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Praise for My Sparkling Misfortune:
"An incredibly fun and funny story." -- Tea and Tomes
"Interesting characters and unique twists in the traditional hero/villain stereotypes made for an entertaining reading experience." -- Dark Wyrm Reads
"One of the reasons the book is so enjoyable is because you never quite know where the plot is going. You are continually surprised." -- The Literary Lioness
"What a nasty, dreadful, and cruel villain Arkus is. Oh, and don't forget funny. Yes, I said funny! With author Laura Lond's crisp, wry sense of humor, you'll be laughing right along with the scoundrel on almost every page." -- The Feathered Quill
"The author manages to pack in an epic's worth of action, adventure, and humor. ... It is one of those rare, great stories when you find yourself rooting wholeheartedly for the villain of the piece." -- A Myriad of Books



Chapter 1
I was understandably surprised when Shork, my lackey, announced that I had a visitor...
Oh, wait. You know nothing about me yet, so you would not see why I was "understandably" surprised, right? Hmm... Perhaps Korvaleus was right, writing a book is not so easy as it seems, and I shouldn't have, uh... Oh well. He'd deserved it, anyway.
All right then. I'm not going to rewrite anything, I like my opening line. I'll just introduce myself here, it should explain things: Lord Arkus of BlackriverCastle, also known as Arkus the Fearsome and the Dreaded Lord, at your service. I spend my days scheming, plotting, attacking, invading, killing, plundering, kidnapping, collecting ransom, and having other types of fun. I've done a few backstabbings as well, but only returning the favor; I do have some manners.
Yes, you have guessed it: I am a villain. What? You wanted a noble hero? Well, tough. You've got the wrong book then. But let me tell you something before you put it down: there are no heroes without us villains. They'd have nothing to show off against. Besides, goody boys do some wicked tricks as well, as you will see if you keep reading my story, and it takes some heroism to be a villain at times, too. I suppose you already know it though, if you're smart, which you have to be, because I'm not writing this for silly people.
So, with that out of the way, let me get back to the story. I had just finished my rather bland tasting dinner (it turned out to be a real headache to find a decent cook after old Mr. Flamm thought he could serve me chicken five nights in a row), and, as I said, I was understandably surprised when Shork announced that I had a visitor.
Nobody visits BlackriverCastle out of their own free will. And if somebody wanted to, for whatever strange reason, it is unlikely that they would safely arrive at my doorstep: Arkusville, my domain, is filled with goblins, robbers and other assorted outlaws. It's a dreary and dangerous place. I take good care to keep it that way. Heroes occasionally still come to fight me, of course, but they don't count as visitors, and they do not take the trouble to be properly announced.
Yet Shork was insisting that someone had come and asked to see me. And not just someone--Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna himself. Yes, the oldest son of noble King Ramian, my respectable enemy. A proud young man with a cute face, brave in battle, and of course with aspirations of becoming a hero. Preferably at my expense. He came alone, imagine that, without his bodyguards.
Naturally suspecting some kind of a set up, I told Shork to invite him in and to immediately alert my army and watchmen.
The prince entered with a defying look on his face, obviously rehearsed for villains like me. If it was supposed to make me tremble inside, let's just say it did not work.
"You are a brave man, Your Highness," I greeted him. "What brings you here, and what makes you think that you will make it out of here alive?"
"Arkus, you are despicably wicked," he began.
Blatant flattery, I noted. He wants something from me.
"But even you," he continued, "would not dare to harm me now and face the wrath of my father when he returns."
"I have faced your father before, many times, and stood against him quite well," I replied. "So what stops me from taking you captive and getting a nice chunk of ransom money, as I believe I have already done in the past?"
By the way, it's true. I had captured him once, and the king paid.
Kellemar did not appreciate the reminder, of course; I could see it by how his jaws clenched. Well, I suppose I make some kind of a funny face, too, when I'm mad.
Meanwhile, Shork returned and communicated to me that everything was fine--no attackers, no spies sneaking in. Kellemar, indeed, came alone. I was getting intrigued.
"Listen, Arkus," the prince spoke, "I have certainly thought of what evil intentions my coming here like this, unprotected, will inspire in your evil mind." (He was trying to be eloquent, but I wouldn't use the same word twice in a short phrase like this, even if it was such a nice word as "evil". Wouldn't you agree?) "But hear me out before you start plotting. I have a proposition."
That piqued my interest even more.
"Proposition? From you to me??" I couldn't help getting a little sarcastic here. "As in 'deal' or 'agreement'? The honorable Prince Kellemar is offering me a deal, did I get that right?"
"You can mock all you want. Yes, I wish to make you an offer. Will you hear me out?"
"Of course. I will die of curiosity if I kill you now without knowing what you had in mind. Go ahead, I am listening... Oh, wait: Does your father know about this?"
The question irked him, as it was intended to.
"He does not," Kellemar said through his teeth. "But it does not matter. When the king is away, I rule in his stead, as you very well know. Whatever I say to you carries the same weight. Satisfied?"
"Quite. Now, go ahead."
"Several of our regions have been attacked by the Dolmanians. Are you aware of that?"
"I have heard something, yes. My condolences. They are a pesky little tribe.
"Well, we've been fighting them off, but I want to rid my land of them completely, once and for all. And I want your help to do it."
I almost fell off my chair. Wouldn't you?
"You want my what?! Kellemar, that's insulting. What kind of a ridiculous joke is this?? Did you happen to take a drink from Black River on the way here? Because if you did, well, that would explain a lot, and-- "
"Stop fooling around! I know you will not help if there is nothing in it for you, and I know your love of gold. I can tell you where the Dolmanians store their plunder. Would that interest you?"
"Oh, I see. Well, it might, but answer me a couple of questions first. Number one: Why don't you take the plunder yourself and give it back to your people? And number two: Why don't you call on your numerous allies who are supposed to help you out without getting paid?"
The prince smirked.
"Valid questions. I will start with the second one, if you don't mind. I do not wish to bother our allies with this because I want to save their help for a more serious occasion. Like you deciding to attack us again, for example."
"Shameless flatterer. And my first question?"
"Easy: I do not want to waste my men's lives to capture stolen gold, only a part of which used to belong to my people. There will be no way to determine whose gold is where as people will unfortunately lie about it. And I do not wish to spoil them by dividing it all equally and sharing it."
"Then why don't you just take it for your treasury?" I asked with an innocent expression. I already knew why: he didn't have enough men. His father must have taken half the army with him (which would be nice to check, by the way).
Kellemar squared his shoulders. "As hard as it must be for you to understand, I do not want their plunder. I'd rather use it to stop the raids. So you can fight the Dolmanians and take it. What do you say?"
"Well, let me think here... You want to build yourself some reputation by defeating the Dolmanians in your father's absence, with only a half of the army..."
"Two thirds," he quickly interjected. I had to stifle a laugh.
"Two thirds? All right, two thirds then, sorry for the assumption. Anyway, it is obviously not enough to completely destroy them, so if you manage to pull it off, you'll be regarded a hero. And in order to do it, you offer me to take out the part of their forces that is guarding the plunder. Of course, no one will know about it. If word gets out that Lord Arkus attacked the Dolmanians, no one would think that we had an agreement about it and I was actually helping you. Evil Arkus went after the treasure, they'll think. Am I following you?"
"Close enough. So what do you say?"
I made an innocent face again. "That's not quite heroic though, is it?"
My pun reached its target, I could see it. Kellemar clenched his teeth, but chose not to pursue the subject.
"Let that not concern you. Do you agree to my offer or not?"
For a moment, I wondered what he would do if I refused.
"It is an interesting offer," I said. "Shall we discuss the details of your plan over a map?"
The prince smiled. "Arkus, I am no fool. I do intend to get out of here alive. If you agree, you will receive the location of the plunder in a separate message, on the day of the battle."
I smiled in return. Good thinking, Kellemar.
"A day before. I'll need to verify your information and prepare."
"Very well, a day before. Deal?"
If you think he extended his hand here, you are wrong. He wanted to strike a deal with a villain, but without dirtying himself by shaking hands on it. You tell me how noble it is.
"Deal."
I wanted to see his reaction, so I offered my hand. He didn't touch it.
"There is no need for that. You have my word as a prince."
∗ ∗ ∗
So I let the prince go and waited for his message, entertaining myself with thoughts of how I could have fun with the messenger. Kellemar, however, robbed me of that pleasure by sending the message attached to an arrow shot from a safe distance. His note stated that the plunder was hidden in the SkeletonCave. I knew the place well. According to the note, the raiders had only about a hundred men guarding the treasures--a mere trifle for me and my army, especially keeping in mind that I have had some encounters with the Dolmanians in the past, and, well, let's just say they find me a little intimidating. It looked like I was going to have an easy victory.
In case you are wondering whether I thought of attacking Kellemar after taking the plunder, of course I did. What respectable villain would disregard such an opportunity? However, I decided against it. A deal is a deal, after all, and as I have said before, I have manners. Besides, what's the use of invading his land when it has just been raided and I'd already have all the gold?? I could wait for a better time. According to my sources, King Ramian wouldn't be back for a while.
I studied the map and planned my route, making sure to check whether there were any white towers on the way (I will explain that later). On the day of the battle, I donned my best armor and my favorite purple cape. I am a handsome and stylish villain, by the way. No, seriously.
My men were ready for the mission and happy about it. They always salivate when they smell gold. We reached the cave unnoticed and surprised the Dolmanians. The battle was short. I took out their leader, who screamed like a maiden; the rest of them panicked and fled, making it even easier for my guys to finish the job.
I entered the cave first. There was more gold in it than I expected; the Dolmanians must have raided several settlements before hitting Dalvanna. I stepped closer to count the sacks filled with golden coins.
That's when I heard the growl.
I recognized it immediately, nearly dropping my sword--quiet yet powerful, the chilling sound that had become my nightmare, only this time it was real. The monster had found me again. He shouldn't--he couldn't be there...
I spun around and saw him towering at the cave entrance... a lizard-like beast, taller than any man... with glowing red eyes... and the sharpest fangs... hideous claws... and...
All right, all right. I am terrified of him. Even writing this makes me shudder. And don't you dare laugh: if you saw that creature, you would have fled faster than I did.
By some miracle I had made it out of that cave, my cape torn in half with the beast's paw; that's how close he was to completing his mission. I saw Prince Kellemar riding up, and for a split second I was stupid enough to think that he would help me. He was, after all, an aspiring hero, and heroes are supposed to do such things. Not this one: Kellemar stopped his horse and watched with a smile.
I ran for my life, heading to the nearest white tower. To my horror, I found it in ruins. That explained why the monster was able to get to me; it also meant that I had no protection from him for two more miles, until--and if--I reach the white tower in Arkusville, the closest one to my castle.
Those of you who think that running for two miles with a monster after you is a fun adventure will have to allow me to disagree. Add to it the humiliation I had endured, in front of Kellemar and in front of my men. That would be enough to move Kellemar to the first spot on my long list of enemies and start planning the most cruel and treacherous invasion ever--immediately. However, that was not the end of my troubles. When I reached the spot where the second white tower was supposed to be, I saw it destroyed as well. My home, the BlackriverCastle, was no longer safe.
At that moment, Shork showed up, on horseback. He was the only one of my men who knew about the monster and therefore knew where to look for me.
"Oh, no, the tower is gone!" he exclaimed. "And the next one--the next one is in Malgarra, that's over sixty miles from here!"
Idiot. As if I didn't know that.
"What took you so long?!" I yelled at him. "And why didn't you bring my horse?!"
"I couldn't catch it, Your Lordship. It bolted away, and I-- "
"I have no time for this! Give me yours!"
He hurried to dismount. "What will Your Lordship do?"
"Guess!" I snapped, jumping in the saddle. "Ride to Malgarra, of course!"
"But we could get to the castle first, take some supplies and another horse."
"The beast can be here any moment, you fool!!"
"He isn't that fast... Ouch!"
Usually, Shork was pretty good at knowing when I was going to smack him, but this time he missed it.
"Now, listen, and don't you mess anything up, or I will have you for dinner. Go to the castle, wait for the men to return, and order them to start rebuilding the tower. Then take some money and food and find me in Malgarra. Got it?"
"Yes, Your Lordship. Castle, tower, supplies, and find you in Malgarra. Very good."
I had no time to remark that I did not need his evaluation of whether my orders were good or not. I had to get out of there before the monster would catch up with me.
∗ ∗ ∗
Well, now that you know my secret, I suppose it is a good time to tell you how it came about. Several years ago, I had a disagreement with a wizard named Magner. We fought, he died. The monster belonged to Magner; how he had captured and tamed such a beast, I do not know, but the creature served him faithfully, obeying his every word. When we fought, it was just Magner and me--an honest duel without magical tricks. But when I overpowered and wounded him, Magner called on the monster. His dying words were his last order to the beast.
"Kill Arkus."
The accursed creature had been haunting me ever since.
I can't tell you how many times the monster's growl had startled me when I thought I had lost him, covered my tracks, or found a place he could never reach. He could dig tunnels, climb mountains and walls, swim across any river or lake; he knew how to hide and how to wait. I learned early on that swords were useless against him, his scales were too thick. Whoever I hired to guard me would quit after the first encounter with the monster--if they survived it, that is.
My life had turned into a nightmare, with that constant expectation to hear the growl, and fear that one day the beast might decide to change his ways and sneak up on me silently. I thought I was going to lose my mind.
Then, quite by accident, I had discovered that for some reason the monster could not go near white towers. Being a villain, I never appreciated those before and actually destroyed a few. Built by sentimental fools to help those in need and supposedly capable of allowing people to talk to sparklings, they were no use to me. However, it turned out that a white tower was the only thing that offered me safety.
That gave me some breathing room. I built a white tower next to my domain, and a couple more down two major roads. Of course, I could not ruin my reputation by openly building them, so each time I hired a man who would hire a man who would pay the builders. I kept obtaining the latest maps, and when I traveled I'd make sure I stayed close enough to white towers on the way. Nobody knew my secret, only Shork who, with all his faults, would never dare to betray me.
I have no idea how Kellemar found out. He must have destroyed the towers when I was on my way to the cave. It was a smart move, I'll give him that; a move worthy of a villain--and the best part is that, technically, he did not break his word of a prince that he had given me with such reserve. He did what he promised, he'd sent me a message with the location of the plunder one day before the battle. It was implied that we would not harm each other during this joint venture, and he did nothing to harm me; he only destroyed the white towers, letting the monster take care of the rest. Now he was going to be praised not only for beating the Dolmanians and getting the gold but also for defeating the evil Lord Arkus.
Prince Kellemar, son of King Ramian of Dalvanna, you will die for this.
∗ ∗ ∗
Before I could fulfill that vow, of course, I had to ensure my safety. I wished I could gallop all the way to Malgarra, but that would kill the horse. I made it there by nightfall. The white tower stood intact, and there was a tavern right next to it. I breathed a sigh of relief, dismounted, and tied the horse. I was not recognized, but my fine clothes impressed the owner enough to give me a room without asking to pay first. He offered supper as well, but I could not think of food. It did not look like I would be able to sleep, either. I had to plan my revenge.
There was plenty of time, and I used it well. On the next day, I had an elaborate plan, smart and wicked enough to win the first award at the annual villain conference. All I needed was to have the towers rebuilt, so that I could return to my castle and get to work.
I anxiously waited for Shork, inventing new punishments for him for every hour of his delay. The hours turned into days; the servant would not come. When three days had passed with no sight of him, I sensed that something was wrong.
I had been avoiding the crowd at the tavern, irritated to no end by ridiculous stories of how brave Prince Kellemar fed evil Lord Arkus to a monster. Yes, that's what people were saying, can you believe it? However, after those three days I decided that listening to travelers' conversations might help me figure out what was going on in Dalvanna and Arkusville.
I went to the dining hall and took a seat in the corner. Sure enough, it was not long before yet another crook began getting free drinks by telling everyone about Lord Arkus's shameful demise.
"He begged for his life," the fellow asserted, "but the prince was not moved, and he threw him right in the monster's mouth!"
"Did you see it happen?" someone asked.
The storyteller shook his head. "No, I did not, but I heard it from someone who did."
The stupid crowd took it as sufficient proof; they filled their glasses and drank to Prince Kellemar's health.
I figured I'd better ask the questions I had in mind, before these guys got too drunk to answer--or before they drive me mad enough to give them a taste of my sword.
"So Arkus is dead," I began, "But I believe he had a whole army. What happened to it?"
"Some were captured, others fled to the castle. They picked a new leader, from what I know. Some fellow named Belvir. But he is far too scared of Prince Kellemar now to cause trouble."
Belvir was my second in command, so it was understandable that he took charge in my absence.
"Is anyone rebuilding the white towers?" I asked.
"The ones Arkus destroyed? No, not yet. The prince has decided to build new ones, on a different location--farther away from the BlackriverCastle. I think it's a good idea. It would be a waste to rebuild them on the same spots and then have Arkus's men bring them down again."
Lovely. So even the destruction of the towers was blamed on me.
I still could not understand why Belvir was not following my orders relayed through Shork and why Shork wasn't here. Has something happened to him?
"Do you know anything about Arkus's personal attendant?" I asked.
The storyteller gave me a puzzled look.
"The servant? Why, I would think he is still in the royal dungeon, with the rest of the captives. Why would he be treated differently?"
Now I had the answer. Shork was captured, and everyone thought me dead, including my own men. I was stuck here. No one was looking for me, waiting for me, or going to rebuild the towers where I needed them. It was up to me to get out of all this trouble.
I returned to my room. I had to think of something--fast. My brilliant plan lay in ruins; I needed a new one. So what could I possibly do, without money or men, and with the monster on my back?
I sought long and hard, and I eventually found a solution. It was difficult and dangerous, but if it worked... Oh, I would show them all what happens when you anger Lord Arkus!
∗ ∗ ∗



Chapter 2
Years ago, I had learned from one unfortunate scribe that it was possible to catch a gormack, an evil spirit, and make him serve you. There was only one place in the world where that could be done; not many knew the location and the rules one had to follow to achieve that, and out of those who knew, not many would dare to try. The priceless secret was strictly guarded, but that scribe owed me more than he could ever pay, and after much hesitation, he paid by sharing it. Now, it looked like the time had come to use that information.
The place was called SilkyLake. The water of the lake was said to be so beautiful, warm, and pleasant, that spirits could not resist the temptation to swim in it, even though only for a few minutes. To enjoy swimming, of course, you need flesh, so spirits would temporarily take a physical form. This weakened them, and for some reason the water of the lake weakened them even more. That's what gave a mere mortal like me a chance to subdue a powerful gormack.
A gormack could only spend four to five minutes swimming in the lake, the scribe had told me. Staying longer, he risked losing too much strength, which would force him to remain in the limiting physical body for many years. No spirit would want such inconvenience and humiliation. So a human wishing to catch a gormack needed to wait for a little less than four minutes, and then jump at the spirit, grab him and hold him. Compared to humans, the spirits were still very strong, and they would try to wrestle away with all their might. If you failed to hold the gormack... you would most likely pay for it with your life. However, the longer you held him, the weaker he would become, and his risk of getting stuck in the physical body would grow. Eventually, the gormack would offer you something for letting him go, usually gold, jewels, or fulfilling one simple wish. That's when you had to bargain and tell him you wanted five years of service.
