still bowed on his knee. “You’d like me to get Bancroft ... now?”

      The king’s drooping cheeks trembled with impatience, and raising his head, he glared at the guardsman. “Yes, fool. Fetch him. Fetch Bancroft now!”

      Muttering a nervous apology, the guardsman hurried from the king’s side and out of the throne room.

      In stilled silence, from the floor the man watched the guardsman hurry away, his dark eyes sharp as shards of flint, until the guardsman had disappeared into the bowels of the palace. Turning back to the king, the man stood from his knee and stepped closer to the throne.

      “Forgive me for not announcing my presence loudly enough,” said the man, his raised voice as expressionless as his warrior-like face. “As requested, King Eldon, I’ve come to discuss our urgent business.”

      The king slowly lowered his papers, and the men’s eyes locked on each other, cold and unbudging like dueling swords in battle.

      “Captain Egil, what a surprise to see you,” Eldon finally said, a harsh tone betraying his friendly words. “Not often have you dropped to a knee so as to seek my wise counsel. I wonder, what has brought you into my presence?”

      “Do you not know?” said Egil, his voice as cold as snow. “Three days ago I came to you, requesting your ear. Three days ago I informed you that a cry for help had reached Mascaroth. Though the matter was urgent, you requested three days to deliberate, three days to make a decision about what Mascaroth’s response should be. In respect to the king, I have waited: worrying, fretting, pacing, hoping that the Southern Tribesmen have not already attacked. But the days have run their course, and I come before you begging for a decision. What shall be Mascaroth’s response?”

      Eldon rested his papers on his lap, but instead of looking at Egil, he lifted a hand close to his face and examined his fingers. “Now that you mention it,” Eldon said, picking at a fingernail, “I do have a faint recollection of this conversation you speak of. Remind me, where is the village located?”

      “Far to the south,” said Egil, the muscles in his jaw twitching with anger. “In the land that lies between the Eldoine and Wildenmore Rivers.”

      “And are they friend or foe to Mascaroth?” said Eldon.

      “They’re certainly no foe of ours,” said Egil. “However, to my knowledge up until now they have been self-sufficient, needing neither the trade nor the aid of Mascaroth.”

      “Not a foe, but neither are they a friend,” said Eldon. Finished with his finger, with a disinterested shrug Eldon returned his attention to his papers. “The village means little to Mascaroth. We shall do nothing.”

      “We shall do nothing?” said Egil. His eyes shone like polished stones as he stared at the king, silently pleading for an explanation, but the king’s mind had passed to other business. “But my lord,” persisted Egil, the sinews in his neck strained with passion, “we must do something. We can’t sit here behind our walls while an innocent village is attacked.” But Eldon’s only response was to raise his papers higher, fully blocking Egil from view.

      With a growl rumbling from deep within his chest, Egil marched to the throne. Pulling the papers from Eldon’s hand, he tore them down the middle and cast them to the side.

      “Now listen to me!” Egil demanded as the papers fluttered to the floor. “First you cut down the numbers of the Einari.”

      “That is enough,” snapped Eldon, his face boiling red.

      “Then you decimated the numbers of our standing army,” said Egil.

      “I said, that is enough!” shouted Eldon.

      “And now, when it is made known to you that the Southern Tribesmen are on the attack, and a cry for help reaches your ears, you ignore it,” said Egil. “Have you forgotten everything that Mascaroth is and what we stand for?”

      “I said, enough!” roared Eldon, his voice echoing like a thunderclap through the throne room.

      Standing, Eldon walked down the three stairs upon which the golden throne sat, his heavy body shaking with each step, and onto the main floor of the throne room. Raising a finger, he pointed it into Egil’s chest. “You are a servant!” said Eldon sharply. “You exist to serve me and do my will, and you will obey my orders!”

      Unmoved as a mountain, Egil stared into the reddened eyes of the king and spoke with unwavering strength. “People will die, King Eldon. Unless we do something, there will be death.”

      “I care not,” seethed Eldon, baring his teeth like a mad dog. “We will not waste our resources on people and causes that have nothing to do with the well-being of Mascaroth. Now be gone with you!”

      Eldon turned his back to Egil, but before he could climb the steps to return to his throne, Egil’s forceful voice brought him to a standstill. “Say it, King Eldon. Say it out loud so that everyone may hear. The beauty of our city is more important to you than human life.”

      Eldon’s thick brow fell over his eyes, and like an angry bear he turned back and stared darkly at Egil. “Leave my presence,” he hissed dangerously. “Leave my presence now, or I shall have the guards throw you out.”

      Tension filled the throne room as the two powerful men glowered at each other, locked in a silent standoff. But knowing there could be no victory, with a stubborn grunt Egil finally surrendered, and spinning around, he hurried from the palace.

      Kirby stood at the bottom of the palace steps, waiting for his commander. When Egil had reached the white stone path, Kirby joined him, and walking at the speed of a running child, the two Einari headed towards the inner walls.

      “Judging by your demeanor, I hardly need to ask,” said Kirby. “But how did it go?”

      Egil looked to the sky as he ran a trembling hand through his hair. “Maybe I should have been more respectful to King Eldon, but my fury is unquenchable. The king has stripped Mascaroth of its zeal to defend what is just, and instead of sending aid to the needy, he is consumed with beautifying our city. It’s madness, Kirby. Utter madness.”

      Kirby looked into the troubled face of his commander. “So, what are we to do? We can’t let innocent people be slaughtered, can we?”

      “No, we can’t,” said Egil. He stopped walking, and with eyes that glimmered with fight, he met Kirby’s stare. “Gather the Einari. With or without the king’s permission, tell them that tonight we ride south. Let’s just hope that we’re not too late.”

      Night like a shadow spread over the plains of Mascaroth, and under the cover of a moonless sky, the entire band of Einari, 100 warriors strong, left the Golden City. Mounted upon horses trained for battle, they sped south. Riding swift as the springtime gales that howled across the treetops and over the plains, by the ninth day the Einari had reached the lands just south of Haverton. Keeping within the concealment of the trees, they traveled the remaining distance in stealth until the thinning forests gave way to the flatlands that bordered the Eldoine River.

      As the Einari drew nearer the village, in the distance a strange cloud of black smoke billowed into the air, and with it a heavy stench. Leaving their horses and the other Einari behind, Egil and Kirby snuck to the last remaining clump of trees and crouched low.

      “There’s the village, and it’s still standing,” said Kirby, pointing across the river into the waning light of evening. “With all that smoke, I thought for sure the Southern Tribesmen had already attacked. But it’s so dark, I can’t make anything else out except for that burning heap of rubbish.” Kirby turned to his commander. “What do you think? Do we scout across the river or wait until morning?”

      Egil didn’t answer. As though possessed by a grievous thought, Egil found a stick laying on the ground, and gripping it until his knuckles turned white, he pounded it repeatedly into the dirt like he was digging a shallow grave.

      “Captain Egil, what is the matter?” said Kirby.

      Egil stopped pounding, and grabbing the stick with both hands, he snapped it in half. “It’s not a burning heap of rubbish,” said Egil, silent anger burning in his voice.

      “It’s not a heap of rubbish?” said Kirby. Straining his eyes, he looked back across the river. “Then what is it?”

      “It’s them,” said Egil. “The black smoke. The foul smell. It’s the villagers. We were too late.”

      Kirby looked at Egil, his eyes suddenly wide with horror. “You mean, the Southern Tribesmen did that? They killed the ... and then they …” Unable to speak, Kirby stared at Egil, as if imploring Egil to tell him something different, to reassure him that the villagers hadn’t been butchered. But Egil only looked away.

      As Kirby let his head fall against a tree, Egil stood. Wiping a stray tear from his cheek, Egil grabbed Kirby by the arm and helped him to his feet. “There will be a time for mourning,” said Egil, looking into the watery eyes of his friend. “But first, we have work to do. Though we don’t have the men or resources for a full assault, we can still leave our mark.”

      When twilight had given way to night, the entire band of Einari slunk to the stone bridge that spanned the Eldoine River, dark green hoods pulled over their heads. Most of them were armed with bows and arrows, but others carried the remnants of fallen trees that had been rummaged from the forest.

      “Archers, take your positions,” said Egil in a commanding whisper. “If anything on the other side of the river dares to move, shoot to kill.”

      Like shadows, 30 Einari hurried across the bridge and crouched on the far side of the river, while another 40 stood on the northern banks, their bows drawn. Covered by 70 pointed arrows, the other 30 Einari, led by Egil, spent their wrath upon the stone bridge.

      The deafening sound of thuds and cracks filled the night air as the Einari rammed tree limbs into the structure of the bridge, sending crumbling rocks plunking into the river. At the sound of the attack, one by one Southern Tribesmen burst from behind the village walls and rushed towards the river in an attempt to defend the bridge, but when the Southern Tribesmen came within range, innumerable well-aimed arrows fell from the night sky like an invisible hailstorm, tearing the Southern Tribesmen to pieces. Suddenly realizing who they were up against—the dreaded Einari—the Southern Tribesmen retreated back inside the protective confines of the village walls.

      With a final crash the bridge disappeared under the water, and as night yet rested over the southern lands, the Einari’s job had been completed. Tired, and with many of them dripping wet, the band of Einari stood upon the northern banks of the Eldoine River with only one duty left to perform. Taking hold of their ram’s horns, the men raised them to their lips, and with one accord they sent the cry of the Einari ringing into the dark.

      The Einari’s return journey was long and sorrowful, their minds stained by the atrocities the Southern Tribesmen had committed. But when the great walls of Mascaroth finally came into view, they were greeted with yet another terrible sight. Strewn across the plains was a throng of haggard, makeshift tents of sheets and blankets, and gathered around the tents like homeless beggars were the sons, daughters, and wives of the Einari.

      Filled with rage, Egil galloped to the encampment, and as soon as he made it to the tents, he jumped off his horse. “What is this?” he shouted, roaming throughout the tents. “Why have you been treated like this? Who has done this to you?”

      Hearing the voice of her husband, Egil’s wife emerged from a tent, and with tears streaming down her face, she ran into her husband’s arms. “Oh, Egil,” she said, pulling him tight, “we’ve been banished from Mascaroth.”

      “Banished?” said Egil. Holding his wife by the shoulders, Egil pushed her away from himself and looked into her eyes. “When did this happen, and why?”

      “Not two nights after you left, we were taken from our homes and stripped of our possessions,” said Egil’s wife. “They said we were traitors to the crown and the Golden City.”

      “Traitors?” growled Egil.

      Letting go of his wife, Egil marched to his horse and rode to the city gates, his eyes fixed straight ahead as though he was set to face his foe in battle. Once Egil had arrived, he withdrew his sword and pounded its hilt upon the heavy wooden doors.

      “This is Egil, Captain of the Einari!” he shouted. “I demand to speak with King Eldon!” Egil waited, but when there was no reply, he pounded again. “This is Egil,” he shouted, his voice aflame with anger, “commander of the elite Einari, defender of the Golden City, and loyal subject to its rulers! As I was once revered and honored by this city, I demand to speak with King Eldon!”

      This time Egil heard the faint steps of a soldier from atop the outer walls. Backing up his horse, Egil looked upwards, and soon a soldier’s face appeared.

      “I say, soldier, open these gates,” said Egil. “I must speak to King Eldon immediately.”

      “That is not possible,” replied the soldier. “By order of the king, you shall not enter this city. You and all other Einari have been banished from the Golden City, and forthwith, you shall leave these lands.”

      “This is insanity!” yelled Egil. “The Einari have pledged their lives to the Golden City, and now we find ourselves banished? No, soldier, it shall not be this way. I implore you, open these gates. I must speak to King Eldon.”

      The soldier barked a command, and within seconds 10 other soldiers were at his side, each with a drawn bow. “This is your final warning,” said the soldier. “You shall leave now, and you shall never return, neither you nor your families. From this day forth, the Einari are enemies of this city.”
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ONE WHO REMAINS

        

      

    

    
      Too disturbed to remain seated, Egil rose from his wife’s side, and walking to the fireplace, he rested an arm on the roughly hewn wooden mantel. “Oh, Mascaroth,” he spoke softly, peering into the fire as old memories burned afresh in his mind. “To the eyes of men, your glory is unfailing, and resting within the safety of your impressive walls, you reckon yourself to be indestructible. But your greatest enemy lies, not without, but within, for when a people has forgotten what they pledged to never forget, they have become like a fragile shell that is one misstep from shattering.

      “Though you’ve graced your city with reminders of past glory—monuments and statues meant to praise warriors of old—the fight that once lived within you, the fervor that forged you into a great city, has faded like the setting sun. In your arrogance, you can no longer hear the deafening cry of Einar, nor the shout of his son’s blood, which was spilled so valiantly those many years ago. And because you have so shamelessly forgotten, your end grows near, and how great will be your destruction.”

      As Egil’s face flickered between shadow and light, a quiet melody—a hum—escaped from his lips. His voice had a worn and ragged tone, like a cold, autumn wind whipping across a barren hilltop, yet buried deep within his sound was a purity too beautiful for words. The volume of Egil’s hum grew until finally it turned into a song.

      
        
        You were the greatest of all the peoples

        You were the rising sun

        With the fairest glow

        You shined like pure snow

        But your matchless beauty has been undone

        My weary eyes weep like the summer rains

        I shed a thousand tears

        Your splendor has gone

        Your glory withdrawn

        And the last gasp of your greatness draws near

      

        

      
        Did you not know that I gave you my life?

        Did you not know my love?

        How I lived for you

        And I fought for you

        With a fire that blazed like the stars above

      

        

      
        But you hated your shepherd, threw him out

        Ran from your master’s care

        How you chafed at me

        And you pulled from me

        So I leave you in sadness and despair

      

        

      
        But though your guilt is like a mountain

        Your rebellion like the crashing waves

        Your mem’ry I have not forgotten…

      

        

      
        And at the end of each day I call to you

      

        

      
        When your night has no song

        When all hope is gone

        When your bed is stained with tears

      

        

      
        When no friends can be found

        When en’mies surround

        When your dreams are filled with fears

      

        

      
        Fall to your knees and raise your voice

        To the one who’s waiting for you

        And I will come in all my strength

        With a jealousy burning true

      

        

      
        Death and dread shall be cast away

        When the broken city is made new

      

      

      Egil’s voice faded to silence, and in the dull glow of the room, for the first time since he began his story, Egil turned from the fire.

      “Forgive me for all that,” said Egil, his eyes shining with tears, “but that’s the story. That’s what happened to the Einari, and that’s why we left. But why we left isn’t the end of the story, for every morning we Einari look to the east, hoping and waiting for the day when the Golden City, upon falling to its knees, beckons us once more. And when that day comes, the Einari shall be ready.”

      As a thoughtful hush fell over the room, for the first time since the beginning of Egil’s story, Brandon stirred. His head still bowed to the floor, Brandon shuffled stiffly to the front of the chair. With the aid of the armrests, he lowered himself onto the padded seat, and leaning his elbows on his legs, he dropped his head into his hands.

      “But Captain Egil,” said Harper, “if you’re waiting for Mascaroth, how will they know to look for you? How will they know that you haven’t given up on them, and that you’re waiting to fight for them?”

      A glow of light sparkled in Egil’s eyes, and a corner of his mouth raised into a faint smile as though he possessed a depth of understanding that he had not yet revealed. “Though the Einari were forced to leave Mascaroth,” said Egil, “there is yet one who remains within the walls of the city, one faithful man who has not forgotten the true glory of the Golden City.”

      With a gasp, Harper’s eyes grew wide. “Hammond,” he said. “The person you speak of is Lord Hammond.”

      Impressed by Harper’s insight, Egil stuck out his bottom lip and nodded. “So, you know Hammond, do you?”

      “I know him well,” said Harper. “He trained me.”

      “Is that so?” said Egil. “Given his skill in the ways of war, it doesn’t surprise me that Hammond trains Mascaroth’s soldiers.”

      Harper shook his head. “No, Lord Hammond doesn’t train the soldiers of Mascaroth. He only trained me.”

      Egil lifted a hand to his chin and stared into Harper’s eyes as though they were a window into his mind. “Hammond trained only you?” said Egil softly. Tapping a finger against his lips, a small smile spread across Egil’s face. “Of course he did. I should have figured it sooner, but of course Hammond trained you.” Egil looked at his wife, and they shared a smile, before he turned back to Harper. “So, how does Hammond fit into all of this, you wonder? Well, after the Einari were banished from Mascaroth, we gathered our meager belongings, and with no place to call our home, we rode west.”

      The hollow sound of clomping hooves grew louder on the woodland path until finally a lone horseman appeared, charging around a bend in the forest. Hunched on his horse, the rider sped past the caravan of Einari until he reached the head of the line, and yanking on his horse’s reins, the horseman reared to a stop.

      “Captain Egil,” said Hammond, his breathless voice crackling with anger, “I just heard what happened. That city,” he said, pointing eastward with a shaking finger, “that city that calls itself golden, I can never return to it. The way they treated your families, I didn’t think they could stoop any lower. But to do the unthinkable? To banish the Einari? As far as I’m concerned, when they banished you, they banished me also. I’m never going back to that den of vipers!”

      Deep furrows formed in Egil’s forehead, and though he looked at Hammond, he offered no reply, but only stared at Hammond with dark, searching eyes.

      Disturbed by Egil’s silent response, Hammond tried again, and gritting his teeth, he spoke like he was about to burst with fury. “I hate what they did to you, and I don’t care what the cost is to me, but I’m not going to live around those fools!”

      “Yes ... I see,” said Egil, and after a moment of quiet thought, he turned to Kirby, who was at his side. “Take the lead, will you? I’ll catch up, but first I need to talk with young Hammond.”

      Hammond shifted uneasily in his saddle as Egil left the line of travelers and rode to his side. “I don’t understand?” said Hammond. “What are you doing? And why aren’t we heading west with the others?” But Egil only raised a hand, signaling for silence, and together he and Hammond watched and waited until the entire company had passed from sight.

      The sorrowful sound of travelers leaving their home grew dim, and soon all that remained was the peaceful noise of chirping birds. Both men sat upon their horses, staring into the leafy brush straight ahead, until finally Egil turned his head to Hammond. “Would you mind if we walked for a bit?”

      Without answering Hammond stepped off his horse, and once Egil had joined him on the ground, with unhurried strides they led their horses westward.

      “I’m not going back,” Hammond repeated, steel in his voice as he stared down the abandoned path. “I’m not going back because I can’t go back. I can’t be around those people, not after what they did to you.”

      “Yes, Hammond,” said Egil calmly. “I understand very well, and I’d feel the same way if I were you. However, there’s something I need to tell you.” Egil glanced at Hammond, but when Hammond didn’t return his look, Egil joined him in staring down the path. “You’re a skilled warrior, Hammond. You’re strong, you have elite reflexes and instincts, and most of all, you have an innate focus which is matched by none. You’re such a skilled warrior, in fact, that even at your young age I don’t doubt that you could match swords with the finest of the Einari. Given your abilities, many months ago I should have entered you into the fellowship of the Einari. Instead of merely allowing you to continue training with us, I should have made you one of our number. But I didn’t, and I apologize, for among those who are truly warriors, there is no greater honor than to become an Einari. However, though I apologize, I had reasons for not making you an Einari, and sadly, those reasons have come to pass.”

      Egil stopped walking, and he turned to face Hammond. “For quite some time I have foreseen trouble, Hammond. For years now unprecedented peace and prosperity has rested upon Mascaroth, leading many to believe that the Golden City has reached the pinnacle of its greatness. But such ease has been poison, for in these days of rest, Mascaroth has forgotten who we are and what has made us great. Instead of fighting for the weak and weary, we arrogantly bask in our own glory and beauty.

      “For years I have tried to speak sense to King Eldon, but in his love for wealth and riches, his heart has turned to stone, and he can no longer hear the voice of reason. So, I knew it was only a matter of time before the Einari would no longer have a place within the walls of Mascaroth. And seeing that the time of the Einari was short, I began training you.”

      Egil grabbed Hammond’s shoulder and gently turned him until they were facing each other. “Though it rends my heart to say this, Hammond, you can’t come with us. You must remain in Mascaroth. It’s not because you don’t belong with us. It’s because in the Einari’s absence, you are the only one left to fight for the Golden City. As captain of the Einari, I pledged my life to the protection of the Golden City and all it stands for, and though I have been banished from the place I love, faithful to my pledge, I have not abandoned the city. Faithful to my pledge, I chose you, and in all diligence I prepared you for such days as these.”

      Hammond finally lifted his eyes to look at his commander. “But how?” said Hammond, stubborn anger still smoldering in his voice. “How can one person do the work of 100 Einari? How can one person fight for an entire city? Especially if that one person has come to hate the Golden City?”