Five years in flesh, and bound to a human master, is not a lot of fun, so the insulted spirit would probably try to break free yet again, with renewed vigor. However, five years is far better than thirty, forty or more he would be risking at that point. If you manage to hold the gormack that long, there is a good chance he will agree--and he will not be able to go back on his promise, if you use the right words to seal the deal.
Five years of having a powerful spirit at my command... Can you imagine what I could do with such a servant? There were, of course, some limitations to what he would be able to do, brought by his physical body and by general laws of the spiritual realm that would have to be considered, but still... Just thinking about all the possibilities took away my breath. Kellemar would pay. I could take care of my long list of enemies, too, accomplish everything I ever wanted... And I could order the gormack to kill the monster that haunted me. He should be strong enough for that. I would be free again! Yes, it was a dangerous task, but it was well worth the risk.
∗ ∗ ∗
As you can imagine, my journey to Silky Lake was not easy, but I will spare you the detailed account of all the hardships I went through; let's just say that it took me over two months to get there, and there were no white towers in that region--none at all. I had left their safety several times during my journey, and those days were agonizing, but the monster didn't show up; he must have not tracked me down yet. That had given me confidence for the final plunge--venturing into the area where I would be completely unprotected. Remember I told you that being a villain at times requires some heroism? Well, this would be one such occasion.
I reached the lake in the middle of a bright sunny day. The water, indeed, was stunningly beautiful... and that's all I will say. You didn't expect a sappy description from someone like me, did you?
I hid in the nearby bushes and waited. Nothing was happening for so long that I began to wonder whether the whole thing was a sham... Then I heard a loud crack in the air followed by a big splash. The first gormack arrived for a swim.
On my way there, I had decided that I would not try to catch the first one I see. I would just watch how it all happens to be better prepared. The spirit materialized in midair--that's what had caused the cracking sound--and fell in the lake. He swam underwater for a while, and all I could see was the dark purplish glow coming from his body; then he emerged... Huge, barrel-chested, half man, half beast with spikes on his head and along his back, mean piercing eyes and powerful jaws. I would say that he was magnificent if he hadn't eerily reminded me of my monster. Even though the resemblance was not striking, it was bad enough to make me want to hide better.
As he swam with obvious pleasure, his purple glow diminished. I checked my watch. He spent almost exactly four minutes in the lake, then climbed ashore and sat on a rock, probably recovering his strength. When his glow regained its intensity, the gormack stood up, stretched, and disappeared with the same cracking sound.
All right. So now I'd seen it. Things seemed to work exactly as the scribe had told me. The only question I had was, Are they all so big? Because, as much as I'd love to have a creature like the one I just saw in my service, I wasn't sure I could overpower it. I am a strong warrior, make no mistake about that; not many can stand against me in battle. But the way that gormack looked... I just had to be reasonable. After all, there were no second chances in this game.
Two loud cracks interrupted my thoughts. Two spirits at once?? I cautiously looked out. Yes, there were two of them, and they were fighting. Quite viciously, too, I might add. One glowed in blue, the other bright orange, like fire; both had thin swords of the same colors, glowing as well, and the swords clashed with incredible speed and force, raising tons of splashes--they fought in the lake, although close to the shore, on a shallow spot.
These two were considerably smaller than the first, which answered my question. They did not look like beasts, either; if it wasn't for the glow, each could pass for a human, a slender yet strongly shaped man.
They kept fighting. Each seemed intent on not letting the other out of the water, obviously trying to use its weakening effect and ignoring the fact that it was weakening them both. The orange one appeared stronger, he was attacking more and once managed to knock his enemy down. The blue one got back on his feet quickly enough, but I could see that he was losing ground.
I checked my watch. They'd been splashing for a little over three minutes. I had to think fast here. What if I grab one now? Will the other one let me catch him or turn against me? Logically, he shouldn't interfere, but if being captured by a human is considered such a bad thing, who knows, maybe the other gormack will forget whatever disagreement they had and choose to help out. On the other hand, gormacks are evil spirits. "Evil" and "help out" don't go together.
I figured I'd have to risk it.
Three and a half minutes... Three forty five... Three fifty. Now!
I leapt out of the bushes, ran in the water, and grabbed the orange one from the back. I wanted him, of course, since he'd proved to be stronger. After the half-second of the initial surprise, the gormack began to struggle; I held him with all my might. The blue one let out a triumphant laugh.
"That's what you get for messing with me!"
Whew. I was right. He wasn't helping.
The blue gormack hurried to get out of the lake.
"What are you doing, silly mortal?!" the orange one demanded. "Let me go!"
"I don't think so," I answered, fighting hard to keep hold of him. He was still very strong, just as the scribe had warned. I strained my every muscle to its limit, hardly able to breathe. I was sure glad I didn't go for the big purple guy!
"What do you want?!"
Oh, so he wouldn't threaten me? And wouldn't offer anything? He's already asking what I want? The fellow was getting desperate... which meant I could ask for a little more.
"Six years of your service."
The blue one laughed from the shore. "Happy captivity!" he shouted. "I hope you will think of me every miserable day!"
Crack! He was gone.
My gormack was supposed to be growing weaker each second, but I couldn't feel it. He swung me like a rag, trying to break free, and my arms were getting numb, but, somehow, I still held on.
"Six years of service!" I repeated. "I will not release you until you pledge it!"
Did he really stagger, just a little, or was I imagining it?...
I wasn't.
"Very well. Be it as you wish."
He agreed!! My overstrained muscles begged for a break, but I couldn't let go of him yet; that would be a fatal mistake. I had to seal the deal.
"So do you promise to serve me faithfully for six years?"
"Within the laws of both worlds, that of spirits and of men, yes."
Within the laws, well, that was fine. The scribe had told me about that. No spirit could break those laws.
"To act in my best interests?"
"Yes."
"Not to lie to me?"
"Yes."
"And never seek retaliation for being captured?"
"Yes."
"Abyss take you if you break your word?"
"Naturally."
Naturally? Was he leaving some kind of a loophole?
"No tricks! Say, 'Yes, I promise, the abyss takes me if I break my word!'"
He said it.
At last, I could loosen the grip. Oh, my arms, shoulders, back... They'd be aching for days.
The spirit waded to the shore. I cautiously followed, still unable to fully believe it. I did it, didn't I? I had a gormack now. My own, for six full years.
He sat down on the sand. I figured I'd give him time to accept the unfortunate change in circumstances. I could use some rest as well, so I lowered myself on a large rock a couple of steps away and looked at my prize. As I have said earlier, he could easily pass for a man, especially now that he'd stopped glowing--a lean young fellow with well-defined features, dressed in a short tunic, breeches, and tall boots. His hair was still flaming orange, but his skin turned the color of regular human tan. I waited for the glow to return, but minutes passed, and it was not happening. Was something wrong?
"Your glow is gone," I said. "I hope you have not lost all your strength."
He looked up at me and, quite unexpectedly, grinned.
"That would be a disappointment, wouldn't it? Don't worry, it's just because I am settling in the physical world."
Well, at least he was not too upset about it.
"Has this happened to you for the first time?"
"I would think those to whom it had happened once will not come to the lake again."
"You have a point." I looked him over again and noticed that he had no weapon. "Where is your sword?"
"Always with me." With that, the shining orange blade showed up in his hand, and before I could blink it was pointed at me. "Why? You want to taste it?"
Uh-oh. So he was a little upset.
"Hey now. You promised to be loyal to me."
"True." He smiled and removed the sword. "But I never promised not to have fun."
A feisty one. It looked like I'd have to teach him some manners.
"You must do what I tell you, and I'm telling you to be respectful. Is that understood?"
He gave a quick bow.
"Yes, Mr. I-Don't-Know-What-To-Call-You."
Well, he had a point here, too. I had not yet introduced myself.
"'My lord' or 'master' will do very well," I said, "but if you wish to know my name, it is Lord Arkus of BlackriverCastle. Now, what is yours? I assume you have a name, too?"
"Of course. I am Tulip."
"Tulip?? What kind of a name is that for an evil spirit?"
"I am no evil spirit."
I gave him a long, hard look.
"...Don't you joke like that. I appreciate a good bit of humor, but not of the kind that makes one's heart stop."
"But I am not joking. I am not an evil spirit, I am what you call a sparkling."
The world faded before my eyes.
"WHAT?? A sparkling?! Are you telling me I have caught a sparkling?! A goody-goody spirit that helps heroes, watches over little children, and messes up villains' plans?!"
"Well, that's a rather broad definition, but yes, generally speaking, that's what a sparkling does. What seems to be the problem?"
I wanted to scream. And I did.
"I WANTED A GORMACK!!!"
"Oops. Your mistake. You should have picked Ragnar then. The one I was fighting."
I grabbed him by the tunic collar.
"Why didn't you tell me who you are?!"
"I do not recall you asking."
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 3



Even the most determined villains have moments when they feel like giving up and quitting. Do I need to say that I was having one after such a disaster?
Everything I had been through, everything I endured... all in vain.
I sat on the rock, with my back to the orange-haired misfortune, not wishing to move. Ever.
Some time passed, and he walked around to face me.
"I have regained my strength," he informed. "We can go now."
"Get out."
"Excuse me?"
"I said get out. Get lost. Leave me alone."
"For how long?"
"Forever!!"
"I am bound to you for six years. Have you got some kind of a memory problem?"
Some other time, he'd get a good whack for such language, but at that moment I didn't care.
"I don't want you. You can't serve me, anyway."
"Why is that?"
"Because I'm a villain, if you haven't yet figured it out."
"I have. So?"
As little as anything in the world mattered now, that piqued my interest.
"You mean you still want to?"
"I promised. I gave you my word."
"And you would have no qualms about switching sides and helping me?"
"Oh, I'm not switching sides, I will not help you in villainy. But I can still be of service, doing whatever harmless and good I can for you."
Ha! Big deal.
"Like what? Shining my boots? I can hire a regular fellow for that, without ridiculous hair. Good bye."
"Well, whether you like it or not, I can't leave just because you have changed your mind. I gave you my word, and our deal is sealed."
"I release you from it; consider yourself lucky. Now, get out of my sight before I change my mind again and make you shine my boots twenty four hours a day just for the fun of it."
And there it came. The growl.
Have you ever tried treating apathy and depression with mortal danger? From my experience, I greatly recommend it. I was up and running in no time. Somehow, even though my life seemed to be over, I still did not want to meet those fangs or claws.
Where was I running to, you might ask, keeping in mind that there were no white towers in the region? Good question. I thought about it as well, as soon as I regained some portion of my ability to think. And I had no answer.
The monster had snuck up too close, even closer than he did the last time in the cave. He leapt after me, and his paw hit my shoulder, sending me flying through the air--upside down--back towards the lake--and against the big rock I was sitting on before. Yes, you can say "ouch" again.
"Hold it right there, lizard! Leave that man alone."
I looked up. It was the sparkling. He stood between me and the monster, sword raised.
The beast let out a louder growl and swung his paw at my unexpected defender. In the past, that had often been enough to make my bodyguards forget their duties, but the sparkling easily dodged the blow and responded with a series of quick strikes, forcing the beast to step back.
"That was a warning," he said, resuming his stance. "Now, go away, or I will use force for real."
I do not know what shocked me more: that he could fight the monster or that he was fighting it. Didn't I just release him? Not that I had any objections, of course.
The beast's furious roar indicated that he was done playing, too. He threw himself at the sparkling with all his terrible might. The battle that followed defied description, all I could see through the cloud of sand were glimpses of paws, fangs, and flashes of orange sword and hair.
I cannot say how long it lasted, but when the whirl suddenly stopped, I couldn't believe what I saw: the beast was running away. The sparkling actually chased him off!...
"What a bothersome creature. Look at that, he got me all covered with sand." He dusted off his clothes. "That's what I don't like about this world: you always get dirty here... Well, Lord Arkus, do you still say that I'm only good for shining boots?"
I sat up. My head was still spinning from hitting the rock.
"No. And I have changed my mind, I am not releasing you."
I know. It was not nice of me, at all, after he saved my life--something nobody ever cared to do before. But what choice did I have? The monster tracked me down, I needed protection, and this fellow had just proved capable of giving it.
"Remember," I went on, "I said, get out before I change my mind? You didn't. So you have lost your chance. Now you must serve your six years."
He crossed his arms.
"Is this what I get for a thank you?"
"Listen, I'm not trying to be mean here, I have little choice. I do need your help. That monster you chased away... He will be back. And I am in no condition to fight him."
"You mean, run from him."
"All right, yes, if you have to point it out. I can't run from him. Tell you what: I'll knock a year off. Let it be five years, not six. Just to show you that I am not lying."
"Five years of service and not six?"
"Yes. You have my word."
I expected some comment about a villain's word not being worth much, but he said nothing of that sort. He just looked at me with a strange, thoughtful expression, as if trying to evaluate something.
"Very well. I am bound to you for five years."
I knew I was going to regret this stupid generosity, but, oh well. What's done is done.
"Well, are you going to help your injured master or will you stand there like a statue?!"
He stepped closer and easily hauled me upright, offering his shoulder to lean on. I needed it.
"Are you always so irritable?"
"Yes! Get used to it."
"But there's no need to get angry. You could have just said, 'Help me up Tulip,' and I would be happy to do it."
"I will give my orders the way I like. And one more thing: no servant of mine will be named Tulip. I will call you Jarvi."
"Why Jarvi?"
Well... He didn't need to know that. And neither do you.
"Because that's what I want."
∗ ∗ ∗
I could barely walk. The sparkling saw that and offered to use his supernatural powers to take me home. "Home" was out of the question. I did not want to show up looking like this at the inn where I was staying, either, so I ordered him to find a safe place where I could recover.
The sparkling let out a whistle, and in the next moment I found myself in a slowly rolling carriage. I suspect he also did something to make me fall asleep, because normally I wouldn't be able to sleep after an encounter with the monster, especially such a bad one.
I woke up in a small cave, lit by a campfire in the middle. I was lying on something soft and comfortable. The first thing I noticed after I tried to move was that my head no longer ached; however, the rest of my body was hurting all over, especially the shoulder.
Jarvi was sitting on the ground, next to the fire, feeding it with dry twigs.
"Good evening, Lord Arkus," he greeted me. "How are you feeling?"
"Strange..."
"I healed your head injury. The rest will have to wait until tomorrow."
I see. He still wanted me to pay for catching him. Wasn't it against the rules though?
"I thought you had promised not to seek revenge."
"Who speaks of revenge?"
"Isn't that why you wish me to be in pain for another day?"
"Of course not. It's because I have used up my supernatural acts. You see, I am allowed only three a day: one bigger miracle and two small ones. The small ones can be used any time, the bigger one has to be reserved for a greater need."
I didn't like that, but I supposed it fell under the "within the laws" part of our deal.
"And what did you use them for?"
"The big one to get you here; I had to conjure a carriage. Then the healing, and supper."
"Supper?"
"Yes, but you slept too long, so I ate it."
"Oh, you--"
"Just kidding!" He laughed, so happily that you'd think he just won half a kingdom. "You should see your face now, Lord Arkus. What a remarkable expression you've made. No, I didn't touch your meal, here it is."
He stood up and offered me a tray with a steaming bowl of stew, bread, and a jug of milk. I didn't realize how hungry I was, I had not eaten since the morning.
"In the future, I would advise you to watch out for that 'remarkable expression.' My former lackey, Shork, knew it very well and wisely took it as a signal to dodge."
"Are you in the habit of hitting your servants?"
"You bet. Now, shush and let me think."
As I ate, I went through all the new information. So he could heal; he could conjure things--carriage, food--probably anything. He wasn't that useless, after all, even with the three miracles per day limit.
"Can you conjure gold?"
"I knew you'd ask. No. Not allowed."
Darn. That would have helped a lot.
"How about a castle?"
"I thought you said you've already got one."
"Yes, I do, but it is far away, and I cannot return there yet. I need a place to live. Unpretentious as I am, for a villain, this cave will not do."
"Where have you lived before coming to the lake?"
"A cheap inn. But I am out of money."
"Very well, I will make you a house. Tomorrow."
"I said I want a castle."
"I heard that. There is no such need, and I cannot spend a big miracle on something not really needed. A house will suffice."
I wanted to smack him, but he wasn't close enough.
"Will you always contradict my orders?!"
"Only when I must. I do not set the rules."
"Then who does??"
"Don't you know? Faradin, the king of all spirits."
That was a new one on me; the scribe hadn't said anything about the king. It made sense though that spirits had one, and I couldn't blame Jarvi for not wishing to mess with someone like that.
"Tell me something, Lord Arkus. That lizard I chased away--I take it you've got some history with him? Why is he after you?"
"None of your business. But, since you brought him up, can you kill him?"
"Kill? Sparklings don't do that, unless it happens in battle."
"I thought as much."
"Do not worry though, if he returns, as you say, and tries to attack, I will fight him off. But it would help if I knew what happened between you two."
"I said it's none of your business! Are all sparklings so nosy?"
"No. You've got the nosiest one."
I sighed. Just my luck.
∗ ∗ ∗
Jarvi kept his word. On the next day, first thing in the morning, I had a new house to move into--nothing special and definitely not a castle, but it would work as a temporary solution. He also healed my shoulder, as promised, spending the second miracle for the day. The third one, once again, went on food.
As you see, I could live quite comfortably with him by my side, not having to worry about basic necessities, but, of course, I wanted far more than that. Therefore, wasting no time, I began to work on getting back in shape, in power, and, ultimately, accomplishing my revenge.
I exercised with the sword for long hours, every day, by myself and with Jarvi who willingly agreed to help and in fact had too much fun with it. He was by far the best and the fastest swordsman I ever encountered, yet he'd give me a fair chance to deliver a decent blow, tumbling down with impossible shrieks whenever I managed to do it. I could see that he was holding back his strength to avoid hurting me. To him, it was just a game, but I was getting the best training of my life.
The miracles were very handy. I used the small ones to obtain more armor, clothes, and other helpful things; bigger ones proved to be more of a challenge since I usually had to grapple with Jarvi about what was "really needed" and what wasn't. It took me half a day, for example, to convince him that I needed a horse (I had sold mine during my journey here). The only thing he immediately agreed to use the big miracle for was making a white tower. That happened after I glanced out the window one morning and nearly had a heart attack upon seeing the monster who lay quietly under a tree, his red eyes fixed on the house door.
"Jarvi!!" I yelled. "Come here! Is this how you ensure my safety?!"
The sparkling did not share my concern.
"Yes, I saw him. He is not doing anything bad, he just sits there, so I figured there's no harm."
"No harm?! Get him out of here, now! And never let him come close!!"
"All right, all right, I will go do that. I'm sorry, I didn't know he was making you so nervous."
After such carelessness on his part, I naturally had to take measures. It was clear that the monster had been waiting for a moment when Jarvi would not be around, and I did not want to take such a risk, even though so far I had no reason to send the sparkling anywhere. I needed my home to be safe at any time. Later that day, I told Jarvi to build a white tower nearby. He was surprised, of course, and I suspect he'd read too much into it, but he didn't question my order and fulfilled it right away. A couple of days later I decided to expand my safety zone and told him to make another tower a mile away. With that done, I was far more comfortable and able to concentrate fully on my preparation.
In two weeks, I felt stronger than ever and, as much as I hated the very thought of it, ready to try again.
"We will go to the lake tomorrow," I told Jarvi.
"To the lake? Why?"
"So that I can capture a gormack, of course. Don't worry: I know you can't help me in this, and I am not asking you to. You will just follow me and watch out for the beast."
He looked puzzled.
"Why do you still want a gormack? You've got me."
"Will you go to the kingdom of Dalvanna and bring me its prince in chains if I order you?"
"No."
"Well, that answers your question. I need a servant who will."
The sparkling gave me a long, serious look. I didn't like it.
"I hate to disappoint you, Lord Arkus, but I am afraid I cannot allow it."
"You what?"
"Trying to capture a gormack is very dangerous, far more than you know. I vowed to always act in your best interests. I cannot allow you to do this."
"And how do you think to stop me?"
"That shouldn't be hard. I am much stronger than you, as you are aware."
Oh yes, I was well aware of that, especially after our sword matches.
"Don't you dare..."
"I am sorry, but I must."
I grabbed the first thing I got my hand on, which happened to be a piece of firewood, and hurled it at him. Jarvi ducked with one of his ridiculous shrieks, angering me even more--I wasn't playing, I meant it!
At the fourth piece thrown at him Jarvi flew up to the ceiling. That stunned me enough to pause: I didn't know he could fly... Unless?...
"Are you wasting a miracle on this?!"
"What choice do I have? Look what you're doing, you're murderous!"
∗ ∗ ∗



Chapter 4
Hard as it was, I had to give up on the gormack and accept the fact that I would not capture one, at least not in the next five years. After the insufferable sparkling had thwarted my third attempt, I began to think of yet another new plan.
I needed to establish myself. I needed money, warriors, weapons, a well protected castle, at least a basic collection of poisons, and many other things a respectable villain must have at their disposal--none of which I could count on Jarvi for. That meant I had to take care of it myself, tricking him into any kind of help I could get out of him. And I would no longer be so foolish as to tell him my plans.
"Jarvi, I need to know more about this land," I told him one morning. "It looks like I'll have to live here for a while, and I need to decide what to do. Go, investigate, and bring me detailed information about the nearby kingdoms, their rulers, enemies, troubles--everything. Do it quick. Use up a miracle if you have to."
He looked at me with some suspicion, probably wondering what I was going to do in his absence.
"Well, if I am allowed to use a miracle, I do not need to go anywhere. I can dive in the spiritual realm and find it all out in a second."
I had no problem with that.
"Even better. Do it."
The sparkling lit up in bright orange and disappeared with the familiar loud crack. In a moment, the sound repeated, and he was back.
"That was fast indeed," I remarked. "Are you sure you got all I want?"
"Of course."
Jarvi sat down on the floor in front of me, as he often did. His glow was fading.
"The nearest kingdom is called Ulkaria," he began. "We are right on its border. It is a peaceful and prosperous country, ruled by King Osmund."
"What is he like?"
"Honest and just."
Good. I prefer to deal with honest folks, they are easier to manipulate, and you always know what to expect.
"What has he got for an army?"
"Six hundred swords, and a thousand more scattered around the borders."
Ouch. That was no trifle.
"Is he himself a good warrior?"
"He was, but he has not fought for many years."
"Would he stand against me?"
The sparkling sighed.
"No. You are much stronger, Lord Arkus."
Well, that was nice to hear, especially coming from him. Had this been a human, I would suspect him of flattery, but Jarvi spoke only the truth.
"I'd never think I would say it, but there are some things I like about you, Jarvi."
He did not care for the compliment. There was deep sadness in his eyes as he looked at me.
"I hope you are not planning to invade King Osmund's land, Lord Arkus."
Not yet, my friend. I am not crazy.
"Of course not, how can I possibly do that? I have no warriors, except yourself, and even though you might be worth a whole army, I have no way to make you fight a war of conquest... Isn't that right?"
Jarvi smiled.
"That is correct, Lord Arkus. I am very glad that you understand."
"Well then, don't be saying silly things. I am just gathering information."
"I'm sorry."
"You should be. Now, go on. You said King Osmund has not fought for a while, how come? Doesn't he have any enemies?"
"None big enough to start a war, only occasional trouble here and there, which his warriors handle well."
"Are there any villains in the land?"
"Nothing serious. A clumsy witch whose spells tend to backfire, a couple of robbers, and a toothless old werewolf who no longer hunts."
So I had no competition. Excellent.
"Ulkaria's main danger," Jarvi continued, "comes from being so close to SilkyLake. Sometimes gormacks make mischief."
"I see."
I took some time to think. Until I had an army, military actions were out of the question, no matter how tempting of a target such a relaxed peaceful kingdom was. In order to hire an army, I needed gold. As to obtaining gold, there were several options. I could find out when King Osmund received tribute from his subjects, trace delivery routes, and intercept a load or two. That, however, would be too much like highway robbery, very distasteful. Another option was kidnapping and taking ransom, and I had some experience with that, as I believe I have mentioned earlier.
"Does King Osmund have children?"
"Two. Princess Litinia and Prince Philip."
Lovely. Now, which one do I go for?...
"How old are they?"
"The princess is nineteen, and a beauty, and Prince Philip is only ten."
Well, the boy would be a better bet, but probably next to impossible to capture: being so young, he wouldn't leave the palace much, if at all. The princess, on the other hand, was old enough to be going to balls and other events. I don't know what prompted Jarvi to mention that she was a beauty, but I was glad he did. It made my next question sound perfectly innocent.
"A beauty, you say? I wish I could judge for myself... Do you think it would be possible for me to see the princess, Jarvi? Does she make public appearances?"
"Oh yes, very often. She attends tournaments and other competitions and celebrations and regularly visits the poor."
How careless on the king's part to let her. But then what would you expect from someone who hasn't faced any serious danger for years? Peaceful life makes one lose caution.
Very well, Princess Litinia. I am sorry, but it looks like you will have to live through some unsettling moments during your next charity trip. I will do my best to make it all as civil as possible, and I hope your father will be wise enough not to prolong your captivity.
∗ ∗ ∗
It took some careful thinking and many smartly put questions to obtain all the necessary information, but by the end of the week I knew exactly when Her Highness the Princess was going to travel, what village she'd go to, what road she would take, and even how many guards she would have with her (only five). I checked the route and found a perfect spot to attack--in the middle of a narrow valley with thorny hills on one side and forest on the other. That part of the road was rather bumpy, too, so if the coachman decided to speed up, he would be unable to do so.
I didn't have a good place to keep the princess at, but, considering my limited resources, the cave where I rested after my visit to the lake would have to do. It needed some adjustments, of course, but I had no doubt that Jarvi would cooperate when I had the princess and help to make the young lady's accommodation more comfortable, as well as secure.
Having double checked everything--armor, sword, horse, rope, and blindfold (I made sure Jarvi didn't see the latter two)--I set out for the valley. The sparkling followed, happy with my explanation that I wore my best armor because I wanted to impress the princess, if we happen to meet her. Sometimes he was too naive in his goodness. I almost pitied him.
When we reached my chosen spot, Jarvi was in the middle of a story I prompted him into telling to divert his attention. I did not think he would thwart the attack; on the contrary, he would be forced to help me out if the princess's guards happened to overpower me, which I highly doubted. After the sparkling's sword training, I felt strong enough to face far more than just five.
The carriage showed up right on time, drawn by four splendid white horses. The coachman had no weapon at all; he was actually dozing, obviously thinking that it was the guards' job to watch out for danger. They were not doing the job very well, either, following a bit too far behind.
I was ready to plunge when the forest on the other side of the road erupted with shouts, and dozens of rough looking fellows in familiar feather-decorated helmets ran out from behind the trees, wielding swords, axes, and clubs. The Dolmanians! Here?...
"What in the world?!"
They stopped the carriage, threw off the coachman, and swarmed at the guards who desperately fought back but stood no chance against such a crowd.
"It looks like they want to capture the princess," Jarvi said. "You are not the only one who thinks it's a good idea, Lord Arkus."
So he knew my intentions, after all. Well, it didn't matter right now. I was not going to let these barbarians take my prize.
I drew the sword and charged.
"Back off, you dogs!!"
I do not know how many I struck before they took notice of me, I didn't count. Jarvi followed close by, his shining sword bare, covering my back. His help was not needed though. The Dolmanians turned on me, but as soon as they had a better look, their faces went white, and they fled, screaming and dropping their weapons.
"Ghost! Ghost! The Dreaded Lord rose from the dead! It's a ghost!!"
Ah, so they thought me dead, too, just like everyone else. How convenient. Knowing their superstitious minds, I didn't even have to fight anymore, but this was too much fun to end so soon.
"I see that you recognize me! Good!" I shouted, chasing them farther away. "I hope this is enough of a warning! Get out, and don't let me see you again in this land!"
I heard applause behind me. Puzzled, I stopped and turned the horse around.
At the open door of the carriage stood three ladies; one, a striking beauty with a thin diadem in her auburn hair, was, no doubt, the princess. A plump older lady next to her had to be the princess's lady-in-waiting; I knew she was supposed to accompany her charge on the trip. The third one was a young girl in a simple dress, modestly standing back, obviously a servant. Her presence was a surprise, and not a pleasant one--more screaming women to deal with.
Right now though, they had no intention to scream. All three were looking at me with unspeakable admiration and clapping their hands in a mesmerized, devoted manner. What's worse, all five guards were standing right next to them, dismounted and battered, but with the same blissful expression, applauding as well. Jarvi grinned from ear to ear, and do I need to say that he also participated in all that ridiculous clapping?... I glared at him, but it only made his grin wider.
"Thank you, oh noble knight!" said the princess, at last interrupting all that noise.
"I am not a knight, Your Highness," I hurried to inform, "and you should not thank me, because--"
"Oh, I know. No true hero expects a reward, but it is our royal duty to reward such brave deeds. When my father, the king, hears about this, you will be knighted, I'm sure."
True hero?...
"What is your name?" she proceeded.
No way. I wasn't going to tell her my name, not after what she'd just called me. I did not want to ruin my reputation forever.
"I cannot reveal it, Your Highness."
All I could do was to dismount, and hope to find my way out of this without further embarrassment.
The princess looked surprised.
"I admit I have no first hand experience with heroes, so forgive me if I say or ask things I shouldn't. I did not know you might have reasons to keep your name secret."
"That's because of modesty, Your Highness!" the plump lady cut in, clearly unable to hold her enthusiasm any longer. "I know that's what it is--modesty in its finest form!"
She turned to me.
"I heard those horrible men call you a ghost, is this because you are swift as a phantom, showing up at the time of need and delivering justice?"
Where do people come up with such things??
"No, madam," I answered, "I can assure you that's not the case."
The princess smiled.
"Allow me to introduce my impatient companion: Madame Clementina, my lady-in-waiting."
The lady curtseyed, blushing; I had to bow in response. If fellow-villains saw me now they'd die laughing.
"As to myself," the princess continued, "you have indicated that you already know my identity by addressing me Your Highness. I can only confirm that you are right: I am Princess Litinia, daughter of King Osmund of Ulkaria."
I bowed again.
She went on to introduce her guards, coachman, and the servant girl, all of whom wouldn't get their delighted eyes off me.
"We owe you our lives today," the princess concluded. "I do not know where these despicable raiders came from, nothing like this has ever happened before. If it wasn't for you and your timely intervention..."
"Please, Your Highness, do not mention that," I interrupted. I couldn't take it much longer. "Now that you are safe, may I wish you a pleasant journey home."
She blinked.
"But I must know at least where to find you..."
No, you mustn't.
"That is unnecessary. I do not wish knighthood. If I happened to be of service, I am glad, and let it be the end of it."
"I think I might have the answer to Your Highness's question," Madame Clementina cut in again, with a sly expression. "Our rescuer must be the mysterious hermit of Lakeland! You know, the one people have been talking about?"
"You are mistaking me for someone else, madam..."
"No, no, I think I am right!" She was growing more excited each minute. "The man who took residence on the Lakeland border, nobody knows exactly when, and who, as everyone thinks, has built those two white towers that now protect us from gormacks!"
The princess's eyes lit up with curiosity.
"Is this true?!"
"Oh, he will not tell us, of course!" the impossible Clementina interposed before I could answer. "Modesty, remember? We should ask his attendant here." She turned to Jarvi. "Tell me, young man, was it your master who built those white towers?"
"Jarvi, I will be very displeased if you start saying things you shouldn't!!"
What I really wanted to say was, of course, quite a bit stronger, and I hoped he could read it in my eyes.
"So you are called Jarvi," smiled Madame Clementina. "What a lovely name... and what remarkable hair, I must add, I thought your head was on fire when I first saw it. Well, Jarvi, don't be shy, tell me. I am sure your master is kind and generous, he will not be angry. Did he build the towers?"
"No, madam," the sparkling replied.
At least he had some sense... I hoped...
"No?" She looked disappointed. "Now, you would not lie to me, would you?"
"Of course not. I never tell lies."
"Perhaps you do know who built them though?"
"Yes. I did."
"Ah! By your master's order, of course?"
"Yes."
Clementina turned to the princess, triumphant.
"See, Your Highness?! What did I tell you?"
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 5



You cannot imagine how long it took to finally get rid of the princess and her companions. Madame Clementina begged that I escort them to the city, fearing that the raiders might return. I tried to assure her that it was very unlikely, but when the princess joined her in her request, I had to oblige. Forced to ride next to the carriage window, I endured the silliest questions and comments. To Princess Litinia's credit, they were not coming from her, and she even tried to restrain the others, but with little success.
Refusing to go all the way to the royal palace, I managed to disengage when we left the forest and saw the walls of Traban, the capital city, showing up ahead. As soon as the carriage disappeared from view, I turned on my treacherous servant.
"Jarvi, you trickster, I'll strangle you!!"
"You can't, I'm an immortal spirit. What's the matter, anyway? What did I do?"
"What did you do, you ask?! You set it all up, on purpose! You've made me look like a hero, that's detestable!!"
"I didn't force you to rescue the princess. You did it yourself."
"Don't be trying to hide that grin, I saw it! And it tells me you planned it all!"
"Are you suggesting that I invited the raiders?"
"Did you or did you not know that they were going to attack?"
The sparkling stepped a little away.
"Well... I have to admit that I did."
"I knew it, you wicked orange rat!!"
I chased him all the way to the house. I was on horseback, as you remember, and he wore out both me and the horse, dodging, ducking, always staying just a step ahead and yet out of my reach.
"If you entertain hopes of turning me into a hero, forget it!" I told him when I caught my breath. "You hear me?"
Jarvi sat down on the ground in his favorite position, hugging his knees.
"What a funny notion. Nobody can be turned into a hero against their will."
"Well, if you understand that, then why are you wasting time and messing up my life?!"
He shrugged.
"I am a sparkling. I do what sparklings do. If you don't like it, you can always release me."
He had no idea how much I would love to get rid of him. If it wasn't for the monster...
"Don't get your hopes up. You will serve your five years, and I'll make it as painful as possible."
"I don't understand why you're so upset, anyway. The king will reward you. You wanted gold, and you will get it, only without the risk of being caught and executed for kidnapping."
"The princess was talking about knighthood, not gold."
"But you refused it, and the king still must reward you, it's a matter of honor. Gold is the next best thing. Trust me, I know kings."
He was right. On the next morning, a messenger from the king showed up at my door, accompanied by two guards. Staring at me with the same wide-eyed delight I'd had my fill of the day before, he relayed in many eloquent words that King Osmund of Ulkaria was humbly asking me to accept a small gift, too insignificant to represent even a tiny portion of the king's deepest gratitude to me for saving his daughter. The insignificant gift was a set of five marvelous daggers in golden sheaths, decorated with numerous gemstones. Each was worth a fortune, and sold as a set they'd probably bring a sum sufficient to hire a hundred men, long term--if I was foolish enough to get rid of something so precious.
So yes, I granted the king's request and accepted it. The messenger was elated, he must have been worrying that I might refuse, for which he'd probably have to answer. Much relieved, he proceeded to tell me that the king begged me to make him and the rest of the royal family exceedingly happy by attending a dinner in my honor that he was going to have that evening at the palace.
I did not know what to say, really. As you can imagine, nobody ever hosted a dinner in my honor before. I wasn't exactly used to kings humbly asking and begging me, either.
I looked at Jarvi. The sparkling winked.
"If you go to the dinner, you'll save a small miracle," he whispered. "I won't have to conjure food today."
He had a point. Besides, the king's cooks would certainly treat me to something better than his well made but always simple dishes.
"Very well," I said to the messenger. "Please relay to His Majesty that I certainly did not expect any of these generous gestures, but I appreciate his attention, and it will be my pleasure to come."
The messenger jumped for joy (no exaggeration) and hurried to inform that the delivery will be here at three o'clock to carriage me to the palace. Jarvi snorted at that; the messenger caught himself, turned bright red and bumbled to explain that, of course, it was the other way around, he meant the carriage, not delivery, the carriage to deliver me, that is. I couldn't help laughing, which made the fellow even more miserable. Before I could think what I was doing and why, I patted him on the shoulder and told him it was all right.
"Delivery or carriage, I'll be there, so your mission is accomplished," I told him. "Don't fret, you did good. The king will be pleased."
His wide-eyed delighted stare returned. He profusely thanked me, bowed, added that my attendant was invited to the dinner as well, bowed again, and finally left.
"That was very nice of you, Lord Arkus," Jarvi remarked.
"Shut up. I just had to play my part."
"No, that was sincere. I saw it."
"Shut up!!"
∗ ∗ ∗
The carriage arrived exactly at three. I'd had a serious talk with Jarvi prior to that, laying out strict rules of how he was to behave. First and foremost, he was forbidden to reveal that he was a sparkling. Secondly, he was not to tell anyone my name or any information about me that could lead to it being discovered. He was to keep quiet and avoid answering questions as much as possible. The sparkling had no objections.
I expected some kind of a fancy reception, but what I saw as we entered Traban went far beyond anything I could ever imagine. Starting at the city gate that featured a huge Welcome Lakeland Knight banner and all the way to the palace, the streets were lined up with exuberant crowds. People cheered as the carriage passed, waived their hats and handkerchiefs, clapped their hands, tossed flowers, and did all kinds of other silly stuff.
"What's wrong with these fools?" I wondered. "Have they no work to do?"
Jarvi, who modestly kept away from the carriage window and only peeked out from afar, turned to me.
"You have conquered their hearts, Lord Arkus. Which is far better than conquering their land, wouldn't you agree?"
"Don't you start."
"I'm not starting anything. Just making an observation."
"Well, keep your smart observations to yourself. I say these people are idiots."
"Don't tell me you dislike being greeted like this."
"I do!"
"You're lying."
Things did not get any better at the palace. As I emerged from the carriage, an orchestra saluted me with a deafening march. A richer dressed crowd of noblemen stood along the passage that led me to the king and queen; more cheering, more admiration, and more Lakeland Knight banners everywhere.
"I thought I refused knighthood," I said to Jarvi.
"Yes, but, not knowing your name, they had to come up with something to call you."
I took one look at the king and knew why Jarvi had said he would not stand against me: King Osmund was way too chubby to be a decent warrior. He had a good height and broad shoulders, so I could believe that he used to be one, but not anymore.
The king greeted me with a speech, which he obviously had no time to rehearse, and it was making him very nervous. He had a scribe standing closely behind, holding a scroll and prompting him as he spoke. I wasn't supposed to see that, of course, but I did, and it made the whole thing rather amusing.
"... the whole nation of Ulkaria... our eternal gratitude... the great honor..."
I didn't care for any of that, so I missed most of the speech, watching the scribe instead; but in the end, the king said something that instantly caught my attention.