      Egil raised his eyebrows. “Hate is a strong word, Hammond,” he said sternly. “Do you really hate Mascaroth and all it stands for?”

      Dropping his eyes to the ground like a reproved child, Hammond heaved a deep breath, then shook his head. “No, I don’t hate Mascaroth,” he admitted. “It’s what Mascaroth has done that I hate. But what am I supposed to do?” Raising his head, Hammond’s eyes welled with tears. “What you ask of me is impossible.”

      “No, Hammond, it’s not impossible,” said Egil, his words soothing, yet filled with strength. “Though what I ask of you is no doubt fraught with difficulty, the way of success is really quite simple.”

      “Simple?” said Hammond, his eyes filled with questions. “How can it be simple for one man to shoulder the entire work of the Einari?”

      “As a soldier of Mascaroth, you’ve taken a vow, have you not?” said Egil.

      Hammond nodded.

      “Then Hammond, live by that vow,” said Egil. “The promise you gave to Mascaroth, make it your life. With all the focus and strength that is within you, fight for your city every moment, every hour, and every day. Know the ancient wisdom, and live by it, that to give up your life is to truly live.” Egil looked deep into Hammond’s eyes. “Do you understand what I’m saying, Hammond?”

      As tears rolled down Hammond’s cheeks, he nodded.

      “When times are difficult and your friends are few, will you endure?” said Egil.

      Hammond nodded again.

      Egil closed his eyes in a long blink, and when they opened again, a slow drip rolled down his cheeks. “I’ll miss you, Hammond,” said Egil, and he placed a hand on Hammond’s shoulder once more. “But though I’ll be absent in body, know that I will always be with you. Though we’ll be apart, every day I’ll be fighting the same battle that you fight. I too will never forget the vow I pledged to Mascaroth.”

      Letting his hand fall from Hammond’s shoulder, Egil turned and mounted his horse. Patting the neck of his blonde mare, Egil peered down at Hammond. “Good-bye, Hammond, and may the spirit of the Einari be ever with you.”

      Egil urged his horse forward to begin his long journey west, but no sooner had he left Hammond behind than Hammond’s voice brought him to a stop.

      “But Captain Egil,” said Hammond, his words weak with sorrow, “will I ever see you or the other Einari again?”

      Egil turned his horse halfway around and looked down at Hammond one last time. “I can only hope,” said Egil. “I don’t know when Mascaroth will be forced to reckon with their decision to banish the Einari, but like a flood, the day is coming. In the meantime, busy yourself by winning the approval of your superiors so that your words and reputation carry weight. Keep your fighting skills sharp, and be on the lookout for others who are worthy to train in the ways of war, others who would have been worthy to be named Einari, that the true love of the Golden City might not die. Look to the lands of the south, and protect them from the influence of the Southern Tribesmen. And as you busy yourself, someday the fall of Mascaroth will come. On that day, when the rulers have finally been awakened to their arrogance, send them west. Beyond the hills is where they will find the Einari, ready and waiting. That I promise.”

      The living room had fallen to near darkness, the logs in the fire reduced to a pile of glowing embers, yet still Egil’s face shined wet.

      “Pardon my emotions,” said Egil as he wiped gently flowing tears from his eyes. “It’s just that, sad as it is, the memory I shared—commissioning young Hammond to fight alone for the glory of Mascaroth—is among my most precious treasures.”

      Breathing deeply, Egil patted his wife on the leg, and together they stood from the bench. “If you’ll excuse us, it’s well past our bedtime. Given that you two have grown accustomed to traveling at night, I’m expecting that you’re not yet weary, but when that time comes, we have a spare room with two beds, and my wife and I would be honored if you used them, not just tonight, but for as long as you have need.” Egil looked between the two boys and smiled. “I cannot express how thankful I am to have happened across you today.”
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BECOMING A MAN

        

      

    

    
      From atop the palace steps, Carrington’s lip curled as he fixed his gaze southward. Beyond the outer walls of the city, hundreds of white tents dotted the plains, and roaming among the tents were hordes of Southern Tribesmen.

      “Fool Southern Tribesmen,” Carrington sneered. Sticking out his flabby chest as though it was bound tight with muscle, Carrington walked out of the shadow of the palace into the morning sun. “Have you no fear?” he said as he strode down the palace steps. “Do you think you can camp at the gates of our great city and not incur our terrible wrath?”

      Upon reaching the landing where the golden Einari stood guard, the tips of their vaunted swords painted white by birds, Carrington unsheathed his sword and pointed it southward. “Well, Southern Tribesmen, know this: there is yet a king in Mascaroth, and with fury he shall make his name great.”

      Baring his teeth, Carrington whooshed his sword left and right in two sweeping strokes before sprinting across the landing as if he was leading an all-out charge. Galloping down the final flight of stairs, with a spinning jump Carrington skipped the last step, and as soon as he landed, the battle began. Carrington swung his sword relentlessly at his invisible enemy, wildly stabbing and slicing with spit-filled grunts and growls, leaving a trail of unseen death as he cut ever deeper into the center of the adversary’s lines.

      Whirling to a knee, with a final thrust of his sword Carrington had fought past the enemy’s foot soldiers, only to find himself before a throng of their most feared warriors, mighty giants who stood as tall and strong as trees. Unfazed, Carrington scowled into the murky depths of his new enemy, and after taking a moment to catch his breath, he sprang to his feet and attacked. Leaping forward like a pouncing lion, Carrington scarred one tree after another with his blade, fighting ever deeper into the forested gardens, until only one foe remained, the mightiest of the enemy’s foul horde.

      Though Carrington heaved for air, with a foaming snarl he ignored his fatigue, and gripping his sword with both hands, he unleashed his deadly skills upon the trunk of a thick oak. Shards of bark and splintered wood flew through the air as Carrington mutilated his mortal enemy, he who dared to challenge the new king of Mascaroth.

      “Um, Lord Carrington?” sounded a low voice from behind.

      Carrington unleashed a last flurry of untamed strokes upon his enemy before finally ending the battle with a fatal stab into the heart of the tree. Panting like an overworked horse, Carrington lowered his sword. “You forget,” he said as he turned to face the visitor. “It’s King Carrington.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Hammond. “My sincerest apologies. I shall do better to remember next time. But, King Carrington, I must ask ...” With a raised eyebrow Hammond looked between Carrington and the marred tree. “Are you okay?”

      Carrington wiped a sleeve across his sweaty forehead. “I’ve never been better. Why do you ask?”

      Raising both eyebrows, Hammond blew his cheeks full of air as he stole a final glance at the tree. “Um ... no reason. Just thought I’d ask. However, if you have the time, there is something pressing that I need to talk to you about. It’s concerning the Southern Tribesmen.”

      “Yes, the Southern Tribesmen,” said Carrington bitterly, and rearing back, he spit a thick wad onto the base of the defeated oak. “Tell me, are our armies ready for battle? Because when they are, led by me, we’re going to ride against the Southern Tribesmen and punish them for their arrogance. Who do they think they are, camping at the doorstep of the Golden City?”

      As if overcome by a sudden pang of weariness, Hammond squeezed his eyes shut. “But King Carrington,” said Hammond, “the estimates I’ve heard is that there are well over 1000 Southern Tribesmen at our front gates, with more arriving every day. Do you not remember the losses we suffered in our clash with the Southern Tribesmen to the south? We don’t have the numbers for your proposed attack.”

      “Yeah, of course I knew that,” said Carrington, his face reddening as he looked away from Hammond. “I just meant that, you know …”

      Hammond looked at Carrington with wide, curious eyes, waiting for him to finish, but all Carrington did was kick at the ground. Breaking the uncomfortable moment with a small cough, Hammond continued. “Yes, well, I don’t mean to sound hopeless, but our situation is bleak. Not only is our army outnumbered, but I fear that if our allies were able, they would have come to our aid by now. But, given that the Southern Tribesmen just traveled north through most of our allies’ lands, I fear that they are in a worse predicament than we are.”

      Hammond leaned forward, and ducking his head, he attempted to catch Carrington’s eye, but Carrington only lowered his head further.

      “Since leading a charge against the Southern Tribesmen is impractical,” said Hammond, “and since we can’t count on help coming to us, have you thought of what we might do?”

      Carrington’s eyes were still stuck on the ground, and with a shrug he let out a puff of air. “I’d hardly say we’re in a predicament,” he scoffed. “Since we obviously can’t attack the Southern Tribesmen, instead we’ll ignore them. Within the safety of our walls, nothing can harm us. Besides, the Southern Tribesmen can’t stay here forever. Especially when winter comes, they’ll have to leave eventually.”

      “But King Carrington,” said Hammond, furrows creasing his forehead, “we can’t just stay behind our walls. We must do something.”

      Still refusing to look at Hammond, with a raised eyebrow Carrington let out another puff of air. “That’s what you think. But unlike you, I don’t doubt the greatness of Mascaroth. I have full trust in the unbreachable might of our walls, and if I decide that we should hide behind our walls, then we will hide behind our walls. After all, last I checked, I was king, not you.”

      Hammond breathed a silent sigh. “King Carrington,” Hammond explained calmly, “it’s not a matter of perspective, nor is it a matter of trusting in the strength of our walls. The simple truth is, we have neither the food nor resources to stay behind our walls.”

      Wriggling uncomfortably, Carrington turned his attention to his sword. “Yeah, well, why are you asking me all these questions anyway?” he said as he ran a finger along his blade, curled and dull from his battle with the trees. “You’re supposed to be the expert, not me. If you say we can’t attack, and you also say we can’t hide behind our walls, then what’s your wise solution?”

      “We need help,” said Hammond.

      “Help?” said Carrington, his face twisting into an ugly frown.

      “Yes, help,” said Hammond. “If Mascaroth is to survive, you must go and seek help outside our lands.”

      Carrington’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and for the first time since the beginning of their conversation, he lifted his face to Hammond. “You mean, you want me to leave the protective confines of our walls?”

      “There’s no other choice,” said Hammond.

      A nasty smile spread across Carrington’s face. “You say there’s no other choice, do you? No other choice than to what, send me to my death?” Abruptly snapping his sword upward, Carrington pointed it at Hammond’s chest.

      Hammond rolled his eyes. “King Carrington, please, put your sword down.”

      “No, I don’t think I will,” said Carrington, and twirling his sword in small circles, he advanced on Hammond, forcing Hammond to walk backwards. “Oh, Lord Hammond, do you take me as a fool? I know your scheme. Under the guise of riding for help, you would send me into the enemy’s hands, then take control of Mascaroth for yourself. You’re clever, Lord Hammond, but not clever enough for me.”

      Hammond’s jaw tightened. “King Carrington,” he said in a commanding voice, “I’m loyal to you and to Mascaroth. Now for the last time, I warn you, put your sword down.”

      Carrington threw his head back in laughter. “Your warnings mean nothing to me, for you are now at my mercy. The only question is, when shall it be done? Shall I stick you here and get it over with, or shall your deeds first be made known before a council?”

      Hammond stopped walking, and staring as though his face were etched in stone, Hammond stood his ground as the point of Carrington’s sword brushed against his chest.

      Carrington laughed again. “Oh, Lord Hammond, wipe that look off your face. I’m in control, not you. You don’t scare—”

      But as the words were still in Carrington’s mouth, with the speed of a cracking whip Hammond swiped at the blunt edge of Carrington’s sword, knocking it to the side, and before Carrington could recover, Hammond grabbed him by the wrist and held tight. With a cry of pain Carrington let go of his sword, and it clanked harmlessly to the ground.

      “Now listen to me,” demanded Hammond.

      Too overcome by pain, Carrington melted to the ground, whimpering like a child.

      “Carrington!” roared Hammond. “I said, listen to me!”

      Stepping closer, Hammond squeezed Carrington’s wrist tighter until his muscled forearm shook. Robbed of his breath, Carrington’s mouth hung open like he wanted to scream, but unable to utter a sound, he could only look up into Hammond’s burning eyes.

      “I have grown weary of your childish fantasies,” said Hammond. “I am not your enemy, I am your greatest friend. Do you understand me?”

      Fear in his eyes, Carrington nodded.

      “Moreover,” said Hammond, “the Southern Tribesmen are foaming at the mouth, preparing to destroy us, and as king it is your duty to do something about it. Are you ready to do something? Are you ready to act?”

      Carrington quickly nodded again.

      “Then stand up like a man so we can talk about what to do about the Southern Tribesmen,” said Hammond.

      Moving like his joints were frozen, Carrington labored to his feet, and once he had stood to his full height, Hammond finally released his wrist.

      Cradling his arm, with a sniff Carrington looked into the eyes of Hammond. “I-I’m sorry, Lord Hammond,” he said in a weak, wavering voice. With rapid blinks Carrington moved his tongue throughout his mouth, trying to keep from crying, but his efforts failed, and slow tears dripped from his eyes. “Those things that I said, I-I didn’t mean any of them, and I’m sorry.”

      “I know you didn’t mean them, and I forgive you,” said Hammond gently. “However, Carrington, Mascaroth is in trouble. We need help, and since our allies are unable to come to our aid, we need to search for help. Do you understand?”

      Carrington gave a quick nod.

      Narrowing his eyes, Hammond looked hard at Carrington. “Are you sure you truly understand? The existence of Mascaroth as we know it is at stake, and in order to rescue our city, we must take certain risks.”

      His face glistening, Carrington looked Hammond in the eyes. “I understand.”

      “Then I have a plan,” said Hammond. “It will be dangerous, but it’s our only hope. Tonight, just after the sun sets, cloak yourself in a black hood, and in secret meet me at the center watch tower in the western wall of the city. From there I’ll help you escape.”

      Suddenly forgetting his sorrow, Carrington’s face turned pale. “You’re going to help me escape?” Carrington swallowed hard. “And then what? Where will I travel, and whose help will I find?”

      “Considering the secrecy of your mission,” said Hammond, “I think it’s best if I tell you about it tonight.”

      Twisting the wisps of his sparse beard in knots, Carrington looked nervously at Hammond. “But Lord Hammond, um, why do I have to search for help? I’m not experienced in these types of things. Don’t you think it would be better if you went instead of me?”

      “As willing as I would be to perform such a service on behalf of Mascaroth,” said Hammond, “I think you need to go. If the king of Mascaroth journeys through danger to seek aid, to whatever peoples you find, it will communicate how desperately we are in need of help. But also, Carrington, you need to do this for yourself. The days of childhood dreams and fantasies have passed. You are king now, and you need to prove that you are king, not only to Mascaroth, but to yourself. Do you not agree?”

      Carrington filled his lungs with a deep breath, and as he slowly nodded, he let the breath out. “You’re right,” he said softly. “I’ll ... I’ll do it.”
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      Dark clouds blanketed the evening sky, dampening the air with mist, as a hooded Carrington slunk from the confines of the inner walls and stepped onto the barren streets of Mascaroth. Carrington’s heart thumped with the danger of his secret mission as he hurried over the puddled, white cobblestones of the city, his eyes set on the silhouette of the watchtower that loomed at the center of the westerly outer walls.

      Carrington passed by the flickering windows of sleepy homes and shops unnoticed as a tramp. And just when he arrived at the watchtower door, like a ghost Hammond emerged from the shadows of the outer walls. Laden with weapons—a dagger on one hip, a sword on the other, and shouldering arrows and a bow—Hammond scanned the night with alert and suspicious eyes. Confirming they were alone, Hammond opened the door and entered the watchtower, and after Carrington followed, he quietly shut the door.

      A lone torch flickered at the base of the spiraling, stone staircase, piercing the darkness of the tower with a shimmering glow. “This way,” Hammond murmured, and nudging past Carrington, he opened a door to a small room under the stairs. Confused, Carrington walked to the room and stuck his head inside. The room was black as midnight.

      Overwhelmed by the heavy smell of mildew and dust, Carrington coughed. “Lord Hammond,” said Carrington in a scratchy voice, “what do you want me to do? Am I supposed to look for something in here, or what?”

      Instead of answering, Hammond planted a hand in Carrington’s back and directed him inside, then followed. Once they had both entered, Hammond softly shut the door.

      “There’s a wooden chest against the wall,” whispered Hammond. “Help me move it.”

      Blindly following the sound of Hammond’s movements, Carrington waved his hands through the air until they bumped into a large wooden object. “What’s inside of it?” said Carrington as he shimmied to the side of the chest. “Armor and weaponry for my journey?”

      “I don’t believe the chest is filled with anything,” said Hammond. “We’re moving it for your escape. Now, on a count of three, lift.”

      Bending low, Hammond and Carrington gripped the sides of the chest, and after Hammond gave the count, they moved the chest several feet before gently setting it down again.

      Standing straight, Carrington scratched his head. “So, I’m escaping in a chest? How? Like, are you going to lower me over the walls of the city or something?”

      Ignoring the sounds of clanking wood that were coming from Hammond, Carrington opened the chest and reached his hand inside to test its depth. “Uh, Lord Hammond?” said Carrington as he tapped the shallow bottom. “Sorry to say, but I don’t think your plan is going to work. This thing is too small for me. I don’t think I can fit inside.”

      “You’re not escaping in the chest,” said Hammond. “You’re escaping through this tunnel. Follow me.”

      “Tunnel?” blurted Carrington. “What tunnel?” Listening hard, Carrington heard the sound of Hammond crawling across the floor, followed by the faint creaks of a wooden ladder.

      Seconds later the hollow sound of Hammond’s voice emerged from the depths of some unknown darkness. “Your turn, Carrington. The hole is just behind the chest. Crawl to it, and I’ll help you down.”

      Goosebumps suddenly covering his arms, Carrington followed Hammond’s directions, and dropping to his knees, he crawled inch by inch until his fingertips reached the sharp edge of a hole. Maneuvering onto his backside, Carrington dangled his legs into the hole, and soon he felt Hammond’s hand direct his foot to the ladder.

      “You’re sure it’s safe?” said Carrington anxiously.

      “I’m sure,” said Hammond.

      “And there aren’t any animals down there, are there?” asked Carrington.

      “There are no animals,” answered Hammond calmly.

      “Okay, then I’m ... I’m coming down,” announced Carrington. Shaking with nerves, Carrington leaned over the hole and put his full weight onto the ladder. The ladder groaned but didn’t break. Relieved, Carrington stepped deeper into the hole, Hammond’s hand on his back to keep him steady, until both feet were planted upon a dirt floor.

      “Now follow me,” said Hammond. “We have to hurry. Keep your head down as the tunnel descends lower. When you feel level ground again, you should have enough room to stand straight.”

      At the soft sound of Hammond’s departing steps, Carrington extended his hands in front of himself, and prodding the cool darkness of the tunnel for anything that might bludgeon his head, Carrington hurried after Hammond.

      “Lord Hammond, what is this place?” said Carrington. “I never knew it existed. Are we walking under the outer walls of the city?”

      “We are,” said Hammond. “When the outer walls of the city were built, in secret this underground passage was also constructed as an emergency escape route. It leads to a small cave in the forest. Given the sensitive nature of the tunnel, there are very few who know about it.”

      “I never would have guessed,” marveled Carrington.

      “Yes, I was quite surprised when I learned of its existence too,” said Hammond. “But since we’re by ourselves, I think now would be a good time to further explain your mission.”

      A warm feeling of dread spread through Carrington. “O-okay,” he said, trying to keep from trembling.

      “There’s a group of people in the west who may be willing to come to Mascaroth’s aid,” said Hammond. “Once we leave this tunnel, there will be a horse awaiting you at the entrance of the cave. With all speed, ride west, for by daybreak you must reach Weston. I don’t know if the Southern Tribesmen have overtaken Weston yet, so when you arrive, be extra cautious. When you reach Weston, tie your horse some distance in the forest and approach the town by foot. If you remember, a year ago we stayed in the house of a man named Lawson. Go to his house and spend the day recovering from your journey. Then, the next night you must travel to the hills in the west. Once you make it beyond the hills, travel south. It is there that you will find the people that may be willing to come to our aid.”

      “But who are the people, and how do you know they’ll help?” said Carrington.

      “You’ll find out when you meet them,” said Hammond.

      “I’ll find out when I meet them?” said Carrington in a higher-than-normal voice. “Uh, Lord Hammond—” But before Carrington could finish, his outstretched hands bumped into Hammond’s back.

      “The tunnel is leading upwards again,” said Hammond quietly, having come to a stop. “That means we’re almost to the end of the tunnel. No talking.”

      Ducking his head as he searched with his hands, Hammond walked cautiously forward until he found the rough planks of the ladder. Raising a hand above his head as he climbed, Hammond stepped up one rung, then another, before his hand hit something solid. Rising one last rung, Hammond raised both hands and pushed, and the silence of the tunnel was disrupted by the unpleasant sound of rock scraping against wood.

      In a series of creaks Hammond climbed the remainder of the ladder. Carrington followed, and with the strong grip of Hammond as an aid, soon Carrington was on his knees next to a sheet of wood scattered with medium-sized rocks, the covering to the tunnel entrance.

      “I’ll be back,” whispered Hammond, his voice echoing through the tight cavern. “I don’t know where the Southern Tribesmen are, so while I’m gone, don’t make any noise.”

      “You’re leaving me?” said Carrington, panic in his voice as he watched Hammond’s darkened form stumble toward the mouth of the cave. “Where are you going?”

      “Don’t worry,” said Hammond. “I’ll be back soon. I’m getting you a horse.”

      “A horse?” said Carrington. “But you said there would be one waiting for me. Where are you going to find—” But before Carrington could finish, Hammond disappeared into the night.

      Suddenly by himself, a paralyzing fear swept over Carrington. He knew he was hidden and safe within the cave, but what if he wasn’t? What if the Southern Tribesmen had seen Lord Hammond leave, and at that moment were lurking at the cave’s opening? Hot dread pulsed through Carrington with every beat of his heart, as wild and fearful thoughts overtook his mind. Not daring to move, with slow, silent breaths he opened his eyes wide and searched the cave, trying to convince himself that its vague forms and shadows were rocks, not murderous enemies.

      Torturous seconds seemed as long as minutes, and before he knew it, as fluid as the changing of the wind, Carrington’s worries turned from his own safety to Hammond’s. But just when Carrington was certain that Hammond had been captured by the Southern Tribesmen, an unexpected noise reached Carrington’s ears.

      “Carrington, I’m back,” sounded Hammond’s whispered voice. “Come out here.”

      “Lord Hammond?” said Carrington, tears of relief suddenly dampening the corners of his eyes. His senses returning to him, Carrington tried to stand, but his knees had lost their feeling. Grabbing the rugged sides of the cave, Carrington pulled himself to his feet, and guiding himself through the dark with his hands, he limped and stumbled as fast as he could towards the sliver of nighttime glow that cut a faint slice into the blackness of the cave. Reaching the front of the cave, Carrington squeezed through the jagged crevice and stepped into the cool of the night.

      “Here’s your horse,” said Hammond, his voice low within the darkened veil of his hood. “I borrowed it from an unsuspecting Southern Tribesmen. Now listen: ride south at a simple trot until you come upon the woodland path that leads to Weston. There are Southern Tribesmen scattered throughout these parts, so make sure your hood is over your head, and under no circumstances should you speak a word. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” said Carrington with a quick nod.

      “Good,” said Hammond. “Now, once you make it onto the woodland path, after a short distance you will come across a pair of Southern Tribesmen guards. Keep your head down, and without speaking, ride on.”

      “Guards?” said Carrington, his eyes alive with panic. “But what if they don’t allow me to pass? Then what should I do?”

      “Then ride like the wind, and don’t look back,” said Hammond.

      Feeling like his legs had lost their strength to stand, Carrington took hold of the horse’s saddle to steady himself. “But Lord Hammond, what if—”

      “There is no what if,” said Hammond sternly. “You must succeed. You must make it to Weston, and beyond Weston, to the people in the west.”

      Hammond held out the horse’s reins. Staring pitifully into Hammond’s face, Carrington lifted a trembling hand, and Hammond placed the reins into Carrington’s possession.

      “Listen to me, Carrington,” said Hammond, and removing his hood, he looked deep into Carrington’s eyes. “I know you’re afraid, and that’s understandable. You’ve never done something like this before. But though you’re afraid, now is not the time to think about how afraid you are, or all that could go wrong. Now is the time to be strong, for the fate of Mascaroth rests upon your shoulders. So put your fears to the side, ride hard, and know that the spirit of the Einari will be with you.”

      After a firm pat on Carrington’s shoulder, Hammond peered into the depths of the surrounding forest. “Count to 100,” said Hammond as he pulled an arrow from his quiver and notched his bow. “Then, ride as I instructed you. Remember, you must make it to Weston before the sun rises.”

      Hammond turned to Carrington a final time, and after a farewell nod, he dashed into the forest and was gone.

      Alone once more, a numbing warmth spread through Carrington’s body. Closing his eyes, he rested his head against the horse’s saddle. “Be strong, Carrington,” he muttered to himself. “Stop fretting and be strong.”

      With a deep breath of the damp night air, Carrington lifted his head off the saddle, and slipping a foot into a stirrup, he heaved himself on top of the horse. Pulling his hood low over his head, with a final, nervous exhale Carrington prepared himself for the danger of the unknown. But just before Carrington urged his horse forward, he remembered that he hadn’t counted to 100.

      Carrington rubbed his forehead as he tried to figure out how much time had passed since Hammond had left, but his mind was like a churning ocean, and he couldn’t keep his eyes from creeping distractedly to the trees, beyond which prowled the Southern Tribesmen. Finally giving up, Carrington sat for a while longer, nervously swinging his feet in the stirrups and patting the horse’s muscular, black neck, until he felt like he was going to burst with anxiety. Deciding that he had waited long enough, Carrington began his mission.

      Riding with his head bowed, Carrington trotted southward, and leaving the tangles of the untamed forest that surrounded the cave, he entered the canopy of trees that served as the manicured welcome mat to Mascaroth. Small fires dotted the pristine forestland, and sprawled around the fires were the dark heaps of reclining Southern Tribesmen, undisturbed by Carrington’s concealed presence as if he was one of them.

      Relieved by the unexpected ease of his passage, sooner than he expected Carrington reached the path that led to Weston. But just as Carrington steered the horse west onto the path, an icy chill robbed him of his breath. Not far ahead, blocking the path atop horses, loomed the two Southern Tribesmen guards, about whom Hammond had warned Carrington.

      Alerted by the sound of Carrington’s approaching horse, one of the Southern Tribesmen directed his horse forward. “Where you going?” the Southern Tribesman called harshly into the night. “You not allowed this way. Turn around!”

      Not daring to speak, Carrington shrunk deeper into his cloak and continued his trot.

      “I said, where you going?” roared the Southern Tribesman, anger spewing from his voice like venom. The sound of the Southern Tribesman’s sword being drawn rang through the misty air. “Turn around! Turn around now, or I kill you!”

      Carrington’s heart pounded like it was going to erupt from his chest. Sensing that he was drawing near to the Southern Tribesman, Carrington dared to raise his head. Planted like a guardian of death in the middle of the path, and less than three spears’ lengths away, was the Southern Tribesman, his sword pointed at Carrington’s head. At once Carrington leaned backwards and pulled his reins with all his strength, and his horse came to a screaming, stomping halt mere strides from the Southern Tribesman.

      “Get down from horse!” commanded the Southern Tribesman, his sword still aimed at Carrington’s head.

      Trembling, from the depths of his hood Carrington looked into the piercing eyes of the Southern Tribesman, but didn’t move.

      Riding to Carrington’s side, the Southern Tribesman extended his sword until its sharp point was touching Carrington’s chest. “I said, get down from horse!” he demanded again as he slowly ran his sword up Carrington’s chest.

      But just as the cold steel of the Southern Tribesman’s blade reached Carrington’s throat, a hollow thump sounded, and the Southern Tribesman slumped forward onto Carrington. Horrified, Carrington pushed the Southern Tribesman, and the limp body tumbled off its horse to the ground.

      As Carrington stared at the mass lying below him, a cruel voice cut through the night. “You kill him!” shrieked the other Southern Tribesman.

      Too terrified to move, Carrington cowered within his cloak as the other Southern Tribesman pulled out his sword. The Southern Tribesman drove his heels into his horse, and the horse reared onto its hind legs. But just as the horse lunged forward, another thump sounded, and the Southern Tribesman fell to the ground.

      In shock, Carrington sat motionless, staring as the riderless horse galloped past him, until yet another voice tore through the night. “Ride, Carrington!” the voice boomed. Jolted awake, Carrington snapped his reins and kicked his heels, and without looking back, Carrington sped into the forest.

      Leaning low in the saddle, Carrington pushed his horse as hard as it could go. Trees passed like a blur as the horse’s hooves thundered over the dirt path, leaving the encircled city behind, and leading Carrington ever nearer to Mascaroth’s only hope. The night was long and tiring, and Carrington took breaks only as often as the horse needed. Yet while it was still dark, the forest opened to the western plains. Before dawn had broken, Carrington had made it to Weston.

      Jumping off the horse, Carrington hastily tied it to a tree in the depths of the forest, and with the burning fear that Southern Tribesmen were close behind, he ran towards Weston. His legs weak and wobbly after so many hours in the saddle, Carrington fell twice as he stumbled across the unseen dips and rises of the darkened terrain, but with nothing worse than dirty palms to show for his tumbles, he made it safely to the outskirts of Weston.

      Breathing like his lungs were going to burst, Carrington stopped on the cobblestone bridge that spanned the bubbling stream. The clouds that had blanketed the sky in Mascaroth had long since passed over Weston, leaving behind a sparkling night. Straining his eyes and ears, Carrington looked back towards the forest. His mind still pulsing with fear, Carrington half expected to see a small army of Southern Tribesmen charge from the trees, hot on his trail, but the night was as peaceful as a dream.

      Finally able to relax, Carrington dropped to a knee, and as he caught his breath, he surveyed the small town. From the rutted dirt path that served as the main thoroughfare, to Old Man Tompkin’s inn, all was as quiet and quaint as Carrington remembered it a year ago. And yet, there was something different about the town, a strange and restless sleeplessness, marked by dim lights shining from houses that should have been fast asleep.

      Feeling recovered, cautiously Carrington began again towards Lawson’s home. Staying off the main road, he crept behind shops and dwellings until he reached the last house on the southern edge of town. Carrington edged along the side of the house and poked his head into the street. From north to south, nothing stirred.

      Stepping from the shadows, Carrington hurried to the front door of the house, and leaning close to muffle the sound, he gave three soft knocks. Carrington’s hands wrestled and his toes tapped as he waited, but when seconds passed and Lawson still hadn’t arrived, Carrington pressed an ear to the door. Quieting his breath, Carrington listened, but the only sound he could hear were the rapid beats of his heart. Too nervous to wait any longer, Carrington tried again. Louder, he rapped his knuckles three more times. This time, just as he pulled his hand away, there was an unlocking sound, and the door cracked open.

      “Who is it?” sounded a gruff voice.

      “It’s Carrington, from Mascaroth,” Carrington answered hastily. “I’m a member of the royal family. Don’t you remember me?”

      “Carrington?” gasped Lawson, and stepping out of the way, he pulled the door open a crack wider. “Yes, of course I remember you. Please come in, and do hurry.”

      Carrington squeezed through the small entryway, and as soon as he was fully inside the house, Lawson shut and locked the door.

      “Thanks for letting me in,” said Carrington, staring into a room that, apart from a small glow from the fireplace, was darker than the outside. Carrington rubbed his tired eyes and released a slow exhale. “It’s been a long night.”

      “But why are you here?” said Lawson, his vague shape moving deeper into the house. A soft clunk sounded as Lawson placed an unknown object on the table in the middle of the room before he continued to the fireplace. “What terrible thing has happened that has brought you this far in the dead of night?”

      “Mascaroth finds itself in a desperate situation,” said Carrington. “The Southern Tribesmen have surrounded us, and we have no way of defeating them. Because of this, Lord Hammond has sent me west to look for a people who live beyond the hills who may be willing to come to our aid. Earlier this night, amid no small amount of danger to both him and me, he helped me escape Mascaroth, then sent me away with the directions to come to this house. He said that you would be willing to shelter me, and after a day’s rest, I could continue my journey west.”

      “Lord Hammond was right in thinking to send you here,” said Lawson as he returned from the fire with a lighted piece of kindling. “However, I’m afraid I cannot offer the safe haven you seek.”

      Lawson held the kindling to a lamp at the center of the table, and as the soft flicker spread its light across the room, Carrington spotted the unknown object: a dagger with a long, curved blade rested on the table.

      “Weston is not a safe place,” said Lawson, his face shimmering between shadow and light. “The Southern Tribesmen have not only encamped around Mascaroth. Small bands have made their way to Weston and have spread their terror through our town. They’ve stolen our food, killed our livestock, and some have even forced their way into our homes, claiming for themselves whatever they’ve wished. Some in Weston are even afraid to sleep.”

      Lawson stopped talking, and as if gripped by a sudden fear, his eyes grew wide. “Carrington, how did you make it here in one night? By horse, I presume?”

      Nervous of what Lawson was thinking, Carrington forced a slow nod.

      “And where is that horse?” said Lawson sharply. “Is it outside this house?”

      “It’s in the forest,” said Carrington quickly. “Lord Hammond told me to leave it there.”

      Lawson breathed a sigh of relief, causing the lamp’s flame to flicker. “That was a wise decision. Day and night, Southern Tribesmen are always roaming about. If they would have spotted a foreign horse outside this house, I shudder to think what they might have done, especially if they discovered you. Nevertheless, we must leave at once. Before dawn breaks, we must be as dots upon the horizon.”

      “We?” said Carrington.

      “Yes, we,” said Lawson. Leaving the table, Lawson grabbed a leather satchel that hung by the door, then moved to the corner of the dining room where a basket of apples lay, and he filled the satchel with the apples. “Harper, my only son, has died, Weston is haunted by Southern Tribesmen, and the glory of the Golden City is on the verge of being extinguished. If you say there are people in the west that will come to our aid, then I will help you find them, for there is little left upon this earth that is valuable to me. That is, as long as you’re willing to have me as a companion.”

      “Willing?” said Carrington, the side of his mouth lifting in a smile. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in months.”

      Holding the satchel under an arm, Lawson grabbed his dagger and headed to the door. “Then we must be off.”

      Releasing the locks, Lawson opened the door just wide enough to stick his head outside. Confirming that the streets were empty, Lawson slipped out the door, followed closely behind by Carrington, and as the far reaches of the eastern sky glowed purple, the first signs of an awakening sun, the companions disappeared into the west.
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      “I thought I would find you here,” said Harper, emerging from the woodlands to find Brandon hovering over the stream’s edge, a fishing stick in his hand. “Have you caught anything yet?”

      Turning lazily towards Harper, Brandon raised a shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “I wasn’t really fishing. I was more just—I don’t know—poking around, I guess.”

      As Harper walked past a pile of charred firewood, the remnants of their small fire from when they first arrived in the valley, he chuckled. “You know, we never did eat the fish you cooked. I wonder how they would have tasted?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” said Brandon with another shrug.

      Harper’s smile disappeared as he arrived at the stream next to Brandon, and reaching into the water, he picked up a small stone. “So, I’ve been looking for you,” said Harper as he bounced the stone in his hand. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I haven’t told anyone else yet because with all we’ve been through together, I wanted to tell you first.”

      Harper stopped bouncing the stone, and after mindlessly flipping it over in his hand several times, he tossed the stone back into the crystal water. The stone left a trail of bubbles as it sank before settling gently on the bottom.

      Drying his hand on the front of his shirt, Harper turned to Brandon. “We’ve been here for most of a week, and since I feel like I’ve regained my strength, I was thinking about beginning again for Mascaroth tomorrow morning.”

      Harper watched Brandon, waiting for a response, but Brandon only stared at the ripples caused by Harper’s stone.

      Harper bent down and picked up another stone. “I know you probably don’t understand, but I have to make it back to Mascaroth. I have no other ...” Feeling a rise of emotions, Harper closed his eyes and breathed a long, calming breath. “I just have to make it back,” said Harper as he re-opened his eyes. “I have no other choice.”

      “No, I understand,” said Brandon, and shifting his attention from the stream, he scratched at a dried chunk of mud on the fishing stick. “I knew you’d want to leave soon.”

      Harper tossed his stone into the stream again as he let his eyes wander over the valley. “But if I’m leaving, what are you going to do? Are you still planning on asking the Einari if you can make a home for yourself not far from here?”

      Brandon stopped scratching the spot of dirt, and dropping his chin to his chest, he looked to the ground. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. It’s just that, after hearing Egil’s story about why he left Mascaroth, I don’t know what to think anymore.” Brandon lifted his head, and with glassy eyes he stared at the hillside across the stream. “The village the Einari tried to save ... I was there.”

      “Wait,” said Harper abruptly. “You mean, the place we escaped, the place south of the Eldoine River, you grew up there?”

      Pressing his lips together, Brandon nodded.

      As if inflicted with a sudden dizzy spell, Harper grabbed his head with both hands. “But how? I thought the Southern Tribesmen killed everyone. If you were there, how are you still alive?”

      Brandon’s gaze turned distant, as if the sights of the valley had been replaced by vivid memories. “I still remember when my dad gathered our family and told us about the Southern Tribesmen,” said Brandon. “I was sitting next to him, and my younger sister was sitting on my mom’s lap. Dad told us that the Southern Tribesmen had gathered south of the Wildenmore River and might attack our village. I remember being afraid when he said that he might have to fight. And I remember …” Brandon’s voice cracked, and with a blink, a slow tear dripped from each of his eyes. “I remember him warning us not to venture outside the protective walls of the village.

      “I had never seen my dad like that, so serious. But even though we were in danger, he also said that word had been sent to a great city far to the north, a city called Mascaroth, and that they would come to our aid and help us defeat the Southern Tribesmen.

      “But as frightening as it was to hear that the Southern Tribesmen might attack, after my dad told us those things, weeks passed and no attack came. Being only four years old, I grew tired of staying inside the village walls. There was a hole in the wall near our house, so one morning after breakfast I escaped through the hole.” Brandon clenched his teeth, and with another blink, two more tears dripped from his eyes. “That morning was the last time I saw my family alive.”

      For a moment Brandon was quiet, and all he did was stare as tears fell from his face, but after a long, stuttered breath, he continued his story.

      “Before the Southern Tribesmen laid waste to the area that surrounded the village, there was a grove of trees not far outside the walls. Like I had done many times before, after escaping through the hole, I disappeared into the trees. Pretending I was a mighty hunter, I spent the morning stalking bugs and squirrels with whatever sticks and rocks I could find, but while I was playing, I heard something that sounded like thunder. Except, it wasn’t thunder. It was the sound of the Southern Tribesmen riding to war.”

      Brandon’s stare turned intense, and gripping the fishing stick with both hands, he bent it until it nearly broke.

      “What the Southern Tribesmen did, it was horror beyond my worst nightmare,” said Brandon darkly. “It didn’t matter the age. The Southern Tribesmen hacked and mutilated anything that breathed. And there I was, standing within the trees, helpless to do anything but watch. I couldn’t run, I couldn’t cry. I could only watch.

      “The screams, the yells, the blood, the terror—finally it all ended, and in the horrible stillness that followed, I knew I was the only survivor. All alone, I didn’t know what to do—there was nothing to do—so I sat on the ground, and as the weight of my new loneliness fell over me, I finally cried. I didn’t try to cry, and I didn’t want to cry, but I couldn’t stop myself. The tears flowed uncontrollably.”

      Brandon lifted the collar of his shirt and dabbed his eyes.

      “The Southern Tribesmen stacked the dead bodies to be burned near the grove of trees, and that’s when they found me. I thought they were going to kill me like they had killed everyone else, but instead of running away, I just stood there. I stood there because, after the brutality and death I had witnessed, I didn’t want to go on living. But for reasons I don’t understand, the Southern Tribesmen didn’t kill me. Instead, they took me inside the village and made me their prisoner. Once I had been a prisoner long enough, the Master made me the overseer of the prisoners. Ever since those days, whether as a prisoner, or later, as the overseer of the prisoners, that’s where I’ve lived.”

      Harper stared at Brandon, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. “You spent all those years with the Southern Tribesmen? How did you survive without losing your mind?”

      With a cringe of sorrowful pain, Brandon shook his head like he was reliving his memories. “Apart from not dying, I didn’t survive. I was lost, I was alone, and more than anything else, I was angry. Though I lived among the Southern Tribesmen, I hated them. I never forgave them for what they did to my family and to the village. I would have tried to escape, but I didn’t know where to go. What was I going to do? Escape to one of Mascaroth’s allies? On the burned ashes of my family, I never would have done something like that. For as much as I hated the Southern Tribesmen, I hated Mascaroth just as much. There they sat, rich and comfortable in their Golden City, while the Southern Tribesmen murdered everyone I had ever known.

      “But more than the Southern Tribesmen, and more than Mascaroth, most of all I hated …” Overwhelmed by a sudden pang of grief, Brandon stopped speaking. A vein bulged in the middle of his forehead as his face turned red, and soon tears poured like rivers down his cheeks.