"We have also dispatched a letter to Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna, to whom our daughter is engaged, telling him about the grave danger his bride has been delivered from. We are certain that he and his father King Ramian will not delay to express their gratitude to the fearless hero known as Lakeland Knight as well."
Prince Kellemar?
I had no time to reflect on that. Happy to be done with the speech, the king walked up to me and shook my hand, not allowing me to bow. The music thundered again as he led me to the queen.
"Jarvi!" I hissed. "Why didn't you tell me that the princess is Kellemar's bride?! I would have never released her!!"
The orange rat grinned.
"Which is exactly the reason I didn't tell you."
And I couldn't even attempt to whack him, with all those people watching.
I was still seething when King Osmund introduced me to the queen. I made some distracted compliment, which she nevertheless liked; not only that, I heard it immediately picked up and discussed by the courtiers, as if it was something extraordinary.
The princess, who stood right next to the queen, looked just as happy to see me as she was on the day of the unfortunate rescue, if not more. I was way too reserved in return, I'm afraid; I couldn't even fake some polite conversation. Had I only known... I saved my worst enemy's bride. Wicked sparkling!
"And now allow me to introduce someone who has been more impatient to meet the wonderful Lakeland Knight than all of us taken together," I heard the king say. "His Highness Prince Philip."
I turned to the boy who eagerly stepped up to me, and for the next several seconds I was too stunned to move. He looked exactly like... like someone I used to know. Many years ago.
"It is true," the prince said in a fluttered voice. "From the moment I first heard how you fought and chased away hundreds of raiders, all alone... that's all I could think about."
Same big brown eyes. Same disarming smile. What kind of a spell was this?!
I glanced at the sparkling, but his sincerely innocent expression told me he was no part of it. It had to be just a coincidence... An unbelievable coincidence. I'd never think that two different people could look so much alike.
"...There were no hundreds, Your Highness," I managed to say. "Maybe a couple dozen."
"Please, call me Philip. Oh, I so wish to talk to you! About so many things! May I ask for the honor to sit next to you at the table?"
I told him that the honor would be mine, much to his delight. We proceeded to the dining hall, where I was seated between the king and his son. Jarvi positioned himself behind my chair. I soon noticed that King Osmund kept glancing in his direction with far more respect than a mere servant deserved. Oh, great. Did the rat do something to give himself away while I wasn't looking?...
My suspicions were confirmed when the monarch leaned closer and asked in a hesitant whisper, "Please, tell me, my friend... This attendant of yours... He is a sparkling, isn't he?"
I must have winced, because the king quickly put a hand over his mouth and hurried to assure, "I will not tell anyone if you wish to keep it secret, of course! You can trust me with this."
"How did Your Majesty find out?"
"My daughter told me that she saw a shining sword in his hand. Well, I know what that means! I studied about spirits. So... he is a sparkling?"
There was no point to lie. And he promised to keep quiet about it.
"Yes."
"My, oh my!" The king could hardly sit still. "I can't believe I am witnessing this! Only the greatest of heroes are honored to have a sparkling assigned to help them... And I am receiving one here, in my palace!"
Wonderful. Now I wasn't just a hero, I was one of the greatest.
"Please, Your Majesty..."
"Oh, I know, I know! I will not breathe a word to anyone!... Only to my family, if you allow me. Please? They suspect it, because they know about the sword, and I'm afraid they will ask me about it after the dinner. Please?"
What could I do??
"Well, if Your Majesty promises to never embarrass me by calling me a hero again..."
"I promise! It will be hard, but I do understand, and I promise to do by best."
It felt very nice to grant a reluctant permission to a king.
"Very well. You may tell them."
The dinner continued, with dancers, musicians, and jugglers entertaining us for several hours. I must say everything was very good, except the long and sappy Lakeland Knight ballad. It annoyed me immensely. Just how did they manage to compose that piece of pestilence in just one day??
Prince Philip watched me more than the performances and used every break to exchange a few words. Every time I happened to glance in his direction, I'd meet his eyes, bright with excitement, and the happiest smile would immediately blossom on his face. Not knowing it, he was making me feel as if I'd stepped back in time... I even caught myself smiling it return.
When the dinner was over, Philip asked whether he could show me his horse, a recent gift from the king. I couldn't refuse him. We went to the stable; it was an excellent horse, all black, strong and vigorous.
"A marvelous steed worthy of a prince, Your Highness," I commented.
The boy blushed.
"Thank you. I wish the prince was worthy of the steed as well." He sighed. "I will admit something shameful: I fear to ride him. He is too hot tempered, and he can bite."
"There is nothing shameful about it. You are young, you are still learning to ride and control horses. He probably needs some time to accept you as his master as well. You will tame this beast. He will follow you like a puppy."
The prince brightened up. "You think so?"
"I'm sure."
"Are there any tips you can give me?"
"Well, one, never let him sense that you are uneasy around him. Two, always come with a treat. But I'm sure you already know all this."
He knew about treats. As he proceeded to give the horse a piece of sugar he'd brought, Jarvi stepped closer to me.
"There is more to it than they are aware of," the sparkling whispered. "The stallion is developing an inflamed joint, he is in pain, that's what makes him irritable. We have a miracle left... I could heal him."
"Do it." I don't know what came over me, but, yes, that's what I said.
The king couldn't thank me enough for "being so exceptionally kind to his boy," as he put it. He walked me all the way to the carriage, and it seemed that something weighed on his mind, despite all the happiness of the day.
"I have another request to make," he admitted at last, "but I don't even know how to say it."
I liked the way he'd been treating me, and I was willing to be nice in return--within reason, of course.
"What is it, Your Majesty?"
"My family and all my subjects would be honored and happy beyond any measure if you agreed to take residence in our land. What happened to the princess has shaken everyone. Nothing like that has taken place for years! If we could hope for the protection of Lakeland Knight..."
"Of course. You can count on me if there is any trouble."
"I knew you would say that, and I am very grateful. But you are at the very border. Wouldn't you consider moving a bit closer? There is a neat little castle five miles away, unoccupied. I have no need for it at the moment." He paused, looking at me with such hope as if his whole world depended on my response. "I know you live in a modest house, so if the thought of maintaining a castle is daunting, please do not worry: I will take care of it."
I couldn't believe he was serious.
"Your Majesty, this is too generous of an offer."
"Not at all, not at all! It is but a small compensation for making you move and forsaking the solitude you obviously value. Will you please accept it?"
Hey, it was a free castle. I took it.
I remained silent most of the way home, deep in thought and in memories. At first Jarvi was quiet as well, but after a while he had to start pestering me.
"That was a very good dinner, wasn't it, Lord Arkus?"
"It was all right."
"I think you enjoyed it far more than you are willing to admit."
"Shut up. What? What are you snickering about?"
"I have noticed that when you say 'shut up,' it means I am right."
"No, it means that you are annoying me."
"Because I am right."
I felt too tired to search for something to throw at him or even to argue.
"You may think whatever you wish, I don't care."
"Oh, so I've got your permission? In that case, I think you liked Prince Philip, and I think I know why, too."
"You know nothing."
"Well, let us check. The prince reminds you of someone... Probably of the person you named me after."
"Shut--... Leave me alone!!"
The sparkling grinned, but did not push the subject.
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 6



I woke up in an unusually bright mood that morning, probably because everything was ready to move into the new castle. I went to see it the day before, and, while it was nothing compared to what I had in Arkusville, I did like it. Not large, consisting only of three towers connected with a stout wall, the place was well built and stylish. It was called Castle Fezar.
Jarvi, who normally waited for me to wake up with my breakfast ready, was not around. I figured he was busy packing, so I got dressed and went to the kitchen.
I thought I heard voices as I approached. I halted at the closed door and listened. Yes, someone was talking in there; someone whose voice I did not recognize.
"I do not like it, Tulip. At all. Nothing good will come out of it."
"I don't know why you have to be so pessimistic." That was Jarvi speaking. "I told you, everything is going well."
"You call it well? He only keeps you because of the monster and free food, do you realize that?"
So my servant was talking to someone who knew him as Tulip, and they were talking about me. How interesting.
"Right now, yes."
"And what makes you think it will ever change? He has no idea of your true worth or station, he yells at you, calls you names, hits you --"
"He's never hit me."
"Only because you duck and dodge and find it all funny!"
Jarvi chuckled.
"It is funny."
"No, it's not! A mighty spirit like you so humiliated, there is nothing amusing about that! I could perhaps understand putting up with such a circus for a worthy cause, but this?? Your kindness is wasted here."
"Don't be so hard on him. Give him time."
"Time for what? To plot more kidnappings or invasions?"
"He will not do that. He will not invade Ulkaria."
"What about Dalvanna and Prince Kellemar?"
I heard Jarvi sigh.
"That, unfortunately, is a different story. I do not know why, but he hates that prince."
"You still haven't looked it up?"
"No, and I will not. I only want to hear it from him, if he chooses to tell me."
"Don't make me laugh, Tulip. It's not going to happen. He does not trust you, and he never will. You are a captured enemy to him, nothing more."
"I hope you are wrong."
"Sorry, but I am not. I did look things up, so I know much more about him than you do. Shall I tell you?"
"No. I said I want no information from our realm, unless Faradin himself thinks I should know something."
As you have probably guessed, nothing was left of my unusually bright mood by that time, and I was quickly reaching the boiling point, standing there behind the door. Whoever this unknown speaker was, he was rather presumptuous, to put it mildly, and now he wanted to share things that were nobody's business but mine?!
I kicked the door open. Jarvi was sitting on a stool, cleaning vegetables. Before him stood a glowing green sparkling.
"Jarvi! What's going on here?!" I demanded.
He rose.
"Nothing, I've just got an old friend visiting."
"Oh?" I stepped closer, looking the green fellow over. "And what would be his name? Daisy? Or perhaps Dandelion?"
The green one threw up his right hand, in which a sword instantly flashed.
"Watch out, insolent human: I am not bound by any promises, and I will not tolerate mockery. The name is Ellar. You'd better start treating spirits with respect, or I will have to teach you a lesson."
I crossed my arms.
"Go ahead. Jarvi here will fight and defend me."
My sparkling looked pained.
"Please, Lord Arkus, stop..."
The green one turned to him.
"Just out of curiosity, Tulip, would you indeed fight me to defend him?"
"Of course he would," I cut in. "He must. Tell him, Jarvi."
Jarvi's fist clenched, squashing the potato he held.
"Stop it! Both of you!"
Ellar smirked and made the sword disappear.
"This proves my point perfectly. You see what he is like and how much he regards you. I think I'd better leave now. Farewell."
He vanished.
Jarvi stood silent, not looking at me.
"I don't like your friend, Jarvi. I forbid you to ever receive him in my house again. Now, hurry up with my breakfast."
∗ ∗ ∗
The sparkling wasn't the same for several days after that incident. He still served me well, making sure I had everything I needed and following my orders, but he didn't laugh, didn't joke, and no longer annoyed me with questions. If he preferred to stay by my side before, now he was never around, leaving each time he'd complete whatever I called him for. Busy with my new castle, I hadn't noticed the change right away. When I did sense that something was wrong, it took me a while to pinpoint it. Then I finally figured out that it was Jarvi's lost cheerfulness that bothered me. I couldn't believe it. Why did I care??
I didn't admit it, of course, and in a few days things began to happen that quickly restored Jarvi's spirits, just as quickly darkening mine.
The first two visitors were rather amusing: a pair of shepherds from a nearby village, big yet incredibly shy fellows, who stammered that they wished to serve in my army. I laughed and told them I wasn't hiring, naively thinking that would be the end of it. The third one, a fully armed warrior, stated that he needed no pay and would serve the fearless Lakeland Knight just for honor. He wouldn't leave, so I told Jarvi to find him a room in the castle and some kind of work. When four more came, I realized I had a problem.
The problem kept growing, and locking the castle gate didn't help. Nor did suggesting all these volunteers go serve King Osmund. Before I knew it, they'd built a whole village next to my castle.
How do you like the cruel irony of it? I wanted an army, and now I was getting one--exactly the opposite kind than what I needed!
"Jarvi, what have you gotten me into?!" I raged. "Look at these idiots, they keep coming, and they won't listen to reason! What am I supposed to do with them?!"
As if that wasn't bad enough, soon another sort of visitor began showing up--those asking for help. Whether it was a collapsed bridge, burning barn, runaway horse, or a lost child, the great Lakeland Knight was supposed to deal with everything. Jarvi came up with an innocent suggestion to let my unwanted army take care of the requests--the men didn't have much to do, anyway. It seemed to help, and I was relieved... until I learned that all the credit was still going to me, and every noble deed of Lakeland Knight increased my glory and brought even more people to the castle. It was snowballing.
"You're putting King Osmund and his men out of business, Lord Arkus!" Jarvi laughed. "Here, if you want to throw stuff, I've made a whole new stack of firewood just for that."
I locked up in the castle and refused to come out, hoping that the idiots would get bored and disperse. Instead, they decided that the Lakeland Knight was preparing for some big quest, and praised me for it. No matter what I did, they found a heroic explanation! I began to think about dropping it all and running away--provided I'd manage to sneak past the crowds of admirers unnoticed.
The royal family continued their attentions to me as well. I received a very nice letter from King Osmund inquiring how I was settling in the new place and whether I needed anything. Well, as much as I wished to, I couldn't reply that his preposterous subjects were driving me mad, so I wrote that everything was fine, thanking him again for his generosity. The king sent another letter in a day or two, in which he asked, with many apologies, whether it would be too bothersome if his son came to visit me. Prince Philip dreamed about seeing the Lakeland Knight again all day long, he wrote.
Not bothersome at all, I answered. And I was not lying. It would be a pleasant diversion from all the crazy happenings of late.
The prince arrived in a carriage, but he also brought Onyx with--that's how he named the stallion.
"He isn't so mean anymore!" the boy happily shared. "I don't know what you did, sir, but he is much more friendly after your visit! I brought him so that you could see for yourself... and also hoping that maybe we could go for a ride together?"
I liked the idea and ordered Jarvi to get my riding suit and horse ready.
"Prince Philip and I are going for a horse ride," I told him as he was helping me to change. "To the nearby grove and back."
"Very good, Lord Arkus. I will make some refreshments by the time you return."
"You mean, you are not going with us to make sure I don't harm the prince?"
The sparkling smiled.
"No. His Highness is safer with you than he would be with a dozen guards."
When the horses were saddled, I noticed that Prince Philip was still quite a bit apprehensive around the stallion. He tried to hide it, but I saw it anyway, which meant that the horse would sense it as well.
"Shall we trade horses, Your Highness?" I suggested. "Temporarily, just for the first half of our ride. I would love to try Onyx out."
The prince gave me a wide-eyed look, as if he couldn't believe it.
"You mean, you will let me ride yours?! Oh, everyone at the palace will be so jealous when they hear!"
I did not comment on that. If people insisted on being ridiculous about everything related to me, including my horse, that was their problem.
Prince Philip rode by my side, watching how I handled Onyx, who felt a firm hand and obeyed perfectly. The boy's resemblance to someone from my past still amazed me, but it was no longer distracting to the point of making me unable to think of anything else. I guess I was getting used to it.
"How are His and Her Majesty?" I inquired. "And your sister, the princess? What is happening at the palace?"
"Everyone is fine, thank you. They all send their greetings. As to what's going on at the palace--everyone is talking about you!"
"Aren't they tired of it yet?"
"No, and it does not look like they will be anytime soon. Father keeps thinking of a good reason to invite you to visit again. Mother wonders how to talk you into posing for a portrait. Madame Clementina is positively in love with you--ha, ha, I knew you would wince when I say that! And my sister Litinia wishes you would escort her during her trips, but she doesn't know how to approach you about it, so she has asked me to drop some hints."
I couldn't help smiling.
"It appears that Your Highness is not very good at hints."
He laughed again, blushing.
"Yes, father always says, I need to learn diplomacy."
"Don't overdo it."
"What do you mean?"
Good thing Jarvi wasn't around, he'd pester me to no end about what I said next.
"Sometimes diplomacy includes tweaking or concealing the truth. You are an honest, straightforward young man, Philip. I would like you to stay that way."
The prince listened, clinging to every word.
"Then I promise you here and now that I will! Upon my honor."
I wished I could pat him on the shoulder, and he probably wouldn't mind, but you're not supposed to touch royalty, so I just nodded and said,
"Good."
"I wish I could be a hero like you, sir Lakeland Knight."
There we go again. Are all princes infected with this hero virus??
"Why, Your Highness?"
He looked at me in surprise.
"Why?... Isn't it a wonderful thing?"
"Honestly? I don't think so."
"Then why did you decide to become a hero?"
Ha, what a question...
"I am not a hero, Your Highness. And I certainly did not 'decide' to become one."
Philip said nothing for a few moments, thinking. Poor fellow, it was not fair of me to confuse him like that, but what else could I say or do? Pretend to be what he believed me to be? No. This silly game couldn't go on forever, and whether I just disappear or do something to reveal the truth, I would not want him to think that I was pretending.
"I know you dislike being called so," the prince spoke up, "father warned be about that. But you did save my sister. And you have a sparkling in attendance." He smiled. "I'm sorry, but you will never convince me that you are not a hero. I think I understand though. Those who want to be heroes want fame and honor. I guess I am guilty of it myself, and it is not good."
So I taught him another lesson of goodness. Darn, what was wrong with me??
We reached the grove and switched horses. Having ridden my heroic horse gave Philip confidence, and he had no trouble with Onyx, who remained calm and obedient. As we rode back, I did my best to avoid serious subjects, I'd had enough of them. The prince was happy to laugh at my jokes, often making a comment that showed a sharp mind, especially considering his age. I did not want to think about it, but a part of me knew I was going to miss this lad.
"We're so fortunate to have you come to our land, sir Lakeland Knight," he said as we entered the castle gate. "I hope you plan to stay here long?"
"I don't know, Your Highness. Probably not."
His face fell.
"...Is it because of the big quest people say you are preparing for?"
Well, that was one way to put it.
"Not exactly a quest... It is too early to talk about it, nothing is certain."
The boy brightened up.
"You are not leaving yet, then?"
"No, not yet."
That was enough to restore his spirits. We had a quick meal that we both enjoyed, and after that it was time for the prince to go home.
"Oh, I almost forgot!" he exclaimed when he was about to enter the carriage. "Father asked me to tell you. Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna, my sister's fiance, is coming to Ulkaria. He is dying to meet our Lakeland Knight, he wishes to thank you in person. We have just received a letter from him. He will be here in two days."
I managed to show nothing but polite interest. So Prince Kellemar was on his way here. I no longer needed to leave on a quest. My quest was coming to me.
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 7



Jarvi heard Philip's announcement about the expected arrival of Prince Kellemar, and he appeared very concerned. He had a good reason, I'll give you that. The sparkling stayed close by, serving me with touching attention, watching my every move, and probably waiting for me to talk. I ignored him, preoccupied with my thoughts. My enemy was coming right into my hands. Soon. And very likely with just a few men.
At last Jarvi gave up and cautiously started the conversation himself.
"What are you going to do, Lord Arkus?"
"I haven't decided yet. What would you advise? Shall I bury the rascal alive, drown him, or maybe tie him back to back to a hungry wild bear? You'd have to help me to catch the bear, of course."
The sparkling frowned.
"I know that you are joking, but I don't like such jokes."