      “But most of all,” said Brandon in a broken whisper, “I hated myself. I hated how I didn’t listen to my dad. Even worse than the images of death and destruction that wouldn’t leave my mind, I was haunted by the thought of my parents looking for me, wondering where I was as the Southern Tribesmen burst through the village gates, never able to say goodbye. I hated how I lived and they died.”

      Brandon’s chin quivered, and he lifted a trembling hand over his eyes.

      “I didn’t want to live anymore. I wanted to ... I wanted to die.” Unable to restrain himself any longer, Brandon’s tears turned to hard sobs.

      Harper stared at the hillside across the stream, moving his tongue through his mouth as he tried to blink away his own tears, but soon he too was wiping his eyes.

      The intensity of Brandon’s sobs subsided, and sniffing, he dried his face with his sleeves. “The years I spent among the Southern Tribesmen were dark, and I don’t know why I didn’t kill myself. It must have been that, deep down inside, I never fully gave in to my bitterness and hopelessness. There was a part of me that yearned for justice, and I knew that killing myself wouldn’t satisfy anything.”

      “And do you think that’s some of the reason you helped me escape?” said Harper.

      With another sniff, Brandon nodded. “I think so. Even though you were from Mascaroth, you had a strength within you that was different than anything I had seen in the Southern Tribesmen. Then, when you threw the Master out of your cell, and the Master threatened to make your life worse than death, I can’t explain the feeling, but I knew that I needed to help you escape.”

      Harper cracked a smile. “And I can’t thank you enough.”

      “Yeah, well, I think helping you escape helped me just as much,” said Brandon, and for the first time after many tears, a smile brightened his face. “It finally gave me something to live for that wasn’t filled with hopelessness. But it all brings me back to the first question you asked. For nearly my whole life I’ve hated Mascaroth, but then Captain Egil told his story, and it’s made me rethink everything.”

      Harper nodded towards Brandon’s fishing stick. “Hence, the daily fishing trips that never yield any fish?”

      Brandon smiled again. “Yeah. I’ve needed time away from everyone, time away to think.”

      “Well, like I was saying, tomorrow morning I’m planning on leaving for Mascaroth,” said Harper. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but if you want—” But before Harper could finish, an urgent voice sounded from the woodlands.

      “Harper, I need you to come quickly,” said Egil, panting like he had just finished a race.

      As startled as he was confused, Harper turned around. “Is everything okay?”

      “A hunting party from our village came across two individuals,” said Egil. “They say they’re searching for help. One of them even claims to be the king of Mascaroth.”

      “What?” said Harper, and suddenly forgetting his conversation with Brandon, Harper jogged towards Egil. “King Wesley, here?”

      “That’s the thing,” said Egil. “It’s not King Wesley. That’s why I need you. Perhaps you can help identify them and verify their story.”

      Soon Harper had made it to Egil, and at a trot they took off through the woodlands.

      “If it’s not King Wesley, then I can’t imagine who it would be,” said Harper. “But didn’t you say there were two people? What about the other person? Who is that?”

      “He’s an older man,” said Egil. “However, he claims that he’s not from Mascaroth. I don’t know if you’ve heard of the town, but he says he’s from Weston, which is approximately a two-day—”

      “Weston?” blurted Harper. “Before I became a soldier, that’s where I lived!”

      Too excited to hold back, with a burst of speed Harper left Egil behind. Running like a stiff breeze was behind him, Harper raced through the woodlands—swerving between trees and ducking under low branches—until he reached the outskirts of the Einari village. As Harper wound through the village, he focused his bouncing vision on the house at the farthest edge of town. A small group of people were standing in front of Egil’s house, and as their features grew ever clearer, Harper couldn’t help but notice that one of them looked unmistakably familiar.

      “Dad!” shouted Harper, and suddenly blinded by tears, Harper ran so fast that his feet barely touched the ground.

      At the sound of Harper’s voice, one of the men abruptly swung his head and searched for where the voice had come from. The man finally spotted Harper, and as if in a daze, he drifted from the group in front of Egil’s house. Shuffling like he had lost feeling in his legs, the man grasped the fence that formed the boundary between Egil’s property and the overgrown path, and using it to keep himself upright, he walked towards Harper as silent tears gushed from his eyes.

      “Dad, I’m back!” cried Harper, and he ran into his dad’s open arms.

      “Oh, Harper,” said Lawson, squeezing his son like he was never going to let him go. “But how can such a miracle be? I was told that you died in battle months ago.”

      Leaning away, Harper looked into his dad’s red eyes. “I was only captured. The Southern Tribesmen made me their prisoner, but a few weeks ago I escaped.”

      Deep wrinkles spread across Lawson’s forehead. “You were a prisoner of the Southern Tribesmen? How did you ever survive?”

      Harper smiled proudly through his tears. “Remember the night before I left for Mascaroth? You told me the story of when mom died. You told me that when you felt hopeless, you looked to the stars, and they reminded you that everything would be okay.” As another round of tears flowed from Harper’s eyes, he fell into his dad’s arms again. “I didn’t forget what you told me, dad. I kept my hope alive. That’s how I survived.”

      After another long squeeze, Harper stepped back from his dad, and as he wiped his tears, a look of curiosity crossed his face. “But what about you, dad? I can’t tell you how surprised I am to see you. Why are you here?”

      “It’s quite the story, really,” said Lawson, unable to stop smiling. “However, perhaps I should let someone else give you the answer.”

      Turning from Harper, Lawson lifted his arm towards the group of people standing in front of Egil’s house, and with an embarrassed smile, Carrington stepped forward.

      Harper’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Lord Carrington?”

      “Well, actually, it’s King Carrington now,” said Carrington.

      The sound of heavy breathing reached Harper’s ears, and momentarily distracted, he looked back towards the path just as Egil arrived, and not far behind was Brandon.

      “So,” said Egil, winded, but smiling, “it would seem that our newest guests were telling the truth.”

      “Yes, but now I’m the confused one,” said Harper, and frowning, he returned his attention to Carrington. “Why are you king? What happened?”

      Shoulders slumped, with a look of humiliation Carrington looked off to the side. “Kind of a lot of things have happened. As I’m sure you know, my brother Shaw died in battle. In retaliation, my father led our armies south, but after we thought we had won the battle, later that night the Southern Tribesmen leveled a surprise attack. My father, he was struck by multiple arrows and didn’t survive. And then my mother, she was so grieved over the deaths of my father and brother that she …” Carrington stopped speaking, and as his face turned crimson, he glanced up at Harper. “My mother, she’s no longer alive either.”

      A hot wave of panic pulsed through Harper, causing his legs to shake. “And what about ... what about Bailey? Is she …?”

      “Oh, Bailey’s fine,” said Carrington. “She’s still at Mascaroth.”

      Closing his eyes, Harper exhaled silently.

      “So, that’s why I’m king,” continued Carrington. “And the reason I’m here with your dad is because, well …” Rubbing the back of his neck, Carrington forced himself to look Harper in the face. “It’s because Mascaroth is in desperate need of help. The Southern Tribesmen have encamped outside our gates, and other than huddling behind our walls, we have no ability to defend ourselves. Lord Hammond said there was a group of people to the west who might be willing to ride to our aid, so with his help, and through no small amount of danger, I escaped Mascaroth and rode to your father’s house in Weston.”

      Suddenly looking like a helpless child, Carrington lifted his eyes to Egil. “Good sir, through perils and threats I have traveled far, for Mascaroth is in utter need of help. I don’t know who you are, or how Lord Hammond knew of your existence, but I beg, would you help us? Would you come to the aid of Mascaroth?”

      “So, Hammond sent you,” said Egil, and as his eyes glistened with deep emotion, he walked off the path towards Carrington. “My boy, you should have told me that sooner. But to answer your question, you find yourself in the presence of the Einari, and for many long years we have been waiting for you. As Einari, we pledged our lives to Mascaroth, and though we have been away, we have not forgotten our promise.” Dropping to a knee in front of Carrington, Egil looked into the young king’s eyes. “King Carrington, we shall consider it the highest honor to fight for the glory of the Golden City once more.”

      Carrington stared into Egil’s face with wonder, as though for the first time in his life he could see. “Y-you’re an ... you’re an Einari?” sputtered Carrington. “If that’s so, how is it that you’ve ended up here, so far from Mascaroth?”

      Standing from his knee, Egil said, “You may call me Captain Egil, for within the halls of Mascaroth, that was how I was known. As for the explanation of how we Einari drifted so far from Mascaroth, it’s a lengthy story. Perhaps you would allow me to tell it over tonight’s evening meal?”

      “Yes, please,” said Carrington. “Though I have a feeling your story will bring shame upon Mascaroth, and perhaps even my family. Nevertheless, I would like to hear it. However, now that I know who you are, I must confess a concern that lingers within me.” Turning from Egil, Carrington’s eyes traveled across the small village. “Though I am indebted to you for your willingness to ride to Mascaroth’s aid, you must know that the forces of Southern Tribesmen are probably 2000 strong by now. With your village being so small, I fear that your numbers alone will not be enough to give us victory. Not only that, and please forgive me for my rudeness, but you, Captain Egil, are no longer in your youth. Though I don’t doubt the legend of the Einari, how can I ask someone of your age to fight in battle?”

      Egil chuckled softly. “Ahh, yes, King Carrington. On both accounts, there is truth to what you say. As for my age, I’m no longer the young warrior I used to be. However, my arrow still flies deadly straight, and though I may not be able to spin a blade as I did in my youth, my hands have not lost all their skill. If a Southern Tribesman is inclined to think differently, I dare him to challenge me.

      “As for our numbers, 100 Einari shall be at your service, and approximately 150 of our sons, faithfully trained in warfare by their fathers for this very moment, are of fighting age. That gives us 250 men for battle. Though we will be outnumbered, do not underestimate the spirit of the Einari.”

      “Well then, if you are both willing and confident,” said Carrington, “who am I to tell you that you cannot fight? I only wish I was as confident in my abilities as you are in yours.” Carrington flexed his right hand into a fist like he was testing his strength, but with a sigh he released his grip and stared into his open hand. “Though I would like to ride against the Southern Tribesmen, I’m afraid my skills in warfare are greatly lacking. In fact, I fear that my mere presence on the battlefield will be more of a hindrance than a help, for if the Einari must worry about two things at once—both defeating the Southern Tribesmen and also protecting me—then I shall be like a heavy burden.”

      Clearing his throat, Lawson took a step forward. “Forgive me for interrupting—though I am hardly a soldier, from time to time I have swung a blade. If both of you approve, I would be willing to travel to Mascaroth and serve as King Carrington’s bodyguard.”

      “And I also,” sounded an unexpected voice, and stepping off the path, Brandon strode to Harper’s side. “Though I’m not experienced in war, I would be willing to protect the king of Mascaroth against the Southern Tribesmen.”

      Smiling, Harper nudged Brandon with an elbow. “I was hoping you’d come with me.”

      “How could I not come with you?” said Brandon. “Now that I’ve figured out the past, I have reasons, not just to live, but to fight.”

      A look of focus fell over Egil’s face, and moving to Carrington’s side, he placed a hand on the young king’s shoulder. “Outnumbered as we may be, the strength and determination of victory dwells within our hearts. Today we shall prepare ourselves for the journey ahead. Then tomorrow, at morning’s first light, our entire company shall ride into the realm of Mascaroth, and we shall fight for the glory of the Golden City once more.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 33

          

          

      

    

    






THE TRAITOR WITHIN

        

      

    

    
      “And to think that we call him the king of Mascaroth,” harrumphed Bancroft as he, with Stanley at his side, entered the throne room. “Here we are, on the precipice of battle, and King Carrington is nowhere to be found.”

      “Yes, well, we have too many urgent matters that must be discussed to give up looking for him,” said Stanley. “Wherever King Carrington has holed himself, we must find him. Now see, over there is Lord Hammond,” said Stanley, nodding towards a side window. “Let us spread out. I shall inquire of Lord Hammond concerning King Carrington’s whereabouts, and you ask the guards outside the throne room entrance.”

      “Whatever you say,” grumbled Bancroft, and mumbling grievances under his breath, he stalked towards the entrance of the throne room.

      The late afternoon sun cast Hammond in a golden ray of light as he stood next to one of the throne room’s many grand pillars. With his hands folded behind his back, Hammond gazed out a great, arched window towards the western forests.

      Approaching from Hammond’s rear, Stanley cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon, Lord Hammond. I hope I’m not disturbing an important thought, but Lord Bancroft and I, we have been searching fervently for King Carrington for some time, yet have not been able to find him. Being that war is upon us—”

      “You won’t find him in Mascaroth,” said Hammond, his voice as distant as the horizon.

      Stanley’s forehead wrinkled in alarm. “King Carrington is not in Mascaroth? How can this be? Do you have any clue to his whereabouts?”

      “No, not precisely,” said Hammond. “Only that, with luck, he has gathered an army large enough to help us in our battle against the Southern Tribesmen.” Hammond turned from the window and looked into Stanley’s bewildered face. “More than a week ago I helped King Carrington escape Mascaroth to search for aid.”

      “You helped King Carrington escape Mascaroth, and in secret?” said Stanley, his eyebrows angled downward as he probed Hammond with a suspicious stare. “Lord Hammond, how could you do such a thing?”

      “I know it comes as a surprise,” said Hammond, “but I assure you that—”

      “Lord Bancroft!” shouted Stanley, his eyes still locked on Hammond. “Lord Bancroft, come quickly!”

      Slamming the palace doors behind him, Bancroft hurried back inside the palace. “What is this commotion?” Bancroft puffed as he waddled across the throne room as fast as his stout legs could carry him. “What has happened? Has King Carrington been found?”

      “I have just learned something most disturbing,” said Stanley. “Lord Hammond has sent King Carrington away.”

      “What?” roared Bancroft, his voice echoing like a thunderclap through the spacious chamber. Picking up speed, with pounding steps Bancroft ran the short distance that remained until he was standing at Stanley’s side. “Lord Hammond,” said Bancroft breathlessly, “you have sent King Carrington away? What does this mean?”

      Hammond extended his hands towards Bancroft, as if to try to pacify him. “I know this news comes as a surprise, but I beg, hear me out. Because of the desperate situation Mascaroth finds itself in, I helped King Carrington escape Mascaroth—”

      “I have never heard of anything so foolhardy!” exploded Bancroft, shaking clenched fists in front of himself like he was going to burst with anger. “There are hundreds, if not thousands, of bloodthirsty Southern Tribesmen roaming outside our city walls, and King Carrington is now among them? Lord Hammond, what spirit of insanity has possessed you that you would do such a thing?”

      “Lord Bancroft, if you’ll please listen,” said Hammond firmly. “Out of our city’s desperation, I helped King Carrington escape. Finding help is our city’s only—”

      “Desperation!” huffed Bancroft, and he waved his hands towards Hammond like he was swatting at a cloud of pesky flies. “Has not enough disaster befallen Mascaroth of late? To think that you, without consulting the King’s Council, would send our beloved king from the protection of this city. Most probably, you have sent King Carrington to his death!”

      The muscles in Hammond’s jaw tightened. “Such a thing I most certainly did not do,” said Hammond, the strength of his voice rising. “I did not send King Carrington to his death. Under my protection, I sent him away so that this city might live.”

      “Under your protection, you say?” scoffed Bancroft. “Rubbish! If you care so immensely about King Carrington’s safety, then tell me, why are you here, and King Carrington is gone?”

      Hammond stared beyond Bancroft and Stanley, his face set hard like cold steel. “It was the only way.”

      “Yes, of course, the only way,” said Bancroft harshly. “And since it was the only way, can you guarantee that King Carrington is still alive?”

      “I believe that he is still alive,” said Hammond.

      “Can you guarantee it?” yelled Bancroft, his fleshy face suddenly red with rage.

      Hammond waited for Bancroft’s echoing voice to fade into silence before giving his head a slow shake. “No,” said Hammond in a strained whisper. “I can guarantee nothing.”

      “You’re right, you can guarantee nothing,” said Bancroft disgustedly. “What you have done is not only foolish, but deeply alarming. So alarming that I don’t think you can be trusted any longer.”

      Hammond’s eyes ignited with anger, and breaking out of his stare, he looked Bancroft in the face. “I cannot be trusted any longer? Tell me, Lord Bancroft, what foul meaning does that have?”

      Glaring at Hammond like he was looking into the eyes of an enemy, Bancroft drew closer to Hammond until he was standing directly in front of him. Lifting a hand, Bancroft pointed a finger into Hammond’s chest. “I will tell you what it means.” Bancroft filled his lungs with air, and with a booming voice he shouted into Hammond’s face. “Guards!”

      Hammond closed his eyes and turned his face as Bancroft’s hot breath passed over him, and as he did, Bancroft grabbed at Hammond’s sword and tore it from his side. With animal-like instincts Hammond swiped at Bancroft’s arm, but he was too late, and before Hammond could defend himself, his own sword was pointed at his throat.

      “Guards, come quickly!” shouted Bancroft again as a menacing scowl cut across his face. “The king has been harmed! Come, arrest the guilty man!”

      As the guards clamored into the throne room, Hammond stared unflinchingly at Bancroft. “Arrest the guilty man? Lord Bancroft, you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, I think I do,” said Bancroft. “At best you are a fool, and you shall not be released until King Carrington returns to Mascaroth safely. But at worst you are a treacherous beast who doesn’t deserve one more breath.”

      The guards arrived, and as they bound Hammond’s hands behind him, Hammond turned his darkened gaze to Stanley. “And what about you, Lord Stanley? What do you think about this injustice?”

      Stanley raised an eyebrow. “Injustice? Oh no, Lord Hammond, what is unjust is that you have sent an innocent young man to his most certain death. I cannot express how appalled I am at your actions. All I can hope is that, by some miracle, King Carrington arrives home safely. And for your sake, Lord Hammond, he had better return home safely.”

      

      Savoring the stillness of the night, Bailey sat on the edge of the reflection pool and stared upward into the limitless reaches of the sky. Suspended far above her sorrows, stars like shining crystals glimmered with pristine beauty, dotting the black expanse with the purest of white lights. Time passed like the tranquil breaths of a sleeping child, and the longer Bailey sat by herself, captivated by the glistening wonders that hung above her, the deeper she felt herself absorbed into their mysterious, yet untarnished peace.

      “Lady Bailey, is that you?” a voice sounded out of the night.

      Startled as if awakened from a dream, Bailey looked over her shoulder as a man’s figure appeared from the night.

      “Oh, Captain Harman,” said Bailey, and smoothing out her dress, she stood to her feet. “I didn’t hear you approaching.”

      Bearing a gentlemanly smile, Harman sauntered around the edge of the reflection pool. “I must say, Lady Bailey, you look charming tonight.”

      Her hands suddenly locked in a wrestling match, Bailey struggled to maintain eye contact. “Oh ... uh, thank you,” she said. Unsure of what else to say, Bailey resorted to chewing her lower lip.

      “Yes, well, please don’t let me disturb you from what you were doing,” said Harman. “In fact, given that it’s such a nice night, would you mind if I joined you?”

      Spitting out her lip, Bailey crinkled her nose. “Join me? In doing what?”

      Harman laughed softly. “It appeared that you were admiring the sky. I just finished inspecting my men, and since I have nothing more pressing to do, would you mind if I joined you?” Not waiting for a reply, Harman sat upon the pool’s edge, and with an extended hand he invited Bailey to sit at his side.

      Ducking into her shoulders, Bailey looked away. “Um, well, I was just about to go inside.”

      Harman took hold of Bailey’s arm and gave it a light tug. “A few minutes is all I ask,” he persisted.

      Bailey sighed. “Well, okay. I guess I can stay for a little while longer.” Relenting to Harman’s pull, Bailey sat at his side, and as soon as he released her arm, she scooted a short distance away.

      For a short while the two sat in silence, Harman admiring the sky, and Bailey staring into the forested gardens, her arms crossed like she was trying to disappear within herself, until Harman let out a relaxed breath.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” said Harman. “A night like this, so calm and clear, is filled with such beauty. But journey to the outer walls of our city, and suddenly the danger of war is all that matters.” Harman let his gaze fall from the sky, and he looked at Bailey. “Captain Brayton has been watching the Southern Tribesmen closely, and he said that today they were unusually active. Whatever the Southern Tribesmen’s plans are, Captain Brayton thinks their attack could come soon. Although, given this afternoon’s events, it would appear that the danger lurking within our walls is more insidious than the danger that lurks without.”

      Small lines formed on Bailey’s forehead, and turning her head just enough, she looked at Harman out of the corner of her eyes. “This afternoon’s events?”

      Harman leaned away from Bailey, as if astonished by her question. “You mean, you don’t know what I’m talking about? Have you not heard about Lord Hammond?”