"Joking? Well, perhaps I got carried away with the last one, but the first two are very tempting. I'd do it in a heartbeat if I could decide what to choose. Which one do you think is more appropriate, drowning or burying alive?
"Neither."
"Hmm, perhaps you are right. Nothing too drastic, he deserves no such honors. I'll just chop his head off."
"If you do that, you will lose everything you have achieved."
"A crazy crowd of admirers? Big loss indeed."
"Not just the crowd, whose affections, I admit, are inconstant. But have you thought what it would do to those at the royal palace?"
I shrugged.
"They'll be upset, I suppose. So? Why do you expect me to care? Are you forgetting who I am?"
Jarvi suddenly grinned in that special sly manner I was beginning to be wary of.
"I understand why you are saying such things, Lord Arkus. You are trying to convince me that you are still a bad villain. And you know why? Because you are no longer so sure yourself."
How do you like that?? Naturally, I tried to show him without delay how wrong he was by hurling a chair at him. The chair hit the wall and broke into pieces, only making the sparkling laugh.
"Ha, ha, you've learned to control yourself and not say 'shut up,' very good! But I can still see it when I am right!"
I was beside myself.
"Jarvi, you exasperating clown, leave me alone! Why am I even wasting time on you? I owe you no proof or explanation. When I have Kellemar's head, you will see whether I was joking or not!"
The sparkling grew serious.
"All right--all right, I apologize for teasing and laughing. I see that it is no laughing matter to you. Why do you hate him so, Lord Arkus?"
"We had a deal, and he backstabbed me. Satisfied?"
"No. I would like to hear the whole story."
"I'm sure you would, you nosy thing. Tough."
"You do not wish to talk about it?"
"How perceptive of you to finally get it."
"If you do not wish to tell me, would you permit me to find it out on my own, from the realm of the spirits?"
I remembered his conversation with the green sparkling, and something I had been curious about ever since overhearing them.
"You need my permission to do it?"
"Technically, no."
"Then why are you asking for it?"
"Because I wish to be courteous. You may not believe it, but I do care."
I glanced at him in suspicion. On one hand, sparklings don't lie... but what he'd just said couldn't be true, either.
"For the record, I don't believe it. Fine, go ahead and snoop. We'll see what you say after that."
When Jarvi returned after his brief disappearance, his expression was grave and thoughtful.
"Well?"
"Now I know, Lord Arkus. What the prince did was very unworthy."
"Was it, really?" I asked, feigning utter amazement. "But he wanted to defeat a villain! A noble intention, is it not?"
"There was nothing noble about it."
"My, oh my, a sparkling is taking a villain's side! I need to call a witness and write it down."
Jarvi looked me straight in the eyes.
"Please, stop mocking. I mean what I say, and I think you know it."
Did I?... I couldn't tell. Maybe. But it was so strange, I did not know what to make of it.
"All right then. Go find me a large heavy rock. I think I might settle on drowning, after all."
He didn't move.
"Lord Arkus... I want to ask you not to harm the prince."
"What?! You still wish to talk me out of it?? I should have known! Get out of here, and take your fake compassion with you!"
"Would you please listen to me?"
"No!"
"Well, I'll say it anyway. If you promise me not to harm the prince, I will promise you that you will not regret it."
Now, that sounded intriguing. I had to at least find out what he had in mind.
I lowered the second chair that was about to follow the first one.
"Say that again?"
He repeated it, stirring my curiosity even more.
"You'll have to tell me more than that. What will you do if I agree not to touch him?"
"I will not do anything. But those who do wrong always have to answer for it."
"Ha! I've heard that one before. 'Life will punish him,' right? Well, I have no intention of waiting until Life gets around to it. I'll make him answer for it myself."
"Then you will have done wrong."
"That's my specialty, remember?"
Jarvi let out a heavy sigh of resignation.
"Fine. Go ahead, do what you wish. Hurt your new friends who sincerely love you, break Philip's heart and his trust in anything good. And you will never find out what would have happened if you had listened to me."
With that, he turned around and headed to leave the room.
Oh, evil trickster! He knew me well, and knew that I couldn't stand mysteries. The line about Philip touched a nerve, too.
I went after him and blocked the door.
"Yes, I will know what would have happened. I'll make you tell me."
"I won't."
"You must do what I say, and I command you to tell me!"
The sparkling shook his head. His eyes were laughing.
"Sorry, but I won't. Faradin's order. His orders come before yours."
"What does he have to do with it??"
"King of spirits? I assume it's a rhetorical question."
∗ ∗ ∗
There was not much I could do against Jarvi and his king. I took the offer. I managed to turn it my way a bit, promising that I would not harm Kellemar, but: if I do regret it, I would retract my promise. That was clever, wasn't it? I didn't think Jarvi would go for that, but he turned out to be a good negotiator. He took a second to ponder it and agreed.
When an official invitation came from King Osmund to meet Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna at his palace, I asked Jarvi, not without sarcasm, what he wished me to do.
"Go for it," the sparkling replied. "Answer with a grateful letter of acceptance."
"You want the royal family to witness our confrontation, did I get that right?" I inquired.
"Yes."
He didn't say anything else, and I thought it beneath me to beg for explanations. After all, I didn't have to wait that long to find out. I could say one thing: it was going to be interesting.
On the day of Kellemar's arrival the king sent a carriage for me; I was supposed to be at the palace before the prince would come. In the morning, Jarvi presented me with a splendid new outfit, made of white velvet embroidered with golden threads. He wished me to look my best, it appeared. I didn't mind.
King Osmund barely held his excitement, he couldn't wait to show off "his hero" to the future son-in-law.
"Prince Kellemar will be so honored and so happy!" he assured. "He intends to ask you for a favor, from what I understand: he wants to become your apprentice. In his last letter, he wondered whether it would be possible. I had no time to answer, and I honestly wouldn't know. Is there such a thing as a hero in training?"
I suppressed a smirk. Ah, Kellemar... Still following your ambition, aren't you?
"Not that I know of."
"That's what I thought," the king agreed. "It did not sound right, unless I misunderstood him? Perhaps the prince meant something else, perhaps he just wants a mentor."
I was certain King Osmund did not misunderstand, but I kept the thought to myself.
We proceeded to the throne room. It was supposed to be a private reception, just the royal family, myself, and a couple of noblemen. King Osmund and the queen sat down on their thrones, I stood on the king's right. Jarvi, as always, was by my side. By the way, I forgot to mention that he had donned a new outfit as well, replacing his brownish tunic with a yellow one, its pattern matching the embroidery of my clothes. I did not notice it right away, but when I did I had to admit it was rather neat.
A servant announced Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna.
"I hope you know what you are doing," I whispered to Jarvi.
"I do. Trust me."
It did not look like I had any other option.
Prince Kellemar entered, regal and proud, just as I remembered him. He was in the middle of giving a respectful bow to the king when he saw me. How can I describe his face?... Let's just say that the expression "his jaw dropped" has never been more appropriate.
Seconds passed, and the prince still didn't move or say a word, gaping at me. Others thought nothing of it, in fact King Osmund was pleased--it had to be exactly the reaction he expected.
I relished the scene for a while and then politely inquired,
"What's the matter, Your Highness? Do I remind you of someone you know?"
That seemed to bring him back to his senses, to some degree.
"What is this man doing here?!"
The king chuckled.
"Why, my dear Prince Kellemar, what a question... You are too stunned, I'm afraid. This is our fearless Lakeland Knight."
The announcement struck Kellemar speechless again. He stared at me, at the king, and then at every other person in the room.
"He's no knight!!"
"Yes, I know that," the king nodded.
Kellemar's jaw went down once more.
"Your Majesty knows?..."
"Of course. I offered him knighthood, but he refused it. We made up the name Lakeland Knight and call him so, unofficially."
"Ah! So you do not know his real name?"
"No, he has reasons to conceal it, which is not unusual for a hero. What is the matter, my friend? Why are you so agitated?"
Kellemar squared his shoulders.
"Because I know exactly what those reasons are! Your Majesty, you are deceived, and you are in grave danger! I do not know how this man has managed to gain your trust, posing as a hero, but he is not what you believe him to be! He is a treacherous villain, I would not be surprised if he is after your treasury and your crown!"
King Osmund looked shocked, angered, and embarrassed at the same time.
"...What are you saying, my dear prince?? You must be unwell. Do you have any proof of these outrageous accusations?"
The prince opened his mouth to say something and closed it. I smiled, figuring it all out. He might have had proof, but he'd never use it. His claim to fame rested on defeating Lord Arkus--on killing him, to be exact. Revealing my identity would shatter the only valiant deed he had under his belt. I was beginning to like it. This was far better than drowning!
"Your Highness," I interfered, "I will be the first person to tell you that there is nothing heroic about me."
"He is confirming it!.." half-asked, half-exclaimed Kellemar, with an utterly lost expression.
King Osmund rose from his throne.
"Yes, of course he is confirming it! Shame on you, prince! 'Posing as a hero'--what a thing to say to a man who had refused to be called so from the very beginning, yet whose deeds speak for themselves! He has rescued my daughter, he has been helping my people in more ways than I probably know, he offered sincere friendship to my son, and..." the king's gaze fell on Jarvi. "...and he has a sparkling in attendance! What more do you want? I believe you owe our friend an apology."
"An apology?! Never! And his sparkling must be just as fake as he is!"
The king frowned.
"Now, I'd be more careful, if I were you. It is dangerous to insult a spirit."
"Let him first prove that he is indeed a spirit!"
Jarvi stepped forward. He was up to the challenge.
"What proof will you take?"
His determination impressed Kellemar; the prince shifted in a rather nervous way.
"I don't know, but it'd better be a good one! Do something no human can do."
Jarvi lit up with bright orange and slowly floated up in the air. Everyone gasped, including the king. Even though the royal family knew who Jarvi was, they never saw him manifest his nature before, and it was quite a sight.
"Is this good enough?" the sparkling asked.
Poor Kellemar could only give a weak nod. Did I just say "poor"? Sorry, that was a lie. I did not pity him one bit.
Jarvi lowered himself to the floor and returned back to normal.
"...But this is not possible!" Kellemar insisted. "It is a sparkling, yes, but he cannot be with this man! He--he must have tricked him somehow, or captured him and forced him to obey!"
Now, this made me a little tense. The darn prince was too smart.
King Osmund shook his head.
"My dear Prince Kellemar, let me assure you that it is impossible. No one can capture a sparkling. Even if there was a way, and anyone dared to try it, they'd be dead in an instant. Faradin himself would see to it. Isn't that right, Jarvi?"
I thought everything was going to crumble at that moment. But Jarvi made a slight bow to the king and said,
"That is true, Your Majesty. Sparklings serve Faradin and him alone. If anyone wished to have one for themselves, they would be challenging the king of spirits--which is more than any mortal can handle."
Kellemar blinked. And blinked again.
"So you mean to say that... you help this man out of your own free will?" he asked.
"The details of our arrangement are between me, him, and Faradin," the sparkling replied. "But yes, I can confirm that I help him because I wish to."
My mind was racing. Why did Jarvi say these things? He wouldn't lie. That meant everything he said was true, but how could it be?...
"Prince Kellemar, you know that sparklings don't lie," King Osmund said, echoing my very thoughts. "I suppose that settles the dispute, and not in your favor. I must ask you again to apologize to the Lakeland Knight, who, I am sure, has not yet challenged you for a duel only out of consideration for me and the laws of hospitality. You gave him more than enough grounds for it."
A duel? That was a great idea! I hoped Kellemar was mad enough to grab it and challenge me himself.
Unfortunately, he didn't.
"I apologize to the sparkling for doubting him," he said, glaring at me, "but not to this man! I insist that I told the truth, and I will find a way to unmask him! You will all see!"
"I wish I was old enough to challenge you for a duel!" sounded Prince Philip's indignant voice.
Everyone turned to him. The boy stood with his fists clenched, eyes flashing with anger. It was clear that it took all his willpower to restrain himself until that moment.
"Yes, I know I shouldn't say it," he went on. "Forgive me, father; Prince Kellemar is our guest and almost a part of the family, but he should not be allowed to insult our friend and protector!"
You know, I'm not the sentimental type, but I was touched by how this lad stood up for me. He did exactly what Jarvi would have done... The Jarvi from my past.
"Well... Philip, uh..." King Osmund appeared at a loss for words, obviously not knowing whether he should correct his son for this breaching of etiquette.
I figured it was up to me to help him make up his mind and keep the boy out of trouble.
"Thank you, Prince Philip," I said loud and clear, for all to hear.
Kellemar jerked his chin up.
"You will all see," he repeated. "And for now, goodbye. I will not stay in a place where I am considered a liar."
He made a sharp turn and left.
King Osmund was so devastated that I spent a good half hour trying to comfort him, assuring the royal family that I did not hold it against them. The queen and the princess, who said nothing during the incident, were nevertheless just as shocked, and kept offering apologies as well. Prince Philip declared that he knew why Kellemar acted this way, he said it was because of jealousy. Despite the facts unknown to him, he probably was not very far from truth.
When I finally managed to disengage, I was in a rather strange, confused state. On one hand, I felt vindicated; on the other, what had just happened was still based on one big misunderstanding that would have to be cleared up at some point. And to top it off, I certainly needed some explanations from Jarvi.
"Why did you say that it is impossible to capture a sparkling?" I asked him in the carriage, on the way home.
"King Osmund said that," Jarvi corrected. "I only confirmed it because it is true." He smiled at my bewilderment and continued, "Generally true. Our situation is a unique one, Lord Arkus. Sparklings do not come to swim in the lake. I only ended up in the water because of my fight with Ragnar. There were instances of mortals trying to use other ways to catch sparklings... Each time Faradin's judgment was swift."
I felt this unpleasant chill.
"...Why wasn't it swift in my case?"
"He spared you because you did not know that you were after a sparkling."
"He does not mind people catching gormacks, then?"
"He does, very much. But gormacks are a different story. They are evil spirits, they refuse to serve Faradin and try to break his laws as much as they can get away with. For that reason, if humans manage to capture them, they are without his protection. They can't appeal to him to be released."
"Could you?"
"Yes."
"And why didn't you do that?"
Jarvi smiled again.
"I liked you. No, seriously. I thought you deserved a chance."
I didn't think I was so likeable, especially from a sparkling's point of view...
"I bet you don't like me that much anymore, now that you've gotten to know me better. I suppose I am lucky that you can no longer appeal... Or can you?"
"At any time."
I stared at him, trying to process it. I thought he'd been putting up with my moods because he had no choice. Now it turned out that all this time he had a way out? And yet stayed with me because--because he wanted? Just like he'd said to Kellemar...
"I don't understand. If that's the case, then how does the promise thing work? You vowed to serve me for six years, did you not?"
"Five. You knocked one year off."
"Yes, I remember; I'm not trying to go back on it. Still, you promised. Does it mean nothing?"
"It means exactly what it means: five years of service. Unless Faradin interferes."
I remained silent for a long time. This was not easy to come to terms with.
"Is this what Ellar, your friend, wants you to do?"
Jarvi nodded.
"Yes. He thinks I should ask Faradin to release me."
"And why don't you listen to your old friend?"
"Because I think I have gotten a new one who needs me more right now."
∗ ∗ ∗
In a couple of days I was urgently summoned to the royal palace for a private audience. King Osmund met me alone. He looked sad but composed.
"I have called you, my dear Lakeland Knight, to tell you that we had to banish Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna from our land. His engagement to my daughter is off."
I couldn't believe my ears.
"Your Majesty, you shouldn't --"
"Oh, it is not because of how he behaved here. There is something else. My men caught him... I am embarrassed to say it. They caught him trying to destroy one of the white towers you built. Now, this crosses all borders. Such a senseless, mean-spirited act has no excuse. The princess called off the engagement the moment she heard about it. I had no choice but to order him out of the country."
"A hard decision, I'm sure," I muttered.
"This could mean war with Dalvanna." The king sighed and looked at me. "If so, I am willing to face it."
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 8



With Kellemar banished, I didn't have to worry about him causing trouble and trying to unmask me again. King Osmund, concerned with the possibility of war with Dalvanna, asked me to help get his warriors in shape. Boy, did they need it! When I first began working with them, only a few could stand an hour long training session. I did not ask for anything extraordinary, yet they complained that the sessions were too intense. To shame them, Jarvi and I paired up and fenced for three hours straight, quite vigorously, too. The whole palace gathered to watch, which was not something I planned or appreciated, but by the end, I achieved the desired result: the warriors vowed to do anything it takes to become that good.
Jarvi and I spent our days at the training ground, from morning to evening. I separated the warriors based on their age, height, weight, and skill, and gave each group their own set of exercises. My "army," if I may call it that, did not want to be left out and joined the training as well. I figured it wouldn't hurt, although it increased my workload considerably. Most of these men had little or no experience with the sword, so I had to teach them the basics. They were strong though and they were catching up fast.
King Osmund came to check on us every day, often staying for a while to watch, and he was very pleased with the progress. Prince Philip, needless to say, used every opportunity to sneak to the training ground as well. He'd spend all day with us if he could, and I didn't mind, but His Highness had classes and numerous other responsibilities to attend to. The princess, on the other hand, was not so busy, and I often saw her and Madame Clementina watching us from a balcony. Jarvi told me that Princess Litinia had quickly recovered from the broken engagement since her attachment to Kellemar was only based on respect and obligation. With the former gone, it was not hard to lose him.
"What about him?" I asked. "Did he love her?"
"No. It was supposed to be an arranged marriage. But it stings him nevertheless."
"I bet it does. Well then, for her sake, I am glad it's over."
I fenced a lot, too, and by the end of the day I'd barely have enough strength left to ride home. Jarvi, who knew nothing about being tired, would get the fire in the hearth going, make supper and then entertain me with reading while I rested. Life wasn't that bad, I must say.
It was on one such evening, quite late, after our reading time was over, that Jarvi came in and announced that someone wished to see me. Visitors kept flocking to my castle, but I rarely had to deal with them myself, I had men assigned for it.
"Send them to Captain Zordan, as usual," I said. "Why are you bothering me, Jarvi? You know how tired I am."
"This visitor is different from the rest," the sparkling replied. "It is not the Lakeland Knight he wants to see. He is asking for Lord Arkus of BlackriverCastle."
That instantly got my attention. Someone who knew me??
"What does he look like?"
"A tall man, black hair tied back. He is wrapped in a dark gray cloak, but it happened to part at the collar, and I noticed a skull embroidered on the shirt."
I recognized the description. It was Shabriak, a colleague of mine. His obsession with skulls and bones was often a subject of jokes at the annual villain's conference. How did he find me and why?...
"Do you know him?"
"Yes, I think I do. Ask him in."
"I don't like him, Lord Arkus."
"Neither do I. But I have to find out what he wants."
Shabriak entered, tall, gaunt, sharp-featured. He looked at me, and his lips formed a dry smile.
"Arkus, my friend, it is indeed you. I never believed the monster story. I always said that Lord Arkus was too smart and too strong to go down like that."
We never were friends, only colleagues. However, we weren't enemies, either.
"Thank you, Shabriak. How did you find me?"
He smiled again.
"I have my sources, just like you."
Yes, of course. And no good villain will reveal those.
"Have a seat," I offered. "What brings you here? Not business, I hope? Ulkaria is under my protection, I have to say that to you upfront."
He sat down.
"No, no, nothing of that sort. You can keep this lovely land to yourself. It's been a long journey for me, so, uh... Can you spare some food?"
"Of course."
I called Jarvi and asked him to bring something to eat. Shabriak removed his cloak. Not only he sported a skull on the chest, two more were grinning from his shoulders.
"I see you still love your bones, Shabriak," I commented.
"They can be very handy, if you know how to use them."
From what I heard, he did. In critical moments of battle he was said to reinforce his army with skeletal warriors, and by "skeletal" I don't mean "skinny."
Jarvi brought some food, set it on the table and left the room. Shabriak watched him with keen attention.
"Is that him? Your sparklng?"
"...Your sources are indeed good," I said. "Yes, it is him. So what can I do for you?"
"I think the question is what I can do for you. It appears that you've got a bit of a problem, Arkus, and I can take it off your hands."
"A problem? What are you talking about?"
"Let's be honest, shall we? You are stuck with a sparkling who won't let you do any business. Not only that, he has put you in a ridiculous situation, making you look like some kind of a hero and forcing you to help a bunch of idiots. Well, I happen to know how to handle spirits. I'll be glad to take care of yours, plus compensate you for whatever decent service he does provide."
So that's what he was after. My Jarvi.
"I'm sorry, Shabriak, but you are very mistaken. Look at this, I've got a castle, with free staff and maintenance. I am best friends with the king of Ulkaria who listens to my every word. I am training a dedicated army that I don't have to pay for, either. As to Jarvi, I've never had a better attendant. I'd say I've got it pretty good. I wouldn't call it 'a problem.'"
He was silent for a few moments, thinking.
"Very well, Arkus, let us be completely honest. I have been searching for a way to obtain a sparkling for years. How did you get him?"
See, that's something to know about villains. We can be honest, and then we can be completely honest. Those are two different things, and the latter does not guarantee full sincerity, either.
I smiled.
"Shabriak... You should know better than ask such a question. What's mine is mine, and what's yours is yours. I am not asking you how you make your skeletons move."
"I can teach you that, in exchange for the sparkling."
Wow. He was willing to share one of his most powerful secrets? It looked like Shabriak knew a sparkling's worth...
"Thanks, but no thanks. I have no need for walking bones. I don't think I'd be able to put up with all the clatter."
"What do you want for him, then?"
"Who says I want something? He is not for sale."
Shabriak narrowed his eyes.
"Think about it, Arkus. Such offers do not come twice. You know that I am quite powerful, not to mention wealthy, and I am willing to let you name your price."
Had this happened a few weeks ago, I might have agreed. Not now though.
"Yes, Shabriak, I understand. It is very generous of you. However, my answer is still the same."
"That's a pity. Well, if such is your decision, there is nothing I can do. I will go now. I hear you are a busy man, I will not take any more of your time. If you change your mind though..."
"I won't."
"As you wish. Farewell, then. Until we meet again."
Shabriak left. Jarvi came in in a few moments, to clean up the table.
"May I ask what this man wanted?"
"You. He offered me to name any price for you."
"And what did you say?"
"I refused, of course. What's the use? He'd ask for his money back on the next day. Who can put up with such a pest?"
Jarvi snorted.
"Only you, Lord Arkus, because of your unprecedented kindness."
Somehow, I didn't get mad, I actually found it funny.
"Well, don't be pushing it. My kindness has very well defined limits, as you know."
"Thank you, Lord Arkus."
I waved him off.
"Go to bed. Do you sleep at night?"
"No."
"What do you do, then?"
"Haunt the castle and scare folks, pretending to be a ghost. Just kidding."
∗ ∗ ∗
I continued to train the troops, who deserved to be called so more every day. The warriors were getting stronger and better. One, named Sebastian, had become exceptionally good, no one could last long against him except me and Jarvi. Big, well-built, and quick, this fellow had obvious talent with the sword. I assigned him to train others, but Sebastian kept asking to pair up with me as well, every day. I didn't mind. It was good for him, he still had a lot to learn.
That day, Sebastian asked me for a match when I'd already had two, and he just returned from an errand, so his strength was fresh. I agreed, certain that I would be able to face him just fine, and I did--until Madame Clementina decided to cry "Bravo!" from the balcony. It distracted me for a split second, but Sebastian used that second well. He hit me in the underarm, where there was a gap in my armor, rendering my left arm useless. I still finished the match and defeated him, but I knew that he got me good. When Jarvi removed the armor, my whole arm and left side were soaked in blood.
"Let me heal it," the sparkling said.
"Wait. It would announce to everyone who you are, and I do not want that."
Warriors dropped their training and crowded around me, someone alerted the king who arrived within minutes with his personal physician. I did not like all the commotion, but there was no way of stopping it.
Sebastian stood next to me, white as paper.
"What have I done..." he kept muttering. "What have I done! I swear I did not mean to!"
"I know you didn't. It was my mistake, I got distracted."
The physician dressed my wound. King Osmund and everyone else insisted that I go home and stay there until fully recovered. The training could go on without me, the king said, with everyone following the set routine, and I would be able to send new instructions through a courier, as well as receive daily reports.
Since Jarvi was going to heal me, I knew I did not need a long time away. I assured that I only needed a couple of days, which they of course tried to dispute, and left.
The sparkling took care of my wound in the carriage. I was starting to feel a little dizzy from blood loss; he healed that as well.
"Thank you, Jarvi. Did you see it happen? How foolish of me!..."
"I saw it, it was indeed an accident. Madame Clementina knows she is to blame. She fainted."
"Good."
I moved my arm. No pain at all, as if nothing was ever wrong.
"Well, Jarvi, it looks like we've got a two day break. There is no way they will let me back to the training ground before that."
"You can use some rest. You know, I have found something very interesting in the castle's library that I want to show you."
"What is it?"
"You'll see when we get home."
"Can't you say what it is?"
"No, it will ruin it."
So I had to wonder what it could possibly be for the rest of the ride. Castle Fezar had a decent library, which I had not yet investigated, sending Jarvi for books instead. With his nosiness, he must have left no book unturned. I suspected that's where he spent his nights.
We arrived to the castle and went straight to the library. Jarvi picked up a thick, leather-bound tome. It looked old; faded golden letters on the cover said, My Life Story. There was no author name.
"Someone's memoir? Whose?"
"Take a look."
Jarvi opened the book on the first page. I wanted to take it from him, but he wouldn't let me.
"No, read like this. I will hold it."
"You're weird. All right, let's see..."
I began to read. After just one line, I was too amazed to continue.
Once upon a time, there lived a sparkling named Tulip. He was bright orange in color, lighthearted and cheerful...
"A book about you, Jarvi?!"
"Just wait, that's not all. Now you hold it and read."
He passed the book to me. As it changed hands, something happened to the text: the lines blurred, and then cleared up to show different words.
Once upon a time, there lived Lord Arkus, master of
Blackriver
Castle. He was a villain and proud of it...
I couldn't believe it.
"What is this?... How is it possible?"
"I don't know exactly how it works," Jarvi replied, "but it appears that the book tells the story of whoever is holding it. Interesting, is it not? I did not expect to find something like this in your world."
I turned a few pages, still unable to grasp it.
"The whole story? Past, present, and future?"
"No, only until the present day. Go through it until the text ends, there will be blank pages after that. See what the last several lines say."
I did. There was quite a lot of text, by the way.
King Osmund brought his physician, who dressed the wound, and sent the Lakeland Knight home for at least two days. On the way there, Tulip, or Jarvi, as the knight called him, healed the wound. Then Jarvi told him about an unusual book he found in the library.
"Unbelievable... This book knows everything!"
"Yes. And it keeps writing your story as you live it."
"Can I read other people stories from it?"
"It does not seem so. Only if you make them hold the book and read with them."
"Strange... Who would want a book like that? I mean, I know my life. What's the point?"
Jarvi shrugged.
"Human memory is different from that of spirits. It makes some things fade and leaves other things out. Perhaps the point is being able to go back and remember those. Or maybe the point is to keep in mind that you write the story of your life every day."
I leafed through the pages. I was not sure I wanted to read it. There were things in my life I would rather not go back to.
"Tell me, Jarvi... Is there some hidden treacherous sparkling reason behind you giving me this book?"
"No. Honest! I just thought it was something very unusual--for your world, that is--and I wanted to share."
"For our world? Do you mean that you have books like this in the realm of the spirits?"
"Not exactly like this, I have never seen one that switches from one person to another. But yes, we've got a book on everyone." He smiled. "Faradin keeps very good records."
"Well, thanks for showing me. It is, indeed, amazing." I put the book back on the shelf. "Let it stay here for now."
"You do not wish to read it?"
"No. As I said, I know my life."
I asked for dinner and after that went for a brief walk in the garden. The book wouldn't leave my mind. I recalled different episodes from my past and couldn't help wondering what it had to say about this one or that one. Also, I did not like how the book began. Once upon a time, there lived Lord Arkus, he was a villain. I was not born a villain, you know. It's a fine profession, and I am proud of my achievements, but still, I wasn't a villain from the start. Did the book go back to the days before that?
By the time I returned from my walk, I knew I had to find out. I locked myself in the library and took the book from the shelf. For a few moments, I just sat there, hesitant to start, then I told myself to go through with it. It was not going to be fun, but for some reason I had to know how my story was told.
I opened the book and read. Yes, it did go back to my early days. The writing was brief, unemotional, just stating the facts. The book offered no opinion on them, neither judging nor praising anything I did. Jarvi was right, I forgot many things. Reading about them was pleasant and painful at the same time, a mixture of warm memories and regret that those days were gone.
I dreaded the moment when Jarvi would step onto the pages. That moment came. It was all there--our first meeting, our friendship, our daring adventures, and his untimely death. Once again, the book wasted no time on emotions or explanations.
Jarvi's body was found in the ravine. Young Arkus was devastated. He was never the same.
Just like that, brief and to the point.
It stung me, more than I could expect. I guess I was secretly hoping to learn something new--to find out at last what exactly had happened to the only true friend I ever had in my life and why I had to lose him, but the book held no such answers. Just like years ago, I was left alone with my grief, shock, and agonizing questions no one could help me with--questions I thought I had pushed away from my mind forever.
I read past midnight. The monster, Kellemar, the Dolmanians, my journey to the lake, my gormack fiasco, Tulip-Jarvi, Ulkaria, the rescue of the princess, my new status of the Lakeland Knight, Prince Philip, our new meeting with Kellemar--it was all there. In the end, the book had added a few new lines, now the last words were the following:
The Lakeland Knight went for a short walk and then decided to read the book Jarvi had shown him. He spent many hours in the library, reading until the last page.
Dry and detached as it was, the book nevertheless turned my soul inside out. I sat in almost complete darkness, with only one last candle left, and kept thinking, thinking, thinking... What about? Everything and nothing. Running in circles, mostly. Reliving the old pain and wondering about too many things to name.
When I at last came out, I found Jarvi sitting at the library door, hugging his knees, as usual. He looked into my face and rose.
"I am sorry, Lord Arkus. I did not know that this book would upset you so much."
"It's all right, Jarvi. You are not to blame."
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 9



I woke up rather late after my sleepless night at the library. It was a nice sunny day, so I asked Jarvi to serve my combined breakfast and lunch at the top of the southern tower. It had a tented roof that shielded from the sun, a table and comfortable armchairs. I liked this place. Busy as I was, I had not had a chance to enjoy it for a long time.
No courier had come from the king, and even the usual crowd of visitors showed some consideration: no one came with requests, people were only asking after the Lakeland Knight's health.
I noticed a group of horsemen galloping along the road, quickly approaching my castle.
"Consideration, you say? Take a look at those. I bet they've got something more pressing in mind than inquiring after my health. What do you think this could be about?"
Jarvi turned to see.
"It's the king!"
"What?... The king himself?"
I stood up and took a better look. It was indeed King Osmund. He was leading the way, pushing his horse to the limit; the four guards were barely catching up with him.
"Something must have happened. Let's go down and meet him at the gate."
King Osmund flew through the gate just as I was coming out of the tower.
"Sir Lakeland Knight, help!" he shouted. "They took Philip! They kidnapped my son!!"
I was swept with instant fury.
"What?! Who dared?! Jarvi, get my armor and horse! Who did it?!"
The king dismounted. He was out of breath.
"The most fearsome creatures... Living skeletons... Bare bones with no flesh, yet they move and fight..."
Shabriak. Oh, he was going to answer for this!
"I know who stands behind it, Your Majesty. I will bring you his head, and those walking bones of his won't save him. Now, calm down, if you can, and tell me how it happened."
King Osmund could barely stand on his feet. Jarvi came running with a chair.
"Philip went to see you, this morning. I sent six guards with him. I should have sent more, but what could possibly happen on the road to your castle?! Only five miles from the palace?!"
The king shook his head. I didn't press him.
"Those creatures attacked at the bridge... They had to be hiding under it. The guards fought, but the creatures defeated them, wounding each one. They grabbed Philip, tied him up, and left with him." He looked at me, teary-eyed. "Sir Lakeland Knight, I know that you are wounded..."
"I am not. Jarvi healed me, so I'm in the best shape. I'll get your son back, Your Majesty." I turned to the sparkling. "Jarvi, go find--no, wait! You can do it much faster! Fly and rescue Philip, bring him here. I'll deal with Shabriak myself later."
Jarvi lit up with bright orange light, but for some reason did not disappear. The shining flickered and faded; the sparkling stood before me with a bewildered expression.
"What's the matter, Jarvi?"
"I can't... I don't know why, but I can't do it."
He tried once more, this time vanishing in the orange burst--but only for a second. In a moment, the sparkling was standing before me again.
"Faradin forbids me to interfere," he said. "You must decide what to do, Lord Arkus."
I had no time to reflect on Faradin's unexpected trick.
"There's nothing to decide here, I will go myself. Go tell Captain Zordan to get ready as well; him and --"
"Oh, but you must go alone, my dear knight," the king interrupted. "That's what he demands in the ransom note."
He handed me a crumpled piece of paper he had clutched in his fist. I straightened it up and read.
If you want the prince back, send the Lakeland Knight to negotiate. He must come alone, specifically without his servant named Jarvi. I will wait for him at the Graywing Fortress, no more than three days. Fail to follow these instructions, and you will never see the prince again.
Graywing Fortress... That was quite a way off. And as far as I could remember, there were no white towers there.
"Very well, I will go alone. Jarvi, you got my armor ready?"
"Yes, it is laid out for you in the bedroom."
"Find me a map, too. I know where Graywing is, but I need to find the shortest route."
"Please, hurry up," the king pleaded. "If he wants gold, I don't care how much, we will pay."
"I will leave right away, Your Majesty. I'll just put my armor on and go."
"Thank you... thank you so much..."
I went to my bedchamber. Jarvi came in with the map and helped me to put on the armor as I studied it.
"Well, Jarvi, it looks like we'll have to part, for the first time since we met."
"Yes. Lord Arkus, I want you to take this."
He was handing me his shining orange sword.
"...Your sword, Jarvi?"
"It is a powerful weapon. You will be able to defend yourself with it... from anything."
I knew what he meant. The monster hadn't shown up for weeks, restrained by the white towers, but I would bet he still circled the area. He always did.
"Thank you, Jarvi."
I wanted to say more, but I was interrupted by a loud cracking sound.
"Tulip, I strongly object!!"
It was Ellar, of course. I recognized his voice before I turned and saw the shining green figure.
"You must not do this!" he went on. "How did you even think about it?! You know what you are risking! If he misuses the sword, you will pay, dearly!"
"I know. But he will not misuse it."
"How can you be so sure?! Even if you were assigned to a hero, through the normal routine, you should think twice--no, ten times!--before ever letting them get a hold of your sword!"
"I understand all that, Ellar. But that's what I have decided. He needs it. You know he does."
I stepped to the green sparkling.
"Ellar... I know we did not have a good start, and you have no reason to trust me. But for what it's worth, I promise you, I would never do anything that could harm your friend."
He listened.
"All I want is to rescue Philip. I promise you I will not misuse the sword. Now, tell me, what must I not do? And what exactly is Jarvi risking?"
Ellar threw up his hands.
"See?! He has no idea what you are giving him! Not a clue how to treat such a weapon and what the slightest mistake will cost you!!"
"Well, that's why I am asking you to tell me!" I was losing patience as well. "How am I to know anything if all you do is speak in riddles??"
"He is right," Jarvi said. "Let me explain..."
"I will do it." Ellar looked me straight in the eye. "If he gives you the sword, you must return it unspoiled with evil. That means no fighting for the wrong cause, no matter how big or small. Remember that you do not own it, you only have borrowed it, and Tulip still answers for how it's used. Don't you ever let it out of your hands. If someone else gets a hold of it and uses it for bad purposes, the sword will be spoiled just the same. As to what Tulip is risking... Think of it this way: if you spoil the sword, you will kill him."
"Come, Ellar," Jarvi interfered, "that is not right, spirits don't die, so --"
"That's the only way he can understand."
∗ ∗ ∗
I left the castle through the side gate, smaller and rarely used. I rode hard at first, hoping to catch up with the kidnappers, but they were too far ahead, and besides, I did not know what route they took. They could be using some magical help to move faster, too. When I realized that, I slowed down, giving my horse a break.
Jarvi's sword weighed on my left side. I had put it in the sheath, replacing my own, and it fit perfectly, having instantly adjusted to the size. With only the hilt visible, it looked no different than any other blade. Once in a while I couldn't resist pulling it out a bit to see the glow. I was still overwhelmed with what Jarvi did for me. My orange pest proved to be a true friend...
The shortest way to Graywing was an old, abandoned road, barely visible through the weeds that grew all over it. I met no one on the way, which was no wonder. Who'd want to travel to an old dilapidated fortress full of bats and rumored to be haunted?
I made it there on the next day. Two skeletons stood at the gateway, holding swords in their bony hands. Both turned to me as I approached, and nodded, obviously letting me know that I could pass. I wondered how many of these Shabriak packed the place with.
The gate itself had long since rotted away, so there was nothing to unlock. The yard was filled with old broken junk. Two more skeletons guarded the entrance to the fortress itself.
"Where is your master?" I asked.
They pointed inside. It appeared that they couldn't talk; I figured it made sense since they had no tongues. On the other hand, they had no eyes yet they saw me, no ears yet they heard what I said. Very strange.
I dismounted and tied the horse to a large wooden cart without a wheel.
"Come near my horse and I'll break every bone you are made of," I warned. "Got it?"
They nodded.
I entered the damp hallway with moss-covered walls. Glimpses of fire from the other end suggested there was a more suitable room over there, where Shabriak must have taken residence. I headed that way.
I was right: I saw a spacious hall lit with a bright burning hearth. Shabriak was sitting next to the fire on a chair, feet up on a large table, perusing a scroll.
"Ah! You have arrived," he greeted me, rising. "Sooner than I thought."
"Where is the prince?"
"Right here, safe and sound."
He snapped his fingers, and a skeleton walked in, leading Philip. One bony hand was clutching the boy's shoulder, the other held a dagger to his neck. The prince was pale, but other than that, he looked remarkably composed. His eyes brightened as he saw me.
I could barely hold my anger.
"Shabriak, how dare you! Let him go at once!"
"One wrong move, and Mr. Bones here will have his throat slit. Don't worry though, I do intend to let him go, that's why I called you to negotiate."
"What do you want?"
"I think you can easily guess. That sparkling of yours."
"Jarvi? He is not even here! Didn't you tell me yourself in your note to come without him?"
Shabriak gave a curt smile.