      Forgetting her embarrassment, Bailey looked into Harman’s face, her dark eyes alive with concern. “Lord Hammond? What happened to him?”

      “Regrettably, he was arrested,” said Harman.

      “Arrested?” said Bailey, and she stood from the pool’s edge. “Whatever for?”

      Harman likewise rose to his feet, but instead of answering, he rubbed his jaw like he was working out a complex thought. “Let me ask you this. Your brother, King Carrington. When was the last time you saw him?”

      Searching Harman’s face for a hint as to why he asked, Bailey shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s been a number of days, I suppose. But seeing that war is upon us, and the type of person he is, it doesn’t surprise me that Carri has kept to himself. But what does that have to do with Lord Hammond being arrested?”

      As Harman shook his head, he ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry I have to break this news to you, especially with all the losses you’ve suffered. The reason you haven’t seen your brother is because Lord Hammond helped him escape Mascaroth.”

      “Carri escaped?” said Bailey. “You mean, he made it past the Southern Tribesmen?”

      “That’s the disturbing part,” said Harman. “Lord Hammond seems convinced that your brother is safe, but logically, I can’t see how your brother would have survived. Lord Hammond claims he helped your brother escape so that he could search for help, but others aren’t convinced. They think Lord Hammond sent your brother to his death, presumably so that he could steal control of Mascaroth.”

      Bailey raised her hands to her head, and pressing her fingers into her temples, she paced the short distance between the reflection pool and the white stone path. “Lord Hammond, a traitor? He’s never been anything but loyal to Mascaroth. How could he change, and so suddenly?”

      “I know,” said Harman in a sobered tone. “It’s as sad as it is shocking.”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense,” said Bailey. “With all the danger Lord Hammond has put himself through protecting our family, there’s no way. It ... it can’t be true.”

      “But therein lies the greatest deceit,” said Harman. “A man who gave every indication that he was of the highest loyalty had, in fact, a black heart. Though such a revelation shakes all of us, no doubt it shakes you most. Lady Bailey, I say this with all the sensitivity and compassion that is within me, but it’s quite likely that you’ve lost the last remaining member of your family. The responsibility of leading Mascaroth through its darkest hour now rests upon you alone.”

      Harman stepped closer to Bailey, and he gently took hold of one of her arms. Confused, Bailey stopped pacing, and after looking at her arm, her eyes wandered up to Harman.

      “Oh, Lady Bailey,” said Harman, and letting his hand slide down her arm, he grasped her hand. “Leading Mascaroth is a burden too heavy for you to carry alone. You need someone to help you, a man who is devoted, not only to the glory of the Golden City, but most especially, to you. Please, allow me to be that man.”

      Bailey pulled her hand back to herself, and wiping it on her dress like it had been soiled, she retreated a step. “Thank you for your pledge of loyalty, Captain Harman,” she said in a stately voice. “I’m sure in the coming days and weeks I will rely upon your faithful devotion. However, it’s getting late, and with the information you’ve shared with me about Lord Hammond, I need some time to myself.”

      Setting her eyes beyond Harman and towards the palace, Bailey attempted to walk a wide circle around him, but Harman shuffled in front of her, blocking her path.

      “No, Lady Bailey, you don’t understand,” said Harman. “It’s not my devotion to Mascaroth that matters. It’s my devotion to you.” Placing his hands on Bailey’s shoulders, Harman moved his head in front of her face until he had captured her straying eyes. “Don’t you understand what I’m trying to say? It’s not enough for me to be your loyal captain. I’m not ashamed to say that you’ve captured my heart, and more than anything in this world, I want you. My desire is for you, Bailey.”

      Bailey tilted her head as she looked into Harman’s face, pondering his words. “You would like to marry me?” she said slowly.

      “It would be the greatest pleasure of my life,” said Harman, his eyes shining with passion.

      Bailey pushed Harman’s hands off her shoulders, and blinking as she contemplated his proposal, she backed away, muttering to herself. “Carri, gone ... Lord Hammond, he fought for us, but now he’s ... and if I marry Harman, that would make him …”

      Bailey’s eyes stopped wandering the darkness, and with a sudden look of comprehension, she looked to Harman once more. “Captain Harman, how many times have you risked your life for Mascaroth?”

      Looking confused, Harman raised his eyebrows. “I-I don’t think I know what you’re getting at. To win your hand, must I perform some extraordinary act of valor? Not that I’d be unwilling to perform such a deed—”

      “Now that I think of it,” said Bailey, her lip turning upward, “you didn’t even ride south against the Southern Tribesmen with my father, did you?”

      As if pleading his innocence, Harman raised his palms in the air. “I was doing my duty in protecting Mascaroth in your father’s absence. But Bailey, please,” said Harman, and as though he intended to take her in his arms, he walked towards her with outstretched hands. “What do these questions mean?”

      “They mean that I have some things I need to figure out,” said Bailey, and just before Harman made it to her, she skipped past him towards the palace.

      “Lady Bailey!” said Harman, and stumbling after her, he reached for her arm yet again, but this time Bailey pulled away.

      “And to answer your question,” Bailey called over her shoulder, “I have no interest in marrying you!”

      Against Harman’s desperate pleas, Bailey didn’t look back, and disregarding her courtly manners, she bounded up the palace steps two at a time. Upon entering through the palace doors, Bailey bypassed the staircase that led to her bedroom chambers, and with the bottom flows of her dress waving in her wake, she hurried through the throne room and into the palace’s darkened corridors, not slowing until she arrived at a short hallway that jutted off the rear of the palace.

      Bailey pulled open the door at the end of the hallway, and passing through a small, musty room lined with shields, swords, and armor, she descended a curved staircase lined with torches until she reached the cool dampness of the palace’s lower level.

      The bottom of the stairs opened to another small room, at the end of which was a wooden door with a barred window. A palace guardsman sat slouched on a chair near the door, but when he heard the sound of Bailey’s feet tapping across the dusty stone floor, he jumped to attention.

      “My, is that really you, Lady Bailey?” said the guardsman, squinting into the dull light of the room. “The jailhouse rarely has a prisoner, let alone a royal visitor. Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Yes, there is something I was hoping you could do for me,” said Bailey, nervously rubbing her hands together as she approached. “Word has reached me that Lord Hammond has been arrested. Assuming that’s true, I was hoping to pay him a visit.”

      A look of grave concern fell over the guardsman’s face. “It’s a dark day in Mascaroth. To think that a man of Lord Hammond’s stature could be arrested. It’s nothing less than disturbing. However, as to your request, please do not think me disrespectful, but I’m afraid I cannot grant it. You see, I’m under strict orders to let no one visit Lord Hammond.”

      “No one may visit him?” said Bailey. “Is that not odd?”

      “True, I’ve never received such an order before,” said the guardsman. “However, all the evidence suggests that Lord Hammond is a very dangerous man.”

      “I see,” said Bailey. “But if I may ask one last question, tell me, if you please, who gave you the order to prohibit Lord Hammond from receiving any visitors?”

      “Why, by no less authorities as Lord Bancroft and Lord Stanley,” said the guardsman.
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      Lost in her thoughts, Bailey twirled a lock of hair around her finger as she emerged from the shadowed recesses of her bedroom chambers into the midmorning glory that streamed through the room’s open window. Spinning on her heel, she paced back into the shadows.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Bailey muttered to herself. “Lord Hammond would never betray Mascaroth. But why then did Lord Bancroft and Lord Stanley have him arrested? And to arrest him on the eve of battle?” Bailey stopped walking, and in a moment of intense effort, as if the answers to her questions were buried deep in her consciousness, she pressed the palms of her hands against her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. But no matter how hard Bailey strained her mind, she couldn’t make sense of the previous day’s drama.

      Bailey finally gave up, and letting her hands fall to her sides, she walked to her bed and plopped on top of the plush mattress. Staring mindlessly out her window from afar, Bailey’s face twisted into a look of concentration. “Captain Harman, he wouldn’t marry me for the throne, would he? But no, it can’t be for the throne. He wanted to marry me before father died, which means he never would have sat upon the throne anyway. That is ... that is, unless he suspected father was going to die in battle. But that can’t—”

      A loud knock shook Bailey’s door, awakening her from her thoughts.

      “Yes?” answered Bailey, rising from her bed.

      “Lord Stanley urgently requests your audience,” sounded a palace guardsman, his low voice muffled behind the door.

      Bailey unlatched the door and looked into the stony face of the soldier. “What’s happening? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m sure Lord Stanley will answer all your questions,” the guardsman said sternly. “He awaits your presence within the throne room. Now, if you’ll follow me ...” As if he was on an emergency mission, without waiting, the guardsman turned and walked briskly down the hallway.

      “Yes, of course,” said Bailey, and sliding into the hallway, she closed the door behind her and ran after the guardsman.

      In moments Bailey had reached the staircase, and as she trotted down the stairs at the guardsman’s heels, she scanned the throne room below. Stanley’s hands were clasped behind his back as he paced heel to toe across the length of the room, while Bancroft sat slouched upon the steps that led to the royal throne. At the entrance to the throne room was another palace guardsman, standing rigid like he was awaiting a command, and in a far corner of the throne room was Harman, his head lowered as he wandered among the columns of the palace like he was weaving a lonely web.

      “Lord Stanley, is something the matter?” said Bailey as soon as she stepped onto the shining white marble of the throne room. “The soldier said you urgently requested my presence.”

      Looking up, Lord Stanley stopped pacing and walked towards Bailey. “Ahh, yes, Lady Bailey, thank you for coming so quickly,” said Stanley, a hint of worry lining the sharp angles of his face. Placing a hand behind Bailey, Stanley led her to the front of the throne room. “Not long ago Captain Brayton sent word to us that the Southern Tribesmen are on the move.”

      “Yes, this appears to be it,” Bancroft chimed in, and straining to his feet like he was an old man, he trudged towards them. “We are finally being repaid for our heedless follies.”

      Ignoring Bancroft, Stanley touched Bailey’s arm and turned her to himself. “Nothing of significance has happened—at least, not yet,” said Stanley. “We’re still unsure of what the Southern Tribesmen’s plans could be. A large mass of them has gathered outside the gates of the city, just beyond our arrow’s range, while a separate group, much smaller in number, has been spotted in the forests to our west. Captain Brayton said he would keep us abreast of any developments.

      “Though I can’t imagine how the Southern Tribesmen would breach the walls of our city, every precaution has been taken. Captain Brayton has assured me that his men, few as they are, stand alert and prepared for whatever may come. Also, given the losses our army has suffered over the past months, we’ve gone about arming as many able-bodied men throughout the city as possible. And finally, there are my son’s forces, the palace guardsmen.”

      At the mention of Harman, a red tinge spread across Bailey’s face. Unable to help herself, Bailey’s eyes darted in Harman’s direction. Now leaning against a pillar, Harman’s head still hung towards the floor.

      “Captain Harman has sent every available man to the defense of the inner walls,” said Stanley. “They stand at attention, ready to enter the battle at a moment’s notice.”

      At that last bit of information, Bailey’s eyes brightened, and she returned her full attention to Stanley. “You mean, every single palace guardsman is at the inner walls?”

      “Except for the four guardsmen who stand at the palace entrance—two within the palace, and two without—yes, every man has been sent to the inner walls,” said Stanley.

      “I see,” said Bailey. “And if every palace guardsman is occupied, that means …” As if a revelation was sprouting in her mind, Bailey’s eyes drifted from Stanley to Bancroft, then back to Stanley. “If every palace guardsman is occupied,” Bailey began again, her voice suddenly delicate and timid, “it means you have everything under control, and you don’t need help from the likes of me, a helpless lady of the court.”

      Smiling bashfully, Bailey backed towards the stairs. “Lord Stanley and Lord Bancroft, I would like to thank you for this update, but though the news of the Southern Tribesmen’s movements is most worrisome, if you don’t mind, I would like to leave the planning of these things to you. I trust that you can handle them better than I.”

      With a noble smile, Stanley followed after Bailey. “Lady Bailey, war is not meant for someone of your grace and beauty. Yes, please return to your chambers, and do your best not to worry. I promise we shall do whatever it takes to protect the Golden City, and if there are any major developments, we shall send for you again.”

      “Yes, thank you,” said Bailey as she reached the stairs, and smiling courteously, she backed up the first two steps. “And now, as I said, I shall be taking my leave.”

      Turning her back to Stanley, Bailey continued up the stairs as daintily as she could manage, but upon climbing halfway, Stanley’s voice brought her to a stop.

      “Oh, and Lady Bailey,” called Stanley as he rested his hands on the banister. “Once all this is finished, we’ll search for your brother. We can only hope that he’s still alive.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Bailey gave a solitary nod. “Yes, we can only hope.”

      Bailey went back to climbing the stairs, her feet quicker and lighter this time. Upon reaching the second level landing, Bailey walked several strides into the hallway before looking over her shoulder again. Just as Bailey had hoped, she was finally alone, and abandoning her manners, she took off in a sprint.

      Satin curtains of green and gold waved like they were caught in a breeze as Bailey tore down the long hallway—past exquisite paintings, richly carved doors, and arched windows that peered solemnly eastward—until she reached a staircase at the rear of the palace. Bailey’s hair tumbled over her back and shoulders as she raced downward as fast as her pattering feet could move. Jumping the last step, Bailey used the bottom stair post to help turn her, and she hurried to the short hallway that led to the palace’s lower level.

      Upon reaching the door to the armory, Bailey looked back into the palace and listened. Not a soul could be seen, and not a sound could be heard. Calming her breathing with a deep breath, Bailey cracked open the door, and after a last peek over her shoulder, she stepped inside.

      Bailey padded silently through the armory, then down the cold, stone stairs. Arriving at the bottom step, she stuck her head around the corner and peered into the faint light of the dingy room. To Bailey’s relief, the room was empty. Forgetting her caution, Bailey ran to the door at the other end of the room. A ring of keys dangled carelessly from the lock, and with a quick twist, the door creaked open.

      “Lord Hammond?” Bailey breathed as she stepped into a corridor lined with doors. “Lord Hammond, where are you?”

      There was a rustling sound, followed by a faint voice from the farthest door. “Bailey, is that you?”

      “Lord Hammond!” exclaimed Bailey, and she scurried toward the sound of his voice.

      “Bailey, what is happening?” said Hammond, and soon the shadowed outline of his face was peering out the small, barred window at the top of his door. “How did you get in here, and why do you have the keys?”

      “The Southern Tribesmen are on the move,” said Bailey. She stuck the key into the keyhole, and with a twist and a jiggle the lock clicked and Hammond’s door swung open. Smiling as she stepped out of the way, Bailey said, “All available men have been pulled to protect the city, so I figured now was the perfect time to free you.”

      His face softened by a smile, Hammond walked out of his cell and took hold of one of Bailey’s hands, cupping her hand within both of his. “Thank you for releasing me. It was a brave thing to do. However, before anything else is said, I must assure you that I’ve done no harm to Carrington. I helped Carrington escape the walls, for there are a people who may be willing to help our cause. Though Carrington’s mission is fraught with danger, I know he escaped safely, and I strongly believe he is still safe. However, you must know that never in my life would I have sent Carrington away for my own profit or glory, and especially not for the sake of gaining the throne of Mascaroth. If something ill has befallen Carrington, know that I, above all others, shall be stricken with terrible sorrow.”

      “I know, Lord Hammond,” said Bailey, her eyes twinkling with a simple smile. “I never doubted your loyalty, not even a little. And as for Carri, I’ve always assumed he was safe. After all, you were looking after him.”

      Blinking back tears, Hammond released Bailey’s hand. “Thank you, Bailey. Hearing you speak such words is more satisfying than being released from my unjust confinement.”

      “But that’s what I don’t understand,” said Bailey. “Strange things have been happening lately. First, you were arrested, and I can’t understand why anyone would ever think to arrest you. But then, later that night—” Bailey framed her head with her hands as her face turned a light shade of red. “Ooh, it’s so embarrassing that I can hardly say it, but later that night Captain Harman, he asked me to marry him. And since Carri’s gone, if I married Captain Harman, which I would never do, that would make him king. Then, on top of those two things, the Southern Tribesmen are on the move, and put them all together, and I don’t know what to think. I don’t know how they could all be related, but still, it seems strange that all these things could happen at the same time.”

      Hammond’s eyes narrowed. “Strange is not the word,” he said, his voice suddenly crackling with deeply buried anger. “Abnormal events have surrounded the royal family for a year now, causing me no small amount of turmoil. But in light of these latest developments, I believe the veil is about to be lifted.”

      Hammond pushed his cell door shut and hurried down the corridor. “Come,” he said, waving Bailey after him. “Our first stop is the armory, and after we have secured weapons, we shall bring this mystery to a close.”

      

      With a deafening boom the palace doors were thrown open, and Captain Brayton stormed into the throne room.

      “Where are you? Where is our aid?” Brayton shouted, stray wisps of his wild, golden-brown hair stuck to his perspiring face. “The Southern Tribesmen have broken into the city, and as my men fight in the streets, the palace guardsmen do nothing!”

      For a silent moment Stanley looked at Brayton until, dropping his head, Stanley cast a covert glance towards his son. From Harman’s corner of the throne room, he returned his father’s look, but neither stirred.

      Brayton’s eyes darted fiercely across the throne room. “What is this? Did no one hear me?” he shouted, and he stomped to the middle of the room and pulled out his sword. “What must I do to awaken you, hold a sword to each of your throats? The Southern Tribesmen have broken into our city!”

      Bancroft finally raised his slumped body from the steps that led to the throne and walked lazily towards Brayton. “The Southern Tribesmen have broken into the city, you say?” huffed Bancroft. “Preposterous. What have they done, speared our walls to the ground? The Southern Tribesmen have no ability to break into our city.”

      Brayton’s face blazed red, and pointing his sword to the height of Bancroft’s throat, Brayton walked menacingly towards him. “You think I am lying? If you doubt me, stand atop the inner walls, and see the bloodshed for yourself. Mad as it sounds, the Southern Tribesmen are streaming out of one of our watchtowers like water out of a spring, and as you all dither, the Southern Tribesmen are heading towards the main gate. If we don’t hold them off, they’ll open the gates, and the entire Southern Tribesmen army will pour into the city!”

      As if he had suddenly lost the ability to walk, Bancroft stood, frozen in place. “You can’t be serious,” he gasped. “The Southern Tribesmen are entering Mascaroth, and through a watchtower?”

      Still glowering, Brayton lowered his sword. “I speak as if insane, but yes.”

      Bancroft’s face turned pale as death. “This can’t be happening. Tell me, into what section of the city have the Southern Tribesmen broken into? It couldn’t be the west, could it?”

      “It is,” said Brayton.

      Bancroft lifted a hand to his forehead like he was growing faint. “How could this be? How could they have known? How could the Southern Tribesmen have entered Mascaroth through one of our …” As Bancroft’s voice faded into the spacious recesses of the throne room, a scowl like a stormy sky darkened his face, and Bancroft turned his head slowly towards Stanley.

      “A watchtower!” exploded Bancroft, suddenly shaking with anger. “The Southern Tribesmen are entering Mascaroth through a watchtower!”

      Pointing an accusing finger, Bancroft walked towards Stanley. “There are only three people in this world who know the secret that lies beneath the foundation of our western watchtower. One is me. Another, at your behest, was arrested just yesterday. That leaves one person, Lord Stanley, who could have told the Southern Tribesmen about the secret passage, and that one person is you.”

      As Bancroft drew nearer, Stanley stood silent and unmoved, his dark eyes set dangerously on his accuser.

      Finally reaching Stanley, Bancroft raised his finger until it was a hair’s breadth from Stanley’s face. “With vigor I resisted King Wesley when he was alive,” said Bancroft. “But to betray this city? That I would never do.”

      Overcome with disgust, Bancroft shoved Stanley in the chest. “You rat!” he hissed. Stanley stumbled backwards, and just as he regained his balance, Bancroft shoved him again, this time leaning all his weight into Stanley. “You rotting piece of filth!” Stanley nearly fell to the floor, and it wasn’t until he slammed into a pillar that he finally regathered his feet.

      Frothing with fury, Bancroft pounded after Stanley like a charging bull. “You ... you traitor!”

      But just as Bancroft reached Stanley, about to drive his hands into Stanley’s chest yet again, the rasping sound of a sword being ripped from its sheath tore through the throne room, and Bancroft’s assault came to a terrifying halt.

      A fierce smile broke across Stanley’s face as he lifted his sword to Bancroft’s belly. “You’re all bluster, Lord Bancroft,” said Stanley, chuckling. “What were you going to do, shove me to my death? You who disdain war, do you not know that passion alone offers no defense against the razor edge of a sword?”