"Yes, of course I did. I would not have an upper hand if he came, would I? He does not need to be here to have it arranged." He handed me the scroll. "Just sign this. Jarvi will be mine, and Prince Philip goes home."
I took the document.
I hereby transfer whatever rights I have on the sparkling named Jarvi to Shabriak, wizard of Galla. Jarvi is now bound to him as he was bound to me.
"Release the prince first."
"And then you tear up the paper? No. Sign it and give it to me."
Another skeleton offered me a quill. I had little choice. My hope was that the deal wouldn't last: when Jarvi finds out that he has been "given away," he could appeal to Faradin and be released. I would lose him as well, of course. And his protection from the monster.
Oh well. I lived without him before.
I signed the scroll and handed it back to Shabriak.
He looked at me with a rather surprised expression, as if he didn't expect it.
"You really do care for the Ulkarian prince, don't you?..."
At that moment the door swung open and Prince Kellemar burst in, sword bare.
"Release His Highness Prince Philip or die like a dog!!"
Shabriak frowned.
"Did I not tell you to come alone?"
I wanted to strangle the unfortunate hero wannabe.
"Darn it, Kellemar! Why did you have to show up?! You will ruin everything!"
He glared at me in triumph.
"Yes, of course I will ruin whatever evil plans you've got!"
"Sir Lakeland Knight came here to save me!" Philip cried out.
"Sure he did! Two villains striking a deal, signing papers, as I see! By the way, has his real name yet transpired?"
I just realized it myself that it hadn't...
"No? In that case I will tell you! He is called Lord Arkus! Yes, the very same I thought I had killed!"
Prince Philip stared at us, wide-eyed, waiting for me to deny it. Kellemar must have expected the same. I said nothing.
"It is not true!!" shouted Philip.
"Oh, but it is. Ask the other villain here, I'm sure they know each other. He will confirm."
Philip's eyes turned to Shabriak.
"I don't understand what kind of show is going on here," the latter said, "but for the record, yes, I know this man as Lord Arkus. Now, Arkus, I thought I had made myself very clear about you coming here alone. I'm afraid I must call the deal off."
"Wait, Shabriak! Listen. We're not together, don't you see?! I had no idea he would show up, he came on his own accord!" I looked at Kellemar. "Tell him so!"
He regarded me with utter contempt.
"Of course I came by myself. I have no connection with this man!"
Shabriak shook his head.
"Sorry, you haven't convinced me. I keep the sparkling--and the prince."
Here I smiled. I thought he wanted to cancel the whole deal, but if he wished to turn it this way, I had a surprise for him.
"I don't think you can do it, Shabriak. Take care to examine the document you are holding."
He shot at me a suspicious glance and quickly unrolled the scroll. His eyes narrowed as he read what I'd added.
"Takes force upon Prince Philip's release, huh? Very smart..." Shabriak turned to Kellemar. "My apology, Your Highness, but it appears that he has outsmarted us. I know that you would like to take credit for the prince's release, but with this line put in here, it makes no sense for me to keep holding him." He snapped his fingers at the skeleton. "Let the boy go."
Now I saw it all.
"So that's what is going on here! You two are in it together. Of course. Now I see where you got your information, Shabriak."
Philip, released by the skeleton, ran up to me.
"That I can readily believe!" he declared, glaring at Kellemar. "You are desperate to become a hero, you'll do anything for it!"
Shabriak smirked.
"Sorry I had to spill the beans, Prince Kellemar."
Kellemar was dark red with fury.
"He is lying!! You are lying, you wicked grave robber!"
He snatched his sword and threw himself at the wizard. Four skeletons immediately jumped in, blocking his way. Kellemar began showering them with blows, which they parried well.
Shabriak snapped his fingers again, calling more skeletons.
"Kick him out, he is pathetic."
I took Prince Philip by the shoulder.
"Let's go, Your Highness. Let them sort it out between themselves."
We headed to the door, but we did not make it there.
"Not you, Arkus," I heard Shabriak say as no less than a dozen skeletons ran up and stood in our way, swords ready. "Prince Philip may go, in fact if he stays I will have him thrown out as well. But you--I still need to have a word with you."
I looked at the prince.
"Go, Philip."
"I will not leave without you, Sir Lakeland Knight."
So he still called me that, poor boy...
"You must. My horse is in the yard. Take it and ride home."
"But what about you? He wants to harm you, I see it!"
"I can defend myself."
"Trust me, Arkus: you can't! Not against that!" snapped Kellemar, on the way to the door--being dragged by the skeletons who had at last overpowered and disarmed him.
"Shut him up, will you?!" Shabriak yelled, irritated. "I won't have him ruining my surprises! Now, Philip--get out. Help him out!"
A skeleton wanted to grab the boy, but I struck him so hard that he fell apart.
"Don't you dare touch him! His Highness is leaving. Go, Philip." I lowered my voice. "My hands are tied while you are here. I cannot fight."
That convinced him. Before he left, he shot a sharp look at the wizard.
"I will return with my father's army, and I promise you, Shabriak, you will be sorry you were ever born!"
Brave little fellow. He was positively making me proud.
"Royal brat," Shabriak commented. "He is lucky you added that line in the contract."
I scanned the hall. Ten skeletons plus the wizard. I should be able to handle that, unless he starts using magic. And even then, Jarvi's sword should help.
"Well, Shabriak, I am at your service. What do you have to say?"
He stepped up to me.
"You have insulted me, Arkus. I had made you a generous offer, and you refused it. I don't like that. I don't like being outsmarted, either."
I smirked.
"Well, you are not the only one disappointed. I told you Ulkaria was under my protection, yet you did what you did. Not to mention the sparkling. Shall we settle all this with a duel?"
"A duel? No. I am no fool to pick up a fight when I have someone else to do it for me. And I do have someone else. An old friend of yours, dying to see you."
Once again, he motioned to his bony lackeys. Six of them rushed to a side corridor; I heard clinking of chains--and the growl.
At first, the monster did not want to come, the skeletons were pulling on the chains, dragging him. That changed as soon as he saw me. Now they had to hold the chains and even pull back, hard, trying to restrain him.
I suppose some of that hero stuff rubbed off on me--I didn't run, although the monster had not become any less frightening than before. I stood and looked at him, clutching the hilt of Jarvi's sword.
"What a touching reunion," Shabriak went on, very pleased with himself. "You know, I had no idea that you've got such a buddy. Kellemar told me. I figured it would be smart to have him around, in case you refuse to sign the paper and start causing trouble. Things did not go as planned, but I still wouldn't deny you two the pleasure of seeing each other again."
He paused, watching for my reaction, waiting for a response. I said nothing.
"Perhaps you are not aware, but he was under a peculiar spell, too complicated to explain. It slowed him down when he'd try to get you. I removed it, to make it more fun. Enjoy."
Shabriak gestured to the skeletons, and they dropped the chains. The beast flew at me, fangs bare.
I never thought he was that slow before. Now he seemed to move like lightning, crossing the hall in a split second. I snatched the sword and met him with a good blow. He felt it; I could see the surprise on his ugly mug as he jumped back--only to attack again, with increased fury.
The beast was not the only one surprised. Shabriak saw the shining sword in my hand as well.
"You've got his sword!" I heard him yell. "Arkus, you are detestable! You sold me a sparkling without a sword?!"
Ah, so that's what he actually wanted. Good thing he did not put it in the contract.
I had no time to reflect on it though, I had one enraged monster to fight.
"Give it to me, Arkus, and I'll stop the beast!"
"Not a good time for jokes, Shabriak!"
I was wielding the sword much faster than I thought I ever could. The sword had become incredibly light in my hand and at times seemed to move by itself, as if guiding me in this battle.
"I mean it! I'll kill the monster and give you anything you want!"
"I heard that before!"
"Here, I'll prove it!" The wizard called for his skeletons. "Stop the beast! Catch him!"
They tried, but the monster was too intent on his mission. The skeletons kept grabbing the chains he still had wrapped around his neck and torso, but he'd shake them off. Shabriak decided to help, conjuring some sort of a fiery disk and hurling it at the monster. That ticked him off; he left me alone and turned on the wizard.
Shabriak became whiter than his skeletons. He swung his sword, but regular swords did not impress the beast, as you probably remember. Another fiery disk only made matters worse.
"Jarvi, come here!" I heard the wizard shriek. "I order you! Come and defend your new master!"
Nothing happened (not counting the monster, of course, who kept chasing Shabriak around the table). So Jarvi must have already gotten released... unless the paper carried no weight to begin with, because his real name was not Jarvi but Tulip. I had not thought of that before.
"Arkus, what have you done?! Why isn't it working?!"
"Don't ask me, I did nothing. I would say it's your own trickery finally catching up with you."
Shabriak figured that circling the table was not productive and rushed to the corridor from where the monster was brought in. The beast followed, almost catching him at the entrance and crushing a couple of skeletons on the way.
He would return, of course, but now I had a few minutes. I used them to get out. Only two skeletons were left at the door, and they jumped away from me, fearing the shining sword.
My horse was still in the yard. I stopped, puzzled. Why didn't Philip take it? Did he not leave? Where was he?
"Did you forget about me, Arkus?"
It was Kellemar. And he had Prince Philip, tied up and gagged.
I couldn't believe my eyes.
"Are you insane, Kellemar?! What are you doing?!"
"I no longer care what I am doing, but I know this: I will not allow the likes of you being hailed as a hero and walking around with a sparkling's sword! Give it here!"
"You've lost your mind..."
Kellemar pressed his blade to the boy's neck.
"I said give it to me or I'll kill him!"
He was crazier than Shabriak...
"Listen, if you think that having the sparkling's sword will also give you the sparkling, you are mistaken. He will be dead if the sword changes hands, so you can't benefit from it."
Kellemar wouldn't relent.
"I don't believe a word you say, and secondly, even if it's true, I don't care. The sword is good enough by itself. Well? I will count to three. One."
Jarvi...
I saw Philip wince. Kellemar's blade was hurting him.
"Two."
Once again, I had no choice.
"Take it. Let Philip go."
I handed the sword to Kellemar. He grabbed it, throwing his own blade aside--and struck me in the next second. He aimed for the same spot Sebastian had hit, only on the right side.
Philip's eyes widened in horror. I staggered, but did not lose ground.
"Hitting an unarmed man, Your Highness? Very heroic indeed."
Fury twisted Kellemar's face. I thought he would strike again, and for a moment it looked like he was going to, but then he changed his mind.
"I'll let the beast finish you off. Goodbye, Arkus."
He turned to leave, dragging the boy with him.
"Release Philip! You promised you would!"
Kellemar stopped, grinning.
"I promised no such thing. I only said I would kill him if you did not give me the sword."
"What do you want with him?! He has endured enough, let him go!"
"No. He knows too much. I will see whether I'll be able to convince him to tell the story my way... And if not, I will have to present the king with his son's body--blaming it on you, of course."
Philip's hands were tied, but his legs weren't. He took a step aside and kicked his captor in the shin. Kellemar gasped, nearly losing his balance.
"Ouch, you little brat!!"
With that, he swung the sword and hit Philip in the head with the hilt. The boy collapsed.
Blinded with rage, I picked up Kellemar's blade and leapt at him. I do not know what I was hoping for, with a regular blade against a sparkling's sword, wounded and forced to fight with my left arm. Truth is, I wasn't thinking at all. I suppose fury doubled my strength, because somehow I overpowered Kellemar and knocked him over. Then the beast once again demonstrated his aggravating habit to show up at the most inopportune moment.
The monster burst out of the fortress with a deafening roar. He saw us, and saw that I no longer had the sword that stung him.
"There you are at last!" exclaimed Kellemar, climbing to his feet and hurrying to step aside. "Don't mind me, go ahead, do your job."
The beast was more than willing. He was in the middle of his leap at me when the familiar cracking sound echoed through the air.
Jarvi?!...
No. It was Ellar.
The green sparkling materialized between me and the monster and struck him so hard that he flew all the way to the gate, rolling over a few times.
Kellemar's mouth dropped.
"Another sparkling?!"
"Yes! And this one brings judgment!"
Ellar's eyes flamed with anger. With one swift move, he swept over Kellemar and knocked the sword out of his hand. I picked it up. The shining seemed to have grown dim.
"This can't be happening..." Kellemar muttered. "This is wrong! You must be helping me, not him!"
"Sorry, but it's you who got it all wrong. Sparklings do not help villains."
Leaving Kellemar to process that, Ellar turned to the monster.
"In the name of Faradin, I command you to leave this man alone and never come near him again."
Here something incredible happened. The beast let out a long growl, glaring at the sparkling, and then spoke in a strange, irregular manner.
"I must... kill... him... ... I cannot... leave... this... detestable world... until I do!"
I stood rooted to the spot. I had no idea this thing could talk!
"Try breaking this command, and Faradin will burn you alive. However..." Ellar's eyes narrowed. "If you are so intent on killing someone, I can give you a new target."
He looked at Kellemar. The beast turned his head to regard the prince as well.
"Will I... be released... if I... obey?"
Ellar appeared to think--or perhaps he was consulting with Faradin.
"Yes. The conditions are the same as before."
Kellemar stared at the sparkling, slowly shaking his head.
"No. No. You can't be serious!"
"I will hold him for five minutes. Then you will find out whether I was joking or not."
The prince's stunned gaze turned to me.
"I don't think there is anything I can do," I said, "even if I wanted. Except maybe ask Ellar to slow the beast down again?"
"That's already done," nodded the sparkling. "As I said, the conditions are the same."
"In that case, run, Your Highness. That's the only advice I can give you."
∗ ∗ ∗







Chapter 10



I rushed to Philip and checked his pulse. He was alive, but he had been hit hard; there was already a large swelling on the back of his head.
"Can you heal, Ellar?" I asked, untying the boy. "Please help, if you can."
The sparkling approached, knelt next to the prince and touched him. I could actually see the swelling go down and the few drops of blood disappear.
"He will sleep for a long time. He needs it."
Ellar reached out for my wound. The throbbing pain stopped as his hand touched my shoulder.
"Thank you... I was not asking for myself, I only meant Philip."
"I know. Tulip would have done it. I did it for him."
Tulip... I was afraid to ask.
"...What happened to him?"
Ellar was not looking at me.
"What I had told you."
My heart fell. I knew I hadn't preserved the sword, but I was still hoping.
"Is he dead?"
The sparkling sighed.
"How do I answer that? Comparing it to a human death, no, he isn't. However, 'dead' is probably the word that will come to your mind when you see him."
"Where is he?"
"In the castle. I took him to your bedchamber."
"I must go to him. Would you take Philip to his father?"
"No, that's your job."
"I would rather not go to the palace. I don't want to see anyone."
"You don't have to. The king is bringing his army to Raven Creek. He couldn't bear to just sit and wait."
"Raven Creek is half way here, if I'm not mistaken."
"That's right. Take Philip there and then come home. I will wait for you in the castle."
"Ellar... I am so sorry. I had no choice!"
"Yes, I know. That's what I was afraid of."
I took Philip and rode to the creek. I was glad that Ellar made the boy sleep, I wouldn't be able to handle talking and having to explain things. What could I explain? No, it was much better this way. I would hand him over to his father, and they'd never see me again.
We reached Raven Creek by dusk. A large part of the king's army was there, if not all of it. The watchmen saw me. The camp came alive, king Osmund ran out of his tent and stopped short, seeing the prince's limp form in my arms.
"He is all right!" I hurried to announce. "The prince is alive and well."
The camp erupted with cheers. I feared it would wake Philip, but Ellar must have done something to make his sleep deeper.
I dismounted. Warriors surrounded us, the prince was taken from me and immediately attended to by a physician, who confirmed that the boy had no injuries.
The king did not know how to thank me.
"My dear Lakeland Knight, I owe you my son's and my daughter's life! I cannot ever repay... Come, you must be exhausted. You will eat and rest, my people will see to it. Did you have to fight? Are you wounded?"
"I am all right, Your Majesty, thank you. I would appreciate it if you allow me to go home."
"But you need to rest! You look so pale. We will all go back in the morning, and then we will have a huge celebration for the whole town!"
Yes, that's what I was worried about. Celebrations and public events. I didn't need that at all.
"Your Majesty, may I have a word with you in private?"
"Of course." He motioned to his men to leave us alone. "What is it?"
"I apologize, but I am unable to fully share your joy. I have lost a friend. It is something I must attend to right now."
King Osmund looked at me, puzzled.
"Lost a friend? How? You went to Graywing alone, isn't that right?"
I figured there was no point to hide anything. The sooner he understands, the sooner he'd let me go.
"Yes, but Jarvi gave me his sword. I was unable to keep it pure. You had mentioned that you studied spirits, so you should know what it means."
The king's eyes widened.
"My goodness! Yes, I do know... I mean, not exactly what happens, the books wouldn't tell, but they all indicate that a sparkling would pay a terrible price."
"Well, Jarvi has paid it. And it is my fault."
"Do not blame yourself. I am sure you did all you could, and if you were unable to defend the sword, then it was impossible."
"That's what I cling to, but it's a poor consolation. Now, I must go to Jarvi. I'm sure Your Majesty understands."
"Yes, certainly. Take a fresh horse."
I rode all night and reached the castle early in the morning. Not wishing to draw attention, I entered through the back gate, still unlocked. I made it to my bedchamber unnoticed and gave a quiet knock. Ellar opened the door.
"I didn't expect you so early."
"I couldn't wait. Where is he?"
The sparkling motioned to the bed. I looked and saw Jarvi lying on top of the covers, eyes closed, left hand resting on the chest, right arm stretched along the body. It looked so unnatural. I never saw him lie down before.
I came up and took his hand, expecting it to be cold and stiff, but it wasn't. It felt perfectly normal.
"Jarvi," I called. "Tulip!"
He didn't respond. I turned to Ellar.
"What is this? You never explained. Is he asleep? Unconscious?"
"Fully conscious and not asleep. But he has lost his strength--all of it. He can't even open his eyes."
I was silent for a few moments, trying to take it in.
"Is there anything that can be done to get his strength back? Can you share yours with him?"
"No. That's not how it works."
"Can I give him mine?"
Ellar looked at me.
"Would you?"
"Of course!"
The sparkling gave a sad smile.
"He was right about you, then. I am glad."
"So what must I do?"
"Oh, I'm sorry, that is not possible. I just wanted to see where you stand."
I wanted to punch him, but that probably wasn't a good idea.
"Is he still bound to me?"
"He is. The agreement you signed carried no weight."
"Because of the wrong name?"
"Yes."
"In that case, I will release him, so that you can take him back to the world of the spirits. He will recover there, won't he?"
Ellar shook his head.
"In order to cross the border between the two realms, he must dematerialize, and he can't. I cannot do it for him, either."
It sounded hopeless.
"There must be something that we can do! How about Faradin? Wouldn't he help?"
"It's his laws that took Tulip's strength away. He can't go against his own laws."
"So what are you saying?... Will Jarvi stay like this forever? His strength will never return?"
"He should be slowly regaining it. Very slowly. It will take years."
That cheered me up a little. It was much better than "never."
"I will look after him. As long as it takes."
Ellar smiled. "That's what I was hoping to hear. Thank you. It gives me peace of mind, because I can't stick around that long to do it."
"Have you told him what happened?"
"Yes. He knows everything."
I looked at Jarvi again. It was hard, but I supposed I'd better get used to it--I was going to see him like that every day from now on, and for quite a while.
"Will you stay with him for ten more minutes or so? I'll be right back."
"Sure."
I went to the library and took the book from the shelf. It had added two new pages, describing my recent adventures with Shabriak and Kellemar. As usual, it was a detached, objective account of the facts. The last paragraph read:
When the Lakeland Knight returned to the castle, he found that Tulip had lost all his strength, and it would take years for him to recover it. The Lakeland Knight promised Ellar to take care of Tulip as long as needed.
I guess I had tricked myself once again into seeking something the book did not offer: advice, reassurance, consolation. I wanted to hear once more that it wasn't my fault, that I had no choice--and maybe, just maybe find some kind of a tip on how to make Jarvi's recovery faster. My Life Story was silent on that.
I closed the book and placed it back on the shelf, abandoning thoughts about taking it with me. There was no point. It would continue to disappoint me. Besides, it was not mine. Just like this whole castle wasn't.
I returned to the bedchamber.
"I am leaving, Ellar. I am going back to the BlackriverCastle."
The sparkling gave me a studying look.
"Are you sure about that?"
"Yes. I don't belong here, and I don't want to continue this charade. Besides, now Philip knows who I am, too."
"You saved his life risking yours. You call this a charade?"
"That's because... he is special to me. I am still a villain."
"Are you sure about that?"
"Stop it. You sparklings are impossible."
Ellar shrugged. "Just trying to help you see the obvious. Remember what I told Kellemar? Sparklings don't help villains. I helped you. Draw your own conclusions."
"Great! Now you are telling me that I have failed in my profession, too?!"
"Fine, fine. You are a terrible villain, if that's what you want to hear. One that keeps his word, saves friends, and offers to protect a helpless sparkling for many years."
"Yes, I am eccentric! So?!"
Ellar was trying not to laugh, I could see it.
"If you say so. I suppose it was rather eccentric of Tulip, too, to start serving you in the first place. You two are a good match."
"Well, I need to pack a few things and go. I am taking him with me, of course."
"Wouldn't you get some rest first? You haven't slept all night."
"I will sleep in the carriage. I want to get out as soon as possible, before the crowd finds out I'm here and before the king returns."
"Who will drive, then?"
"I'll ask Captain Zordan. He knows how to keep his mouth shut. He'll take us to Baggel, the first large town on the way, and then I will send him back."
I took my armor off.
"What should I do with the sword?"
"You can return it to Tulip. Just place it into his hand."
I did. The blade flickered and disappeared.
I quickly packed, taking the armor, some clothes, food, and other necessities. Ellar was watching me.
"Can I ask you to do something else for me, Ellar?"
"Yes, but don't get carried away."
"I won't." I pulled out the chest with the daggers. "Take these back to the king. Tell him they are undeserved. Will you?"
"I will."
"Don't do it as a sparkling, that would reinforce their silly 'hero' belief. I suppose you can pose as a human?"
"I can."
His glow faded and disappeared, making him look like a man. Well, almost.
"You'll need a hat or something."
"Why?"
"Because people do not have green hair."
"Oh, right. I always forget."
Ellar shook his head, and his hair instantly turned black.
I blinked.
"...Can Jarvi do this as well?"
"Turn his hair into a more human color? Of course. I bet he didn't do it only to annoy you."
"I bet you are right."
"Is there anything you want me to relay to Prince Philip?"
"Well..." I took a few moments to think. "Tell him that what Kellemar said is true. Tell him that, nevertheless, I did not lie to him and did not mean to deceive him. Also tell him that his friendship meant more to me than he will ever know."
"I will do that. How about Madame Clementina? Any message for her?"
"No!"
∗ ∗ ∗
We left shortly afterwards. I carried Jarvi to the carriage and placed him on one of the seats, having cushioned it with a couple of blankets and pillows. I took a pillow as well and fell asleep as soon as the carriage started to roll--I had no idea how tired I was, and it seemed to catch up with me all at once.
I slept for many hours, almost all day. The sun was already making its way down to the horizon when I awoke. I checked on Jarvi. He looked unchanged, lying still, as if asleep, in the same position I had put him in. Poor fellow... I couldn't imagine what it was like for him.
"Hello, Jarvi," I said.
I knew he wouldn't respond, but I also knew that he heard me, so I decided to keep talking to him anyway.
"Well, I have gotten some good rest. We must be approaching Baggel. I think I will have a snack now. I'll miss your free meals, I can tell you that."
I pulled out the sack with provisions and made a quick sandwich. I was finishing it when Ellar showed up, having scared the daylights out of me with the unexpected crack.
"Goodness, Ellar! How about a warning? You almost made me choke."
He seemed to find it amusing.
"I can heal, remember? So if you choked or had a heart attack, I would have helped."
"How nice of you. Well, have you been to the palace?"
"Yes. I did everything you had asked of me. Not an easy task, let me tell you. The king was shocked and incredulous, he did not want to take the daggers back and demanded explanations. I think he intends to go to your castle and speak to you personally."
"You did not tell him that I left?"
"No. He'd have me arrested and shackled, or something like that, until I tell exactly where you're heading to."
"And what about Philip?"
Ellar sighed.
"I relayed everything you asked to him as well. He figured those were your farewell words and begged me to take him to you. I think he guessed who I was."
"Not without your help, I suppose?"
"No, I did nothing to reveal myself. But he is a smart boy. When I told him I couldn't do that, he asked whether I would deliver a letter. That I agreed to do."
He handed me a folded paper. The letter must have been written minutes ago, the ink was still fresh.
Dear Lakeland Knight,
I do not care what Prince Kellemar had said, and I do not intend to repeat his words to anyone. If you are leaving because of those words, I beg you to return. Ulkaria needs you. To me, and to all of us, you will always be our friend and protector and hero.
I can also say that your friendship means more to me than you will ever know. You have taught me so much. Please come back.
Always Yours,
Prince Philip of Ulkaria
I read it several times. I knew Ellar was watching me, so I did my best not to show any emotion.
"He wants me to come back."
"Of course he does. They all will, when they find out that you are gone."
"He says Ulkaria needs me."
"It is probably true."
"Nonsense. They lived without me before, and quite happily, too."
"So you are not going back?"
"No."
"Well, you have time to think about it. You can return whenever you want, they will always welcome you."
I didn't respond.
"I have checked on Prince Kellemar as well," Ellar said with a sly smile.
"Have you? And how is His Highness?"
"Rather upset, hiding in the nearest white tower."
"Something tells me he won't be destroying these anymore."
"Ha! Probably not."
"By the way, I wanted to ask you why the beast does not like the towers? And what exactly is he? I had no idea he could speak!"
Ellar gave me a surprised look.
"You still do not know who he is? A gormack."
That made me jump.
"What?!"
"He is a gormack, yes. Of one of the lowest ranks. That means brutal force without much intelligence. Magner had captured him in the same way you attempted."
"Are you telling me that all this time I had been haunted by a gormack?!"
"Now I see why Tulip has not told you. You are not taking it well."
"Who would?!"
"Well, yes, but what's the point to panic and faint now? It's over. Leave that to Kellemar."
His logic was hard to argue with, but I still couldn't help getting a little nervous.
"So Jarvi knew?"
"Not right away, but he eventually found out."
Ellar left shortly after cheering me up with that news, having promised to come and visit us once in a while. We entered Baggel, where I dismissed Captain Zordan. He wished to stay with us, but I did not want him to know exactly where I was going, although I knew he would keep it secret if I asked him to.
The rest of my journey to Arkusville was long and uneventful. I drove the carriage, stopping to buy food or rent a room at some inn for the night. Each time I would carry Jarvi inside, and people thought he was my brother, wounded or ill--quite funny, keeping in mind that we looked nothing alike. Innkeepers offered me cheaper rates, out of sympathy and I suppose curiosity as well, hoping to hear the story behind the unconscious red haired young man. I never shared it, of course. It was none of their business.
I kept talking to Jarvi as much as I could. That was the only entertainment available to him. I even bought a couple of books on the way and read to him when we'd stop, making comments that I knew would have him laughing. Once in a while I thought I saw a hint of a smile on his lips.
I found the BlackriverCastle pretty much the same as before, huge, dark, and sinister looking. My men thought me a ghost at first, but then, after some reassurance, rejoiced and cheered. Having taken a closer look, I decided they weren't that good of an army as I thought them, so I had some work cut out for me--extensive training and perhaps some replacements. When they saw Jarvi, they were curious as well, thinking him a foreign prince I must have captured. I told them he was an ailing friend, and they'd better treat him with utter respect if they wanted to keep their heads on the shoulders.
I went to King Ramian, Kellemar's father, and offered him money to buy out the prisoners he had captured, including Shork. Ramian agreed. He was not happy about my return and warned me that if I planned to cause trouble, he had almost secured an alliance with a powerful warrior who'd keep me in check. His name was the Lakeland Knight of Ulkaria. Poor Ramian couldn't grasp why I found it so amusing.
∗ ∗ ∗
Well, I think I will end my story here. I hope you found it of interest, and I hope you did not believe everything the sparklings said about me. I am not saying they lied, they don't do that, but they are prone to teasing and throwing puns, so keep that in mind. When Jarvi gets enough strength back to speak, I'm sure he will insist that I am no longer a villain, just to pester me, and I might have to do something to prove him wrong. I have not yet decided what. It's all right though, I've got plenty of time for that.
∗ ∗ ∗
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Chapter 1
I hate it when my breakfast is interrupted. Shork knows this well, I guess that's why he did not come in to report what was happening at the castle gate. I still heard the shouts though.
Already? I wondered, putting down my coffee cup. This early in the morning? If so, they've got some nerve...
I rang the bell, summoning Shork.
"What is that noise about? Don't tell me someone wants to fight me again."
"I'm afraid so, my lord," bowed the lackey. "He is rather insistent, and loud. I told him to wait, I said you'd see him in a half hour, but he won't listen."
I shook my head. This was getting to be positively annoying.
"Hero or villain?"
"A hero, it appears. Some kind of knight. White horse, bright red cloak."
"What's up with those red cloaks, were they on sale or something? That's the third one this week." I rose from the table. "All right, let's get it over with. Don't clean up, I'll finish my breakfast when I'm done."
"Yes, my lord."
I went to the watch tower. That's where I'd always start speaking with these guys when I was not in the mood for physical exercise, hoping to talk some sense into them and save me the trouble. It rarely worked though.
I checked him out before showing myself at the window. The sight made me chuckle: young and skinny, the fellow tried to beef up by wearing oversized armor.
Goodness. Whoever knighted him has a weird sense of humor.
"Who are you and what do you want?" I inquired.
He turned to the window and placed his hands on his hips.
"Arkus, you wicked villain, release the prisoner you are holding or come out to fight me and meet your doom!"
Meet your doom, yeah. I wish I got a penny each time I hear that.
"I thought it was polite to introduce yourself first," I said, "especially since I've asked who you are."
The fellow jerked his chin up so high I thought his helmet would fall off.
"Too much honor for the likes of you! But I suppose you have the right to know who ends your evil deed--or your life. My name is Zakkeran, Knight of Pure Spring. I give you five minutes to make up your mind!"
"How generous of you. Now, listen to me, Zakkeran, Knight of Pure Spring. I don't know who sent you and what you've been told, but I hold no prisoners. You are welcome to come in and inspect my dungeon, if you so desire."
He didn't believe me, of course.
"You're lying! Everyone knows that you have captured a wounded young lord! Perhaps you don't keep him in the dungeon, but I know he's in your castle, and I demand that you release him!"
So this time Jarvi was a "wounded young lord." He'd been referred to as an injured traveler, bewitched prince, wealthy merchant, wounded knight. Each of his potential rescuers had their own version of it.
"Like I said, I hold no one captive. Come see for yourself, then go home and tell all the others to leave me alone. I do not wish to fight you, Zakkeran, I've had too much of that lately."
He laughed. "I knew you were a villain and a liar, but I had no idea that you're also a coward!"
Now, that did it. Calling me a coward after interrupting my breakfast? He'd have to answer for that.
It took me all of two minutes to disarm him and knock down those oversized shoulder plates, with slightly more than the force of my personality. Just like I suspected, his real shoulders turned out to be twice smaller.
"Next time pick yourself armor that fits--although I do concede, for someone who likes the sound of their own voice, the acoustics must be sensational. And another bit of advice: learn to respect your enemy. It helps in case things turn out bad for you, like today. Now, get out."
I used to thank them for the entertainment, but it was no longer amusing.
I returned to the castle. My appetite was gone, so instead of the dining room I went to Jarvi's bedchamber. I checked on him every morning, as well as several times during the day.
Jarvi's bedroom was right next to my own. I reached into my pocket for the key, but the door was unlocked.
Shork must be cleaning up, I thought as I entered. He was the only other person who had a key to the room.
The lackey was there, all right. Only instead of sweeping or dusting he was leaning over the bed, scissors in hand, ready to cut off a lock of Jarvi's flaming orange hair.
"Shork! What are you doing?"
He jumped, dropping the scissors.
"I, uh... nothing, Your Lordship... I just wanted--just wanted to give Mr. Jarvi a haircut, that's all."
I stepped closer, fists clenched.
"Don't give me that. You know very well that Mr. Jarvi needs no haircuts, shavings, baths, food or drink. So you'd better tell me the truth while I still haven't decided between locking you in the dungeon, throwing you into the snake hole, or roasting you slowly over a fire."
Shork, pale and shaking, fell to his knees.
"Please, my lord! I only wanted to help!"
"Help? How?"
"It's Mr. Fernig, he said he can cure Mr. Jarvi if I bring a lock of his hair!"
"Fernig the wizard?"
"Yes! Just one small lock, he said, and he'd use it to break the spell."
I still wasn't buying it, but this was probably closer to the truth.
"And how many times did I tell you that Mr. Jarvi is neither sick nor under a spell? He's..."
I looked away. Jarvi's condition was my fault, but no one in the castle knew the details, and I certainly wasn't going to share them now with this traitor of a servant.
"He is what, my lord?" Shork asked with caution, still on his knees. "You never did tell me what exactly is wrong with Mr. Jarvi."
"Never mind. Give me your key to this room."
"Oh, please, forgive me, Your Lordship! I am so sorry, I--"
"I won't hear your excuses. Even if what you say is true, which I doubt, you should have told me about it instead of sneaking in here behind my back."
"But that's what Mr. Fernig told me! He said I must do it in secret!"
"You know better than to trust him. And loyalty to your master should have come first. Give me the key and get out. You are no longer my personal lackey. Go to the stable, you will work there from now on."
Shork rubbed his eyes as he handed over the key, but I felt no pity. I was almost certain that Fernig had paid him to bring that lock of hair. As to the wizard, he wanted it for his own purposes, there could be no doubt about that. Most likely to use in his witchcraft. Who knows what he'd do and how it would affect Jarvi, myself, and everyone else.
I sighed. Heroes and villains alike, they wouldn't leave me alone. Neither knew who Jarvi was, but they were all after him. I had no peace since the day I brought him to the castle. Taking care of a helpless sparkling turned out to be much more challenging than I thought.
I walked up to the bed. Jarvi was the same, lying still with his eyes closed, as if asleep.
"Hello Jarvi. Are you any better? Try doing something, squeeze my hand or at least move your fingers."
There was no response. His hand stayed lifeless in mine. It had been several months, and his strength was not coming back. Not yet, anyway. Ellar said it would take years. Years... Will I be able to protect him that long? The way things were going, I doubted it. It was becoming more difficult each day, and now I no longer had a loyal servant to rely on. I had to do something, but what?
"I'll go back to the library. There are still some books left I haven't gone through, and there should be more coming tomorrow. I will assign a new man to watch over you, probably Garfin. He won't be allowed to enter the room, I'm not giving him the key. He will be guarding the door."
∗ ∗ ∗
I had been buying books about sparklings, anything I could find, since the day we returned to Arkusville. Yes, Ellar had said there was nothing I could do, but I still stubbornly hoped to find some kind of remedy that would restore Jarvi's strength. I paid several booksellers to search every bookshop and library they knew of. They did their job well, bringing me dozens of books and scrolls. At first, I plunged into them with enthusiasm, but my zeal quickly faded. There was nothing there. I studied book after book and learned a lot of new things, yet there was no word, no hint about what I wanted to know. Frustrated, I'd give it up for a day or two, then go back and start again. At least it felt better than doing nothing at all.
The few books I had left were old but not very promising, mostly legends and tales. I needed facts, not fables.
I sighed and picked up the thickest one, Sparkling Tales. The first couple of chapters only confirmed my suspicion that, once again, it was going to be a waste of time. There was a silly story about a king who wanted to see sparklings dance and offered them different costly gifts to perform, but sparklings refused them all and only agreed when he made a thousand pies five thousand toys for poor children. I did not know whether sparklings ever danced, but I doubted that they would do it to entertain a human, even if he was a king and even if he decided to be nice to poor kids. The next one was even sillier--about a knight who found a sparkling lost in the woods, helped him and was rewarded by a special cup that always had wine in it. Now, this one was clearly made up by some ignorant alcoholic. First off, sparklings don't get lost, and secondly, why would they give a reward that could turn a hero into a drunk?
However, I was determined to finish the book. I turned the page and started reading about another knight. This one broke his spear and sword fighting a dragon, and...
Wait a minute. Was I finally getting close to something?
A sparkling gave the knight his shining sword. The knight defeated the dragon, refused a chest of gold the king offered to him as a reward, fell in love with the king's daughter and asked for her hand in marriage. When he learned that she was already engaged, the knight lost his temper, attacked her fiance and killed him with the sparkling's sword.
Yes, this was very close. I held my breath and kept reading.
The shining sword was spoiled by that wicked act, and the sparkling turned into stone. Only one thing could bring him back to life, and only the guilty knight could do it. He had to cleanse the sword by using it in three valiant deeds. The first one is the Deed of Pure Hand; the second is called the Deed of Cool Mind; the third, and the hardest, is the Deed of Noble Heart. When all three are accomplished, the sword would be purified, and the sparkling would be restored.
Slowly, I lowered the book and leaned back in the armchair. Here it was, the answer I searched for--if I could trust the source. That was the big question. From what I had read so far, this collection was pure fiction, full of fibs and inaccuracies. Sparklings don't turn into stone, at least not in my case; yet the other part of the story seemed to be based on truth: the spoiling of the sword, and the fact that the sparkling would suffer because of it. Did that mean that the offered solution, the three valiant deeds, was true as well? And if so, what exactly were they?
I went back to the book, but the story ended without giving out any specifics. It only said that the deeds were to be searched for, yet they would "come by themselves" in the right time.
Great. Deed of Pure Hand, Deed of Cool Mind, all that sounded nice and fancy, but how was I supposed to know what to do? What to search for? And what is "the right time"?
"Your Lordship! Your Lordship!"
The terrified scream was accompanied by running footsteps, and in a moment Garfin burst in, pale as paper.
"There's a ghost in Mr. Jarvi's room!"
I closed the book. Ellar. I thought we had agreed that he'd stop scaring my staff.
"Calm down, Garfin, it's not a ghost. I forgot to tell you that once in a while you might see this green light, and if that happens..."
"It's not green, my lord, it is blue!"
Blue?...
I leapt to my feet and ran to Jarvi's bedchamber, fumbling for the key with one hand and snatching the sword with the other. If it was what I feared, it might already be too late.
A tall slender figure stood at Jarvi's bed, emanating cold blue light. Its head turned to me, and a contemptuous smile curved the thin lips.
"Ah, here comes your human friend," said Ragnar, the gormack. "