      Bancroft raised his hands to the ceiling, and as the point of Stanley’s sword encroached ever nearer, Bancroft walked backwards. “What are you going to do, Lord Stanley?” said Bancroft, suddenly trembling like a helpless child. “Surely you wouldn’t harm me, would you?”

      “You’ve become a nuisance, Lord Bancroft,” said Stanley. “I have no need for a nuisance to be hanging about, interrupting my ambitions and causing me trouble.”

      Brayton, as horrified as he was baffled by what he was witnessing, stomped a foot onto the floor. “Lord Stanley!” Brayton’s voice rang out. “I don’t know what is happening, but I demand you lower your sword. And I assure you if you don’t—”

      “What will you do?” interrupted an oily voice from among the pillars, and Harman sauntered forward, smiling coolly. “You forget, Captain Brayton, the palace guardsmen are under my command, and conveniently, my most loyal guardsmen happen to be within the throne room. So I suggest you stay where you are, unless you intend to meet an untimely death.”

      Bancroft continued his tense retreat until his back was planted against a throne room wall. With nowhere left to go, all he could do was stare into Stanley’s piercing eyes. “I don’t understand,” said Bancroft, his voice trembling with fear. “Why are you doing this to me? Are we not friends? Are we not fellow members of the King’s Council?”

      “You’re such a fool,” said Stanley, “but since you don’t seem to understand, let me speak it plainly. I’m going to have the throne of Mascaroth, and you will not stand in my way.”

      As soon as the words left Stanley’s tongue, he thrust his sword into Bancroft’s belly. Bancroft stared pitifully into the face of his murderer as he dropped to his knees, before falling to the ground in a lifeless heap.

      As Stanley yanked his sword from his deceased victim, a strong voice filled the throne room. “Lord Stanley, your treachery knows no end.”

      Mystified by the familiar voice, Stanley looked up. Striding from the inner corridors of the palace at the other side of the throne room was Hammond, a sword in his hand and a dagger hanging from his hip.

      Anger flashed across Stanley’s face, but having no answer as to how Hammond had escaped, he could only stare in confusion. But then Stanley noticed the shadowed form of Bailey lingering within the corridor, and as he kept his eyes on her, a scheming smile worked its way across his face.

      Stepping away from Bancroft, Stanley extended his hands welcomingly towards Hammond. “Lord Hammond, I can’t tell you how surprised I am to see you. Let me be the first to offer you my congratulations on your timely escape. Though both I and my son tried to win Lady Bailey, it would appear that her loyalties lie with you.”

      “Yes, of course you tried to win her,” said Hammond bitterly. “I understand your deceptive schemes. Win the trust of the royal family, then betray that trust. With a forked tongue you convinced King Wesley to send Prince Shaw into battle, and I am quite certain you knew Prince Shaw was being sent into an ambush. You then convinced King Wesley to avenge his son’s death, once again luring him into a trap. But I wonder, what could your plan be in allowing the Southern Tribesmen to overrun Mascaroth? You know as well as I that they will not hand over the throne of Mascaroth once they have gained it.”

      “Lord Hammond, you’re a clever man,” said Stanley. “I’m impressed with how much you’ve come to understand. You were too late, but nevertheless, you impress me with your insight. But as for dealing with the victorious Southern Tribesmen, since the days of old they’ve been a greedy people—”

      “Not unlike yourself,” said Hammond.

      “Quite unlike myself!” snapped Stanley, his face suddenly crimson as he stared death at Hammond. “The Southern Tribesmen are filth, and their mere presence in Mascaroth makes me want to purify the city with fire. But allying myself with them, at least in the present, was my only choice. So, we struck a deal. I would allow them inside the city, and after they spread fear into the hearts of the people, I would empty the city’s vast treasury, and they would leave. In that way it’s a victory for both of us. They receive riches they never could have obtained, and with the royal family out of the way, I receive the throne.”

      Hammond raised an unimpressed eyebrow. “And upon the honor of the Southern Tribesmen, you really think they will leave?”

      Stanley laughed. “Oh, Lord Hammond, do you think me a buffoon? Upon overtaking the city, the Southern Tribesmen shall march to the inner walls demanding their riches, and at that moment our palace guardsmen shall pop up from behind the walls and cut them all down. When that happens, the city shall sing with gladness, and the people of Mascaroth will beg me to be their king. At such a time, which grows nearer by the second, Mascaroth will be rescued, not only from the Southern Tribesmen, but from the pitiful leadership of King Wesley and his heirs.”

      Locking his eyes on Stanley, Hammond flexed his sworded forearm until it rippled with bulging veins.

      Stanley’s smile grew wider. “My dear Lord Hammond, you seem to be growing restless. But before you die, it may encourage you to know your part in this plot of mine. After all, at first I thought you might ruin everything. Lord Carrington and Lady Bailey were supposed to be dispatched some time ago, but the ineptitude of the Southern Tribesmen can ruin the best of plans. How you stifled their ambush on your return journey from Weston, I’ll never fully understand. I must admit, after that failure, I didn’t know how I would get rid of Lord Carrington and Lady Bailey. But then, oddly enough, you swooped to my rescue.

      “Yes, Lord Hammond, faithful servant that you are, you have done my cause a great service. First, you helped King Carrington escape the city, thereby sending him to his near certain death. Then, very fortuitously, you escaped your jail cell. As it will be announced to the people of Mascaroth, a deranged and dangerous Lord Hammond broke out of his cell and went on a killing spree. First, he ended the life of Lord Bancroft. Then, it was poor Lady Bailey who met his wrath. Oh, Lord Hammond, such bloodshed and ruin you’ve inflicted, and all that you might steal the throne of Mascaroth.”

      Pointing his sword, Hammond walked slowly towards Stanley. “Your deceit knows no end,” spat Hammond. “But if that is the story with which you intend to poison the people of Mascaroth, I suggest you raise your sword.”

      Shaking his head like he was disappointed, Stanley sighed. “Oh, Lord Hammond, you never give up, do you? But despite your valor, I assure you, your end is near.” As Stanley’s smile morphed into a death-stare fit for battle, he waved his sword at Harman.

      Taking his cue, Harman raised his voice. “Guards, enter!”

      At Harman’s command, the doors of the palace swung open, and the two palace guardsmen standing guard outside the doors entered the throne room, and with swords drawn, they hustled beside the other two palace guardsmen.

      Brayton, in the middle of it all, raised his sword as he shuffled backwards to Hammond’s side. “I don’t know how all this came about,” said Brayton, eyeing the palace guardsmen warily, “but you can trust that I am fully on your side.”

      “Thank you,” said Hammond. “I knew you would be.”

      “Captain Brayton, I believe you chose the wrong side,” said Stanley as he waved the four palace guardsmen forward, “Don’t you see? It’s four against two. You’re helplessly outnumbered.”

      As Stanley spoke his taunts, Hammond ripped out his dagger and flung it towards the approaching guardsmen. The dagger stuck into one of the guardsman’s thighs, sending him to the floor in agony, and causing the other three to halt their advance.

      “Make that three against two,” said Brayton boldly.

      Just then, the unexpected sound of pattering feet echoed across the throne room. Having left the safety of the corridor, Bailey ran to Hammond’s side. “Make it three against three,” said Bailey, and she lifted a sword for battle.

      Welcoming Bailey with a nod, Hammond looked back to Stanley with a wry smile. “It would appear, Lord Stanley, that your plans are suffering a minor disruption.”

      Stanley’s face burned with anger, and grabbing Harman’s sleeve, Stanley thrust his son forward. “Go!” said Stanley. “Lady Bailey is yours. Show her what happens to young ladies who think they can fight like a man! As for the rest of you, don’t just stand there! Attack!”

      At Stanley’s command the palace guardsmen sprang forward, plunging the throne room into the dread of battle, and at the same time Harman pulled out his sword and walked casually towards Bailey.

      “Bailey, I’ll be there as soon as I can,” strained Hammond as he crossed swords with two of the guardsmen. Throwing one of the guardsmen to the side with a ferocious swing, Hammond met the other with two hard strikes before landing his sword into the guardsman’s gut. “Survive, Bailey!” shouted Hammond as the other guardsman jumped back onto his feet. “Survive!”

      Staring at Bailey with a wide grin, Harman leveled his attack, and wielding his sword with masterful speed and quickness, he swiped and jabbed at Bailey. Clenching her sword with both hands, Bailey hopped backwards at each of Harman’s swings, yet deflected them all.

      Growing frustrated, Harman paused his attack. “I’ve never encountered someone so lucky,” he said with a grunt. Raising his sword, Harman advanced once more, this time trading his speed and quickness for power and might. Swiping at Bailey with a heavy backhand, followed by a forehand, Harman finally knocked Bailey’s sword to the side, and before she could recover, Harman reared back and cracked Bailey in the face with his sworded hand, sending Bailey sprawling to the floor.

      “Bailey!” yelled Hammond, and swinging his sword with frightening strength, Hammond sent his opponent’s sword clanging across the throne room. Finishing off the guardsman with a final jab, Hammond turned towards Bailey, but before he could take a step, Stanley jumped into his path.

      “Not one member of the royal family shall be living after today!” shouted Stanley, and raising his sword, the two men locked into combat. “And as soon as Lady Bailey is finished, both my son and I shall finish you also!”

      In a daze, Bailey lifted her hand to her throbbing face. Blood from a deep gash wet her hand, caused by the hilt of Harman’s sword.

      Harman leaned carelessly on his sword like it was a walking stick and chuckled. “Lady Bailey, it’s a shame things didn’t work out between us. Please don’t think poorly of me, for my efforts in wooing you weren’t entirely deceitful. To claim you as my wife would have been the highest of honors. But alas, it wasn’t meant to be. That is, unless you would like to reconsider?”

      Bailey struggled to a knee, then her feet, and with a defiant look in her eyes, she raised her sword once more.

      Harman sighed. “I hate to do this, but if I must …”

      Without warning Harman shot forward, and exerting his overwhelming power again, he took a mighty backhanded swing at Bailey. Bailey raised her sword in defense, and as the swords clanged, Bailey was knocked several steps backwards. Harman walked after her, and with a sweeping forehand he took another swing. But instead of defending herself, as Harman’s sword bore a deadly path across her, Bailey pulled her sword and spun to the ground. Harman’s sword whooshed through the empty air, and as he stumbled forward, from her knees Bailey swung with all her might. Tearing through the air, Bailey’s blade caught Harman in his leg. Harman crumpled to the ground, crippled and writhing in pain.

      At the same moment, Brayton finally finished his opponent, having dueled him all throughout the throne room, leaving Hammond and Stanley as the only two battling. Collecting his breath, Brayton shouted from near the stairs. “It’s all over, Lord Stanley. Your deceit has failed!”

      Stanley tottered backwards under the force of one of Hammond’s strokes, and in the moment of pause that followed, Stanley caught a glimpse of his wounded son.

      “My son,” muttered Stanley, and he stopped fighting.

      Refusing to let his guard down, Hammond pointed his sword at Stanley. “Like Brayton said, it’s all over,” said Hammond. “Now, drop your sword.”

      Stanley’s eyes darted back to Hammond, but instead of dropping his weapon, he only gripped it tighter.

      “I said drop your sword!” shouted Hammond.

      “No!” yelled Stanley, his voice high and sharp like a man possessed, and suddenly lifting his sword over his head, Stanley charged Hammond.

      But before Stanley had taken his second step, Brayton ripped out a short, curved-edged sword that hung at his hip and flung it at Stanley. Humming through the air, the sword plunged into Stanley’s chest. Stanley’s sword fell from his hand as he staggered sideways before, with a final wobbling step, his legs gave out, and he fell to the floor, dead.

    

  







            CHAPTER 35

          

          

      

    

    






TO SAVE A CITY

        

      

    

    
      Brayton sheathed his longsword and, paying no attention to the man he had just slain, he walked swiftly towards Hammond and took him by the arm. “We must hurry, Lord Hammond,” urged Brayton. “This throne room skirmish has delayed us far too long. If the Southern Tribesmen open the city gates, the entire city shall be overrun.”

      “Yes, I’m with you,” said Hammond, and turning his back on a throne room strewn with blood and death, he hurried towards the palace doors, with Bailey trailing close behind. “Gather the palace guardsmen. If there be any among them with loyalties to Captain Harman or Lord Stanley, tell them what has happened, how one of their leaders has been rendered lame, and the other has died. If they swear allegiance to Mascaroth once more, allow them to fight, for we need all available men. Once you have assembled them, lead them in ridding Mascaroth of the Southern Tribesmen. In the meantime, I shall go to the gates of the city and do what must be done.”

      “The gates of the city?” said Brayton, alarmed, and with a quickened stride he swung his body into Hammond’s path, blocking his way. “Lord Hammond, I hardly need to tell you, but your mission is fraught with terrible danger. Do you think it wise—”

      “We don’t have time for this,” interrupted Hammond impatiently, and he tried to push past Brayton, but with a quick step backwards, Brayton slid in front of him again.

      “I would seek to dissuade you of your plans,” said Brayton, “but knowing your stubbornness in these matters, not to mention the desperation of the situation, I beg only that you would be careful.” A look of rigid devotion covered Brayton’s face, and he put a firm hand on Hammond’s shoulder. “Good luck, my friend.”

      “Thank you,” said Hammond, and he likewise raised his hand to Brayton’s shoulder. “And as for you, these are difficult days for Mascaroth. I don’t know what will become of them, but I want you to know that it is my pleasure to endure them at your side.”

      The two men’s eyes lingered on each other, speaking a silent language only hardened soldiers could understand, until each man dropped his hand from the other’s shoulder. Brayton dipped his head in a farewell nod before, turning away, he swung the palace doors open and hurried to gather the palace guardsmen.

      Hammond followed swiftly after Brayton, but just as he stepped out of the palace and into the sunlight of the day, he felt a tug on his arm. Hammond turned sideways to see Bailey looking up at him.

      “Lord Hammond, I’ve decided that I’m coming with you,” said Bailey.

      Hammond gave his head a vigorous shake. “No, Bailey,” he said, and he turned his gaze southward to where the gates of Mascaroth lay, as though he could hear them crying for help. “I respect your bravery, but not this time. I must go by myself, and I must leave in all haste.”

      Hammond leaned away, but Bailey only squeezed his arm tighter.

      “I didn’t ask permission,” said Bailey stubbornly, her eyes glistening with a peculiar mixture of sadness and strength. “Everything I love and believe is at stake, and you can’t keep me from raising my own sword to defend them. Whether you say I can or can’t doesn’t matter. I’m going with you.”

      Hammond stopped resisting Bailey’s pull, and as he turned towards her, a curious smile spread over his face, as though he had forgotten what he had set out to do.

      “How can it be?” said Hammond tenderly. “You, the person who used to bask in the luxuries of royalty, have instead chosen the life of self-sacrifice and sword.” As though too amazed for words, Hammond shook his head. “You’ve changed so much, Bailey. A rare strength has budded within you, a strength that I respect greatly.

      “As for coming with me, I understand your passion. If I were you, I would feel the same way. No man would stand between me and fighting for what I loved and believed. And though I would allow you to accompany me on any other occasion, this time is different. This time you cannot come. I apologize if you don’t understand, but I hope you’ll trust my judgment.”

      Bailey dropped her eyes, but after a disappointed sigh, she nodded. “Okay,” Bailey murmured. “If you say so, then ... then I won’t come.”

      Hammond’s eyebrows gathered as a look of concern clouded his face, and he bent low until he entered Bailey’s vision. “You understand that I’m not questioning your resolve, don’t you?”

      Biting her lip, Bailey nodded.

      “Then look at me,” said Hammond.

      Obediently, Bailey lifted her head.

      “As I told Captain Brayton,” said Hammond, “these are difficult days for Mascaroth, and I don’t know what will become of them. But no matter what happens today, tomorrow, or three months from now, you must always remember: never stop—”

      “Fighting,” Bailey finished. “Never stop fighting. I know, Lord Hammond. I remember what you told me, and I won’t forget.”

      Like a sunset after a storm, Hammond’s eyes glimmered soft and bright. “It’s people like you that have made Mascaroth great.” Finally pulling away from Bailey, Hammond inched towards the steps. “Keep remembering, Bailey. No matter what, keep remembering.”

      As Bailey watched Hammond descend the palace steps, a heavy feeling of loneliness swept over her, as if she was being left behind by her last friend in the world. Anxiously rubbing her hands together, Bailey’s mind ran wild with fears about what might happen to Hammond until, unable to bear her worries any longer, she lifted the bottom of her dress from her feet and hurried down the stairs. Though she had promised Hammond that she wouldn’t follow him into battle, it didn’t mean she couldn’t get a closer look. Bounding over the last two steps, Bailey raced down the white stone path after Hammond.

      Under Brayton’s command, troops were amassing under the canopy of trees that formed the regal entrance to the palace grounds. Bumping and weaving through the soldiers, soon Bailey arrived at the gates of the inner walls. She sprang up the steps that led to the top of the wall, and upon reaching the walkway, she stood on her toes and peered over the wall’s top edge.

      Armed with nothing but a sword, Hammond’s feet pounded over white cobblestones as he ran through the desolate streets of Mascaroth. The usual bustle of the city had vanished behind closed doors and shuttered windows, and the only sounds that could be heard were the distant clashes and shouts of battle. Breaking from the narrow streets, Hammond entered into the open city square, lifeless as a ghost town. Relieved to find the city gates undisturbed, Hammond traveled to the tree at the center of the square where its sprawling branches and leaves cast a heavy shadow. But just as Hammond knelt on one of the benches that surrounded the tree, a desperate cry pierced the air.

      “We’ve been breached! Close the lines! Close the lines!”

      From behind the trunk of the tree, Hammond peered westward. Within seconds he saw a Southern Tribesman burst around a street corner, his arms pumping as he charged full speed towards the city square. Hammond stood upright, and closing his eyes, he focused himself. After a long, slow breath, Hammond reopened his eyes, and like a stealth hunter, he looked west once more. A stream of Southern Tribesmen were headed his way.

      Hammond waited behind the cover of the tree until the first Southern Tribesman had drawn even with him. Breaking from his hiding spot, Hammond bore down on the unsuspecting enemy, and it wasn’t until the Southern Tribesman had reached the gate that he finally noticed his pursuer. Spinning towards Hammond, the Southern Tribesmen tried to defend himself, but Hammond’s strike was too swift and too powerful. In the flash of an eye, Hammond knocked the Southern Tribesman’s sword to the side, and with a piercing jab the Southern Tribesman fell to the ground.

      As soon as Hammond dispatched the first, he spun just in time to meet the second Southern Tribesman. Their swords clashed above their heads, and as they were locked together, Hammond delivered a blow with his fist to the Southern Tribesman’s stomach. As the Southern Tribesman bowed in pained submission, Hammond grabbed the man’s wrist, and wrenching the wrist like he was going to break it, Hammond wrestled the sword from the Southern Tribesman’s hand before cutting him down.

      Armed with two swords, and with sweat pouring down his face like rain, Hammond awaited his next victims, a group of three. Screaming a savage battle cry, the trio of Southern Tribesmen stampeded towards Hammond. Not waiting, Hammond rushed them, and after blocking the first attacker’s strike, he dove into their legs. All three Southern Tribesmen careened to the ground, and rising first, Hammond struck each of them dead.

      Five Southern Tribesmen had been killed, and soon after it was nine. Heaps of Southern Tribesmen stacked up around Hammond as he fiercely defended the blood-drenched gates of his beloved city like a tiger defending its lair, until 19 Southern Tribesmen lay dead at his feet.

      His thick chest heaving, Hammond’s dark eyes glowed fierce as yet another Southern Tribesman entered the city square. Fear flashed across the Southern Tribesman’s face as he stared at the mighty warrior standing unharmed amid the carnage of his fellow countrymen, until an unseen, threatening voice bellowed from behind.

      “You Southern Tribesman! You fight and you kill!”

      Aroused from his lapse in fear, the Southern Tribesman raised his sword and charged Hammond. Hurdling dead bodies, the Southern Tribesman engaged Hammond with a flurry of grunts and swings. Hammond deflected the Southern Tribesman’s attacks with his dual blades until, in a moment of exposure, Hammond drove one of his swords into the Southern Tribesman’s side. But as the Southern Tribesman fell among the others, a cutting pain ripped Hammond’s thigh. Knocked backwards, Hammond stumbled hard to the ground, an arrow stuck in his leg.

      Clenching his teeth in pain, with a growl Hammond fought to his feet, and dragging his injured leg, he headed for the only cover he could find, the meager crook in the city wall where it jutted inwards towards the gates. But just as Hammond reached the crook’s inner shadow, another arrow tore through the air, and it thudded to a stop in his chest.

      “Lord Hammond!” Bailey screamed. Her face suddenly white as a corpse, Bailey left her perch atop the inner walls and ran down the steps. “Someone, help!” she shouted as she pushed past the bewildered palace guardsmen towards the inner gate. “Someone, please help!”

      There was a commotion among the palace guardsmen, and soon Brayton could be seen wading through his men, shoving them aside as he demanded that they clear a path. Reaching the inner gate at the same time as Bailey, Brayton grabbed one of her arms.

      “What is it, Lady Bailey?” said Brayton, his wide eyes bulging with panic. “What has happened?”

      “It’s Lord Hammond,” said Bailey, tears welling in her eyes. “He’s been shot, and he needs to be rescued.”

      Brayton spun towards his men. “Form ranks!” he barked. “Ready or not, we march!” Brayton then grabbed the arms of the four soldiers closest to him and pulled them towards the gate. “You four, go to the main gate and rescue Lord Hammond, now!”

      Not wasting a moment, the four soldiers burst from the confines of the inner walls, and like a pack of wolves on the hunt, they ran towards Mascaroth’s main gates, Bailey at their heels.

      Wheezing with every breath, Hammond stood slumped against the great white walls that surrounded Mascaroth. His head hung weakly to the side, and with glazed eyes he watched as a Southern Tribesman fearlessly approached.

      Black tattoos like claw marks covered the dome of the Southern Tribesman’s head, and with every burly stride a mess of blond hair swayed across his back. Draped in furs and bound with muscle, the Southern Tribesman reached the piles of dead bodies that lay before Mascaroth’s gates. He dropped his bow to the cobblestone and unsheathed a battle-worn sword.

      “You mighty man,” snarled the Southern Tribesman. “But you fail. Now I kill you, and after you dead, entire city of Mascaroth be overrun.”

      The Southern Tribesman drew his sword across his body like he was going to end Hammond’s life with a single, horizontal stroke, yet in Hammond’s grasp, feeble as it was, remained a sword. With a shout rising from deep within his chest, the Southern Tribesman unleashed his fury upon Hammond, but as his sword ripped through the air, Hammond raised his blade, and he deflected the Southern Tribesman’s attempt on his life.

      With an instant recoil, the Southern Tribesman drew back his sword, and trying again, he drove it at Hammond’s chest, but with a flick of his wrist, Hammond once again deflected the Southern Tribesman’s blow, and the point of the Southern Tribesman’s sword grated against the wall.

      Hunched over, Hammond hobbled from the wall. The Southern Tribesman strode after Hammond, and rearing back, he attacked Hammond yet again, this time with a mad torrent of strokes. Step by step Hammond was forced backwards, yet no matter the speed or ferocity of the Southern Tribesman’s swings, Hammond defended himself.

      The Southern Tribesman gave up his attack, and pulling back, he raised his head to the sky and unleashed a terrifying shriek. During the respite, Hammond gathered his fading senses, and though he stood slumped as he heaved for every pained breath, his gaze remained on the Southern Tribesman in unbroken focus, his eyes kindled with fire.

      The Southern Tribesman’s face was red as blood and glistened with sweat as he fixed his focus on Hammond once more. Panting with rage, the Southern Tribesman lifted his sword above his shoulder, and gnashing his blackened teeth, he rushed Hammond.

      The Southern Tribesman swung his sword downward with all his strength, but rising to his full height, Hammond caught the Southern Tribesman’s stroke in midair. The clash of the warriors’ swords rang through the air as they locked into a stalemate, the Southern Tribesman pressing his blade downward upon Hammond as Hammond resisted.

      The Southern Tribesman growled like an untamed animal, and with spit foaming at his mouth, he placed his other hand on the hilt of his sword, exerting all his will upon Hammond, but just as the razor edge inched towards Hammond’s face, Hammond gave up the struggle. Letting his sword give way, Hammond spun from the Southern Tribesman, and as the Southern Tribesman fell forward, with the last of his strength Hammond swung his sword like a windmill. Hammond’s blade pierced deep into the Southern Tribesman’s back, and the enemy fell to the ground, dead, in front of Mascaroth’s gate.

      Staring into nothing, Hammond swayed like a tree in the wind until the strength of his legs failed, and staggering sideways, he also fell.

      “Lord Hammond!” Bailey screamed, watching in horror as Hammond collapsed to the cobblestone. Ignoring the potential danger, Bailey broke from the palace guardsmen and raced across the city square.

      At the sound of approaching steps, Hammond flinched like he was searching for his sword, but when his dimmed eyes saw it was Bailey, a faint smile spread across his lips. “Bailey,” he whispered with airy weakness, “I-I did it. I defended the city gates, didn’t I?”

      Tears dripped from Bailey’s eyes as she watched Hammond heave and struggle for every shallow breath. “Yes, Lord Hammond, you did it. You’ve given Mascaroth a chance to survive. But now we have to get you back to the palace. You need help.”

      “No, Bailey,” said Hammond. “Though I wish ... with all my heart ... that I could continue in this battle ... it’s not meant to be. My fight ... my fight is finished.”

      Bailey pressed her lips together as she fought to constrain her emotions, but like waters bursting through a failed dam, her tears broke forth and flowed down her cheeks in rivers. “No, Lord Hammond, not you too,” wept Bailey. “I’ve lost so many, and I can’t bear to lose another, especially not you.”

      As Hammond let his eyes close, he lifted a shaky hand and rested it on Bailey’s arm. “Don’t despair, Bailey. Good things happen ... to those who never lose hope ... to those who never stop fighting. In time, you’ll see. I promise ... you’ll see.”

      Too sorrowful to speak, Bailey placed a hand on Hammond’s forehead, but as she gently stroked through his damp hair, a foreign noise cut through the air, lonely and forlorn, yet strong and filled with undying passion. At first the sound could barely be heard, like a distant wind rustling through the leaves of trees, but soon a chorus of the same noise joined in and blared a mighty refrain.

      Hammond cracked open his eyes, and small tears dripped down his cheeks. “I know that sound,” he whispered, his voice soft as the coo of a dove. “I’ve dreamed ... of that sound ... many long years. They’ve finally returned home ... to save Mascaroth. I only wish I could have ...”

      As a corner of Hammond’s mouth creased into a smile, his eyes fell shut, and he breathed his last.
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THE BATTLE OF MASCAROTH

        

      

    

    
      Arrayed in a hooded green cloak, and seated high upon a blond horse with an elegant, white mane, Egil lifted a ram’s horn to his lips, and on the wind of a long blast, his tall form emerged from the shadows of the forest onto the sundrenched plains of Mascaroth.

      As the sound of Egil’s lone battle cry fell silent upon the breeze, he filled his lungs and unleashed another ringing blast, but this time he wasn’t alone. A trumpeting chorus joined his battle song, deafening as the shout of a multitude of men, and a long line of Einari horsemen tromped from the trees onto the flowing plains.

      The horde of Southern Tribesmen, waiting like a restless mass of ruffians before Mascaroth’s gates, turned west towards the strange and forgotten sound of an unexpected foe.

      With a waning echo the sound of the Einari faded into the air. Egil looked down the lines of his men, and seeing that they were ready for battle, he bid his horse forward. The other Einari followed Egil’s lead, and trotting as one, the line of horsemen bravely advanced on their enemy.

      The disorganized mass of Southern Tribesmen—some upon horses, some armed with arrows, but most upon foot and carrying the swords and shields of close combat—hurled taunts and curses as the outnumbered forces of the Einari rode towards them. Yet, when the Einari had traveled to within an arrow’s range, Egil raised his horn to his lips once more, and upon the call of his horn, the Einari abandoned their trot and broke into a swift gallop. The sound of pounding hooves rumbled like beating drums, and the ground shook like an earthquake, as, with a ferocity that betrayed their meager numbers, the Einari rode straight towards the heart of the Southern Tribesmen’s army.

      The front line of Southern Tribesmen raised their shields as they braced for impact, while others lifted their swords, prepared to descend upon the Einari like vultures flocking to a kill. But just before the Einari plunged fearlessly into the depths of the Southern Tribesmen, like a wind whipping across the plains, they suddenly changed course.

      The Einari curved south and east along the outskirts of the Southern Tribesmen, and riding like an angry gale, they raised their bows and pelted the ill-prepared enemy with a barrage of well-aimed arrows. The Southern Tribesmen shrieked in terror and wrath as scores were felled by the deadly onslaught. When the last of the Einari had passed by the Southern Tribesmen, like a giant serpent the line of Einari horsemen curled back for a second pass.

      Still hidden within the trees, another row of Einari rode stealthily forward. “When Captain Egil and his men are in the midst of their third strike, we ride,” announced Kirby, mounted at the front of his men upon a muscular, black stallion. “Remember, you have a limited supply of arrows, so make every shot deadly. If we are to have any chance at victory, we must decimate the enemy’s numbers before we enter into sworded combat.”

      The army of Southern Tribesmen was in disarray as the Einari made their second pass. Smatterings of Southern Tribesmen jumped out from the rest of the army and attempted to charge, while others sunk deeper into the mob of men, but both efforts proved futile, and another swath of Southern Tribesmen was pierced.

      Sitting tall in his saddle, Harper watched as the Einari rode in a giant arc back towards the Southern Tribesmen. Knowing Kirby’s command to ride was imminent, Harper’s heart felt like it was erupting within his chest. After months of imprisonment, slavery, and beatings, followed by weeks of fleeing through unknown lands, he had finally made true on his promise. He had finally returned to Mascaroth.

      His palms wet, and with a bead of sweat dripping down his face, Harper looked from his spot at the southernmost tip of riders back towards the center of the line. Mounted next to Carrington and Brandon behind the Einari, Harper’s dad was in his view. Father and son met eyes, and in unison they nodded good luck to each other.

      Foregoing his horn, Kirby shouted the command, and the second line of Einari roared from the cover of the trees. Chaos spread through the Southern Tribesmen at the sight of yet another surprise attack, and losing order, like a startled flock of birds they scattered in different directions, some towards the Einari riding at their southern flank, and others towards the new band of horsemen veering to their northern flank.

      Warm breezes whipped through Harper’s hair as he crouched in his saddle, galloping towards an enemy he had come to know all too well. Harper followed in the hoof marks of the horseman in front of him, and as the Southern Tribesmen army swelled towards the Einari—their tarnished and battle-worn swords raised to the sky—Harper reached for his quiver. But just as Harper pulled his first arrow, out of the corner of his eyes flashed distant images moving from within the forest.

      Squinting, Harper peered towards the forest. Appearing like shadows at twilight, a pack of Southern Tribesmen was charging through the trees towards his dad, Carrington, and Brandon. Suddenly forgetting about the enemy in front, Harper yanked on his reins, and in a cloud of dust, his horse swerved hard to the west.

      Steadying himself with his legs as he rode from one battle to another, Harper notched his bow. Two Southern Tribesmen upon horses had distanced themselves from the other foot soldiers, and one of the horsemen was locked in Harper’s aim. Between bounces in his saddle, Harper let his arrow fly. The arrow tore through the air and thumped into the horseman’s back.

      Unaware of the fate of his fellow Southern Tribesman, the second horseman raised his sword for attack. Pulling out another arrow, Harper looked down the shaft, about to claim another victim, but just before Harper let his arrow fly, an object whistled over his head. Ducking, Harper pulled hard on his reins, and his horse twisted to a halt. Harper jumped off the horse, and using it for cover, he looked over the saddle and searched the inner recesses of the trees. Standing a distance behind the horseman and foot soldiers were two archers.

      Harper reloaded his arrow, and pulling the string of his bow tight, he slid from behind his horse. Taking quick aim, Harper released his arrow. Moments later one of the archers had fallen, causing the other archer to vanish deeper into the forest.

      Harper swung himself back onto his horse and sped towards the trees. Shielding Carrington, Lawson and Brandon were dueling the other horseman, and not far behind were three foot soldiers. As Harper galloped into the shade of the trees, he downed one of the foot soldiers with another arrow, and at the same time Lawson and Brandon finished off the horseman.

      “Get Carrington out of here!” shouted Harper, and notching an arrow, he set his mark on another of the foot soldiers, now fleeing in the other direction. With a snap of his bowstring, Harper released his arrow, and an instant later the foot soldier crashed to the ground.

      Whipping his head around, Harper turned back to the threesome. “Hurry! Go now, in case more Southern Tribesmen arrive!”

      Heeding Harper’s directions, the threesome kicked their horses, and riding west onto the woodland path, they disappeared within the deep thickets of the forest.

      Whirling his horse around, Harper galloped after the last foot soldier. Trampling grass and wildflowers, Harper loaded his bow and focused the bouncing tip of his arrow on the enemy. When his aim was squarely on the center of the Southern Tribesman’s back, Harper released his arrow. The arrow flew through the air like a blur, but just as it planted itself into its victim, something flashed across Harper’s vision. Harper’s body jolted backwards, and as a piercing pain ripped his shoulder, he fell sideways off his horse.

      Landing in a heap, Harper rolled off his back into a sitting position, and as he fought to regain his breath, he looked at his throbbing shoulder. Blood flowed from a deep cut. Before Harper could think about what to do with his injury, there was a thud, and dirt sprayed into his face. Mere inches from his feet, an arrow had buried itself halfway into the ground.

      Still fighting for air, Harper sprang to his feet, and holding his hurt arm against his body, he started for cover when another arrow tore across his side. With a breathless groan Harper fell to the ground, but driven by fear for his life, with the help of his good arm Harper scrambled to his feet, and stumbling forward, he reached the safety of a thick tree.

      Harper leaned his back against the tree, and as sweat poured down his face, he inspected his newest wound. On his side, just below his ribs and opposite his hurt shoulder, was a nasty gash. Panting, Harper shimmied to the edge of the trunk, and grimacing as he turned, he peeked from behind the tree. The archer who had earlier fled into the forest had returned. Out of arrows, the archer tossed his bow to the side, then threw off his quiver, and after securing a sword from one of the dead foot soldiers, he strode towards Harper.

      Hunched towards his hurt side, Harper reached his injured arm to his hip and pulled out his sword. Closing his eyes, Harper calmed his breath, and after gathering his strength, he stepped from behind the tree to meet his enemy.

      The Southern Tribesman was thin and lanky, and he wore a tarnished, silver helmet that hid most of his face. Gathering speed, in several steps the Southern Tribesman was running at a full sprint, and with a shriek of pent-up anger, he gripped his sword with both hands and swung at Harper.

      Fighting through the withering pain in his shoulder, with a half step backwards Harper absorbed just enough of the Southern Tribesman’s stroke to deflect it away from himself. The Southern Tribesman stumbled with the momentum of his swing, but quickly regathering his feet, he swung his sword back around. Barely able to lift his sword high enough, Harper leaned backwards and again disrupted the path of the Southern Tribesman’s blade. But this time, as the Southern Tribesman stumbled off-balance, Harper lunged forward, and as his sworded arm hung limply, Harper planted a knee in the Southern Tribesman’s stomach. The Southern Tribesman wheezed, and as he hunched forward, Harper swung a fist into the Southern Tribesman’s chin.

      The Southern Tribesman’s helmet flew off his head as he fell to the ground, and at the same time Harper stumbled backwards, holding his bleeding side as pain threatened to bring him to his knees.

      Clenching his teeth so hard he felt they were going to crack, Harper raised his sword the best he could. But as he returned his focus to the Southern Tribesman, still in a daze upon the ground, Harper let down his guard.

      “Linden!” said Harper, staring at his old friend as if he was a ghost. “What are you doing?”

      Rubbing his jaw, with a hateful scowl Linden rose to his feet.

      “Wake up, Linden,” said Harper, and he cautiously backed away. “You don’t have to do this. You’re not a Southern Tribesman. All you have to do is put down your sword, and all will be as it used to be.”

      As if he hadn’t heard a word Harper said, Linden’s eyes gleamed with anger, and growling like a madman, Linden charged.

      Running backwards, Harper swerved from side to side, waving his sword just enough to defend himself from Linden’s attacks, until he was able to dodge behind the momentary protection of a tree.

      “Linden!” barked Harper, and he slowly distanced himself from the tree. “Don’t make me do this. Don’t make me fight you!”

      Linden stepped from the opposite side of the tree, and staring at Harper like a starved animal, he followed after Harper, his only answer the raised edge of his notched blade.

      Harper stopped walking, and meeting Linden’s stare, he gripped his sword tight. “This is my last warning,” said Harper, his desperate pleas replaced by a cold, dark threat. “I pledged my service to Mascaroth. Attack me at your own risk.”

      Ignoring Harper’s words, Linden ran at Harper, and baring his teeth like they were fangs, Linden lifted his sword over his head and brought it crashing down on Harper. Banishing his wounds from his memory, Harper caught Linden’s stroke with his sword, and dipping into his superior strength, he threw Linden’s blade to the side.

      As Linden reeled under Harper’s powerful blow, Harper took the offensive. Harper’s sword flashed like a lightning storm as he unleashed a terrible onslaught, sending Linden into a helpless retreat until, with a force too great for Linden to withstand, Harper knocked Linden’s sword to the side, leaving him defenseless. Before Linden could recover, Harper drove his sword deep into Linden’s stomach.

      Linden’s strength left him, yet even before his dead weight had crumpled to the ground, a cascade of tears broke from Harper’s eyes.

      “Linden!” Harper shouted, his grief mixed with anger as he helplessly watched the light fade from his former friend’s eyes. “It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. We were friends, Linden. Since childhood, friends! We were supposed to fight together, and endure the Southern Tribesmen together, and return to Mascaroth together. We weren’t supposed to fight each other. But now, look what has happened.”

      His legs quivering under the trauma, Harper backed away from Linden until, too overcome by sorrow to take another step, he collapsed to his knees. Trembling uncontrollably, Harper dropped his head into his hands, and he shook with hard sobs.

      Back on the plains, though the Einari had inflicted terrible damage upon the Southern Tribesmen, and had suffered little themselves, they were still outnumbered, and their supply of arrows grew thin. Egil blew his horn, and riding from the battle, he waved his sword high into the air, rallying both groups of Einari to himself. Heeding Egil’s cry, the Einari gave up their fight and rode swiftly from the battle.

      “Form a line, for our time has come!” shouted Egil, and under his direction the entire army of Einari exchanged their bows for swords and quickly formed a single battle line.

      Stepping over the bodies of the dead, the Southern Tribesmen also gathered themselves. Spreading out in a line that was as long as the Einari’s, yet many rows deeper, the Southern Tribesmen raised their swords and shields in preparation for what they had been waiting for all along: the vicious savagery of hand-to-hand combat.

      As the Einari sat at attention upon their horses, Egil rode to their front, and with his back towards the Southern Tribesmen, he addressed his men.

      “Yes, men, our time has come. At last, the hopes and dreams upon which we’ve built our lives are about to be realized. The enemy is great and the battle will be fierce, but though these lands shall be soaked with blood, do not waver. No, do not waver, but fight with strength and glory, for we are the Einari, a people trained in war to defend all that is sacred. So arise, sons of Einar. Arise, and ride with swiftness. Ride with strength. And until your final breath, ride for the glory of the Golden City!”

      The Einari raised their horns and shook the lands of Mascaroth with a blaring battle cry. Answering their call, the Southern Tribesmen raised their heads to the sky and unleashed a fiendish shriek. But just as the two armies prepared to make their final charge towards each other, a third sound—a deep shout like the roar of crashing waves—erupted from within Mascaroth’s walls.

      Like an avalanche, the Einari stampeded across the plains, their gleaming swords raised and ready for battle, and at the same time, the gates of Mascaroth finally opened. With Brayton at the lead, hundreds of soldiers from inside the city poured onto the plains.

      Southern Tribesmen were thrown to the side as the Einari trampled deep scars through their lines, and the few Southern Tribesmen who escaped the warhorses’ charge suffered the razor edge of the Einari’s swords. As swaths of the Southern Tribesmen fell before the Einari, at the Southern Tribesmen’s other front, the soldiers of Mascaroth unleashed their fury upon an enemy who had killed their king, invaded their homeland, and encircled their city.

      Attacked on both sides, and with their numbers dwindling at an alarming speed, the Southern Tribesmen had no hope but to flee. At first stray individuals abandoned the battle, but soon entire masses of Southern Tribesmen were pushing and shoving each other, trying to escape the tightening grip of the two enemy armies. The battlefield fell into a frenzy as Southern Tribesmen gave up fighting, and like dust in the wind, scattered southward. Galloping close behind, the mounted Einari pursued the enemy until every living Southern Tribesmen had been chased off the plains, and the battle for Mascaroth had been won.
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SO VERY WORTH IT

        

      

    

    
      Like an abandoned child, Bailey stood by herself near Mascaroth’s outer walls, and with her arms folded loosely across her front, she watched as soldiers streamed into the city square. Some soldiers strutted in the fullness of their strength, while others bore the crimson stains of war. Still others, arrayed in a simple hood, entered Mascaroth upon horseback, their heads darting from side to side as though they had never glimpsed the Golden City. But no matter how the soldiers entered Mascaroth, they all carried the jubilant spirit of victory.

      As soldiers continued to fill the square, the news of the Southern Tribesmen’s defeat traveled through the city like a gust of warm, southern wind, and soon the streets were swarming with joyous citizens. Yet, as the activity within the city grew, Bailey found herself drifting further from the bustling scene. As thankful as she was that the Southern Tribesmen had been defeated, a sadness too deep for words ached inside her, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t share in the celebration.

      Knowing she had to get away, to find a secluded place where she could be alone, Bailey looked back towards the palace. The royal residence seemed to glow pure white in the afternoon sun, and the copper rooftops that adorned the palace’s towering spires glimmered majestically, as if declaring that glory had returned to the Golden City. But after letting her eyes linger on the palace, Bailey turned away. After the treason that had taken place in the throne room, the palace seemed more like a tomb than a place to find solitude. Besides, she knew that if she shut herself within her bedroom chambers, all she would do is cry, and she didn’t want to cry. She needed to do something.

      With wandering eyes Bailey looked back towards the city gates, and as the stream of soldiers entering the city slowed, a thought happened into her mind. It had been weeks since she had been outside Mascaroth’s walls, and though a battle had just been fought upon the plains, at least she would be by herself.

      Hoping to escape Mascaroth unrecognized, Bailey lowered her head, and alternating between a walk and a skip, she hurried along the city walls until she had reached the gate. Passing through the thick wooden doors, she walked a short distance through shadows, then underneath the metal gate that formed the entrance to Mascaroth, before finally stepping onto the open plains.

      Lifting her head just high enough that she could see where she was going, Bailey turned towards the western forest in the distance, and keeping against the wall, she walked until the surrounding silence assured her that she was finally by herself.

      Slowing to a comfortable stroll, Bailey finally raised her head to the battlefield. The thick grasses that had once blessed Mascaroth’s plains with lush beauty had been transformed into a grisly graveyard of corpses, nearly all of them Southern Tribesmen. But though the sight of mass death was gruesome, Bailey didn’t look away. By no choice of her own, the bitterness of death had become the inescapable reality of her life.

      Without destination, Bailey kept walking, encountering fewer dead bodies the farther she traveled from Mascaroth’s gates. But as she reached the western walls of the city, she glimpsed something just inside the forest’s tree line. Bailey stopped walking, and straining her eyes, she looked harder. Someone was slumped against a tree, and it looked like he was still alive.

      Bailey chewed on her lip as she thought about what to do. From a distance the person didn’t look like one of Mascaroth’s soldiers—he wore none of the royal garb a soldier from Mascaroth would be wearing—but she was almost positive it wasn’t a Southern Tribesman. As Bailey weighed the potential danger in getting a closer look, not two strides away she spotted the feathers of a half-buried arrow sticking out of the grass. Walking forward, Bailey bent over and pulled the arrow out of the ground. Though the head of the arrow was caked in dirt, the tip was as sharp as ever. If necessary, it was just the weapon Bailey needed to defend herself.

      Hiding the arrow behind her back, Bailey stepped cautiously forward until the soldier was within earshot. “Um, soldier?” she called nervously. “Are you okay?”

      The soldier didn’t move.

      Clearing her throat, Bailey tried again, louder. “You, soldier. Are you okay? Or do you need help?”

      This time the soldier stirred. With a tilt of his head, as though the sound of Bailey’s voice carried a familiar ring, the soldier slowly turned until he was looking at Bailey, his face seasoned with a smile.

      Robbed of her breath, Bailey dropped the arrow and covered her mouth with a hand. “No, it can’t be,” she said as tears sprang from her eyes. Gasping with uneven breaths, Bailey walked closer to the soldier, gaining speed with each stride. “Harper, is it ... is it really you?”

      “I’m back, Bailey,” said Harper weakly, a slow line of tears flowing down his cheeks.

      Like a flood, tears of joy burst from Bailey’s eyes, and she ran. “Harper, I can’t believe it. How did this happen? How did you get here? You’re supposed to be—”

      But just before Bailey reached Harper, she stopped running, and a look of sheer panic robbed her face of its color.

      “Harper, you’re hurt!” cried Bailey as she placed trembling hands on her cheeks. “No, no, no, not you too, not now, not after all that’s happened!” Turning sideways, Bailey retreated back towards Mascaroth. “Just keep fighting, Harper. Stay alive, and I’ll get you help!”

      But before Bailey could leave, with a calm smile Harper extended to her an open hand, beckoning her to his side. “It’s okay, Bailey. I’m not going to die. I’ve got a few minor wounds, but I’m okay.”

      Blinking back tears, Bailey walked cautiously to Harper, and kneeling at his side, she examined his blood-soaked shirt. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Harper nodded stiffly. “Other than a little pain and a few scars that will last me a lifetime, I’m fine. That is, just as long as you don’t touch me.”

      A soft smile spread across Bailey’s lips, as if she finally believed she had Harper back, but almost as soon as her smile appeared, it faded behind a lingering wisp of doubt. “But Harper, if you say you’re fine, why are you still sitting here?”

      Like a rain cloud blotting out the sun, a dark look fell over Harper. Looking into Bailey’s eyes with sadness, he nodded towards a dead body lying a short distance away.

      Confused by Harper’s abrupt change, Bailey pointed curiously towards the dead body. When Harper nodded again, Bailey stood from the ground and walked uneasily towards the body. Stopping several feet away, with an upturned lip Bailey leaned forward and examined the body, wondering what the significance of the slain enemy could be. But then Bailey noticed the Southern Tribesman’s familiar face.

      With a gasp, Bailey turned back to Harper. “I don’t understand, Harper. I’m so happy to see you, but I don’t understand how you’re alive, and how you got here, and how Linden died, and, and …” Letting her voice trail off, Bailey returned to Harper and knelt at his side once more. “I don’t know what to say other than, I don’t understand anything.”

      Harper winced as he inhaled a pained breath, and as he let it out, he let his gaze fall to the forest floor. “There’s so much I could say, but to begin with, I’m sure you remember when a small army of soldiers was sent south under the command of your brother, Prince Shaw. Well, one day Linden and I were sent on a scouting mission, and when we were gone, the Southern Tribesmen attacked. Linden and I heard the attack, so we rode back to the rest of the army as fast as we could, but it was too late. It was a massacre, and everyone had been killed. As for me and Linden, the Southern Tribesmen took us captive, and for months we were their slaves. Life was hard, especially the beatings, and over time Linden lost hope. I tried to help him, but in the end, he didn’t want my help, and he broke. He became a Southern Tribesman.”

      Forcing himself, Harper lifted his head to Bailey, his red eyes brimming with sorrow. “There’re so many things I have to tell you, but to give you the shorter version, I eventually escaped the Southern Tribesmen, and just today I found myself face-to-face with Linden once more. Just like before, I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      Harper stopped speaking. Moving his tongue through his mouth, he tried to keep his eyes from brimming over, but no matter how hard Harper strained, his efforts failed, and fat tears rolled down his face.

      “Like I said, times were hard among the Southern Tribesmen, but unlike Linden, I fought hard, and I refused to lose hope. Though I didn’t know how or when it would happen, I kept believing that someday I would return to Mascaroth. But really, it wasn’t Mascaroth that I cared about. What I cared about was returning to you.

      “The last night I was with you before the army rode south, I gave you a promise. When I was a prisoner, even though you seemed so far away, every day I remembered that promise. Through beatings, through hard labor, through loneliness, I didn’t care what got in my way, I was going to return to you.”

      Clenching his jaw, Harper peered deep into Bailey’s eyes. “Do you understand, Bailey? I didn’t want to fight Linden, but I had to. I had to keep my promise. I had to return to you, even if it meant that Linden had to become my enemy.”

      As a stream of tears slid gently down Bailey’s cheeks, she nodded. “I understand, Harper. I understand perfectly. Ever since you left, life has been difficult for me too, and even though I thought you had been killed, just like you, I kept remembering your promise. Even though I never thought it would be realized, I never forgot.”

      Harper smiled through his tears. “I know, Bailey. I knew you would never forget. That’s why I had to make it back.”

      As Bailey wiped her eyes with her fingers, her attention drifted to Harper’s wounds once more. “But Harper, you’re not lying, are you? You really are okay?”

      With a nod, Harper chuckled. “Yes, I’m fine. But really, I don’t think it’s me that we need to worry about.”

      Bailey looked at Harper curiously. “What do you mean?”

      “Like I said before,” said Harper, “I have a lot to tell you, but not too long ago I came across Carrington—”

      “You did?” interrupted Bailey.

      “I know, I couldn’t believe it either,” said Harper. “But anyway, Carrington mentioned how difficult life had been in Mascaroth, especially for the royal family. And looking at you now, it would appear that today you were in some sort of scrum. So, enough worrying about me. What about you? Are you okay?”

      “Ooh,” said Bailey, sounding embarrassed. “You’re talking about my cut, aren’t you?” Lifting a hand, Bailey touched her face gingerly. “It’s a long story about how I got it, but I just know it’s going to leave a scar. Tell me the truth, how ugly is it?”

      “Ugly?” said Harper, and he shook his head. “No, it’s not ugly. It’s perfect. From now on, whenever I look at you it will be impossible to forget these days. Even though they were hard, they were worth it. So very worth it. Don’t you agree?”

      Unable to resist another round of tears, Bailey reclined against the tree at Harper’s side. “I’m so glad you’re back, Harper. So glad, so thankful, so everything. And yes, even though these days were unbearably hard, they were so very worth it.”
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IN REMEMBRANCE

        

      

    

    
      A wooden platform stood in front of Mascaroth’s gates, and atop the platform overlooking a sea of Mascarothians was Carrington. Shaven clean of his wispy beard, and no longer bulging with formless heft, with a confident smile Carrington raised his arms towards the people of his city. “Fellow Mascarothians, is it not wonderful to breathe the clean air of freedom?”

      Carrington beamed as the crowd raised its voice in celebration, but as silence slowly settled over the courtyard once more, Carrington’s smile turned to a look of sober reflection.

      “Today we, the people of Mascaroth, gather for an important reason: so that we might remember who we are, and in remembering who we are, determine what our future shall be. It goes without saying, but this city that we call golden has not always existed. It had to be born. It had to be created. And created it was by a man named Einar many years ago. It was Einar who stood against the wicked men of this land and fought for the poor and lowly. He fought for justice and righteousness. He fought so that this land would be free from the evils of slavery. After Einar had led his forces to victory, over the blood of his fallen son, Einar begged that the people of Mascaroth would never forget what had happened that day, and the high cost of freedom.”

      Carrington paused, and as he passed his eyes over the crowd, he let out a long sigh.

      “A curious thing has happened in this city of ours. Enter through our gates and travel down our streets. From the gilded Einari who stand watch over the palace, to the crossed swords that adorn our city’s flag, with all diligence we have preserved the warriors’ history that has made Mascaroth great. And yet, over the course of time, such reminders, abundant as they are, became powerless over our minds, and tragically, we forgot who we were.”

      At Carrington’s words, silence as pure as the morning’s golden light swept over the crowd. Taking a short break from his speech, Carrington walked towards the platform steps, and with an outstretched hand, he invited Egil and Kirby to join him. As the two Einari took their places at the back of the platform, Carrington returned center stage and faced the crowd.

      “If a city claims to defend the lowly, to seek justice, and to love freedom, then let that city be ever ready to fight for their sacred beliefs. But our city lost its zeal to defend what we had once held dear, and instead of keeping our swords sharp and our arrows plentiful, we rested upon the greatness of the mighty warriors who came before us, unaware that we had drifted out to sea.

      “As we stumbled about in our stupor, the days of our most recent history happened upon us. Our enemy plotted evil against us, and with our memories rekindled with battles of yore, just like in the past, we rose to meet the threat. But unlike the olden days, this time when we rode to battle, to our great shame, we had not the strength to stand against our enemy. We lost in battle, not once, but twice, and in the pitiful days that followed, our great city was helplessly surrounded. We were on the verge of utter disaster, and by all accounts, we would have been overtaken, had it not been for one man. It was Lord Hammond, a man among many fools, who stood in the breach, spilling his blood to defend this city. It is such a man that we honor today.”

      Carrington turned sideways and motioned to Egil and Kirby. Taking their cue, Egil and Kirby approached a black curtain that hung over Mascaroth’s gates. Pulling in unison, the curtain fell onto the platform. Mounted on the wall in polished gold lettering were the words HAMMOND’S GATE.

      As Egil and Kirby walked off the platform, Carrington turned towards the crowd.

      “Hammond’s Gate. It’s a small gesture of honor, pathetic even, given all this city owes a man of such greatness. If we were to honor Lord Hammond’s legacy as we ought, it would be right to rename our city after him, or at the very least, dedicate a statue of gold to his feats of bravery. But such honors would have embarrassed Lord Hammond, the simple man that he was. So, instead of a great monument, from now on the gates of Mascaroth shall be known as Hammond’s Gate.

      “But fellow Mascarothians, it is with great hesitation that we dedicate the gates of our city to Lord Hammond. After all, it is but another monument in a city that is filled with monuments. If our many other reminders of our past couldn’t keep us from forgetting who we are, then why would we think that Hammond’s Gate would be any different?

      “Dear friends, we must realize who our greatest enemy is. Though the Southern Tribesmen carry swords and shields, they are not our greatest enemy. Our greatest enemy is ourselves, and our amazing ability to forget what ought to be precious. So, people of Mascaroth, people of the Golden City, let us dedicate ourselves to remember. From this day forth, with all our combined strength, let us remember who we are and from where we have come, for this city of ours was not only raised by blood, but it was also saved by blood.”
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THE CONTINUING STORY

        

      

    

    
      “Bailey, I’m ready to head out,” announced Harper, but just as he shouldered a leather satchel, the pitter-patter of little feet reached his ears, accompanied by an excited voice.

      “Daddy, daddy, daddy, wait for me! I’m going too!”

      With an amused smile, Harper watched his 4-year-old daughter scurry down the hallway.

      Noticing that her dad’s eyes were on her, a radiant smile burst across the young girl’s face, but just as she left the hallway for the front entrance, her mother’s voice brought her to a teetering halt.

      “Aida, I’ve already told you,” said Bailey, as she stepped from a bedroom and followed her daughter down the hallway, a wispy-haired boy asleep on her shoulder. “This time you can’t go with dad.”

      Tiny crinkles formed in Aida’s brow, chasing away her joy, and she turned worriedly towards her dad. “But daddy,” she said, suddenly pulling the bottom of her dress in every direction, “can I maybe go with you, please?”

      Harper walked forward and squatted in front of his daughter, and after settling her busy hands in his, he smiled gently. But just as Harper was about to speak, he stopped himself, and with wide eyes, he stared. His daughter’s dark hair was flared out like a lion’s mane.

      “Aida,” said Harper as he moved his head from one side of his daughter to the other, trying to figure out what could have happened, “did your hair get brushed this morning?”

      “Uh-huh. Mommy brushed it.”

      “She did?” said Harper. “But if mom brushed your hair, why is it so messy already?”

      Aida shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      After giving his daughter’s hair a final, confused inspection, Harper looked back into her eyes. “So, what is it that you were saying? You want to go with me?”

      “Can I, please?” said Aida.

      “You know that I’m training soldiers, don’t you?” said Harper.

      Strands of Aida’s hair swayed as she nodded.

      “And I’ll be gone for more than one day,” added Harper.

      “And me too,” said Aida, hope glimmering in her chestnut-brown eyes.

      Surprised by Aida’s persistence, Harper glanced at Bailey before returning his eyes to his daughter. “But if you came with me, I wouldn’t be able to spend time with you. What would you do by yourself all day?”

      “I would watch,” said Aida.

      Harper scrunched his nose. “You would watch me train soldiers all day?”

      “Uh-huh,” said Aida, nodding so certainly that her entire body swayed. “I like to watch. And if I get sleepy, I won’t get grumpy because I know how to take a nap by myself. And I can help you too, because when you get thirsty, I can get you a drink, and when you’re gone, I can clean your tent.”

      Harper dropped Aida’s hands, and as he looked curiously at his daughter, he rose to his full height.

      “So can I daddy?” said Aida, twirling her hands in circles now that they were free. “Can I go with you? Because you won’t have to take care of me. I promise.”

      Harper smiled to himself, and after shaking his head, he chuckled. “You know, Aida, I think you’re probably right. I probably wouldn’t have to take care of you.”

      Aida’s mouth fell open with an excited smile.

      “Except, there’s still one problem,” said Harper.

      With a concerned blink, Aida’s smile vanished.

      “The problem isn’t with you, but with me,” continued Harper. “Because here’s the thing: if you come with me, that will make me want to be your dad. Instead of training the soldiers, I’ll want to be with you. I’ll want to play with you, and take you on horse rides, and tell you stories. But I won’t be able to do those things because I’ll be too busy. I won’t be able to be your dad, and that will make me feel a little bit sad. And then, what if something happened and you got hurt? Like, what if you got stung by a bee, but I couldn’t come and help you?”

      At talk of a bee sting, Aida’s eyes widened.

      Harper shook his head regretfully. “No, Aida, I don’t think you should come. It would be too hard for me not to be your dad. I think it’s best if you stay here and help mom.”

      Aida’s eyes filled with sadness. “Okay,” she said softly. “But how long will you be gone?”

      Pierced by his daughter’s disappointment, Harper sighed. “For kind of a long time. You have to sleep twice, but before bedtime the next night, I’ll come home.”

      “That long?” said Aida. She blinked with sadness, and as the corners of her mouth wavered, her bottom lip stuck out, and she blinked again. Unable to resist any longer, Aida lifted her hands to her mouth and cried.

      “Come here,” said Harper tenderly, and picking up his daughter, he set her on a padded bench. “Now, listen,” he said as he sat next to her. “I know it’s sad that I’m going away, and you can’t come with me, but when I get home, I have an idea. There’s a book that I want to read to you.”

      Sniffing, Aida did her best to stop her tears. “A book?”

      “Yes, a book,” said Harper. “A book with lots and lots of stories in it.”

      “Oh,” said Aida, her voice brightening even though tears still streaked her cheeks. “What are the stories about?”

      “What are they about?” said Harper. As Harper searched his mind for the right words, he turned his eyes to Bailey, and as he looked at his wife, he smiled. “The stories are about this city, and about certain people who have lived in this city. Certain people who believed something so strongly that, no matter what they lost, and no matter how difficult life became, they kept their hope alive, and they kept fighting.” Pulling his eyes from Bailey, Harper looked back at his daughter. “Doesn’t that sound like a good book?”

      Aida looked at her dad with wide, watery eyes. “There’s fighting in it?”

      “Yes, there’s fighting in it,” said Harper. “And also, some people die.”

      “Oh,” said Aida, a hint of worry in her voice. “Will it be too scary for me?”

      Captured by Aida’s innocence, and also the spectacle of her wild hair, Harper smiled softly. “No, it won’t be too scary, because you want to know why? When I read it to you, you’ll be sitting on my lap, and books are never too scary when you’re sitting on my lap. Does that sound okay?”

      Aida nodded.

      “And so, when I get back,” said Harper, “you’ll be waiting for me to read you the book?”

      A smile crept across Aida’s face, and she nodded again.

      “Good,” said Harper. “I can’t wait to get home so I can start reading to you. But even beyond all the good stories, do you want to know what the best part of the book is?”

      “What?” said Aida, her tears a forgotten memory.

      “The best part is that the book’s not finished,” said Harper. “For as long as our city exists, there will be stories of valiant heroes and warriors. Which means, there’s more that has yet to be written.”
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      I can’t say that I’m the stereotypical author. A Midwesterner to the core, I would rather have a ball in my hands than a keyboard under my fingers. But one day a story popped into my mind that was too important not to share, and so my writing career began. Beyond books, I prefer the simple life: shooting hoops, chasing pop flies in the outfield, hanging out with family, and scarfing heaping bowls of chocolate ice cream.

      I would like to thank you for taking the time to read Chronicles of the Golden City. Not only do I hope that you found it entertaining, but I also hope that it gave you some worthwhile thoughts to ponder. I wonder, having finished the book, would you consider leaving a review? I would really appreciate it. Also, if you would like to read the other books I’ve written, or if you would like to receive updates concerning future books, head over to my website at authorapknight.com.

      

      Thanks again!

      A.P. Knight
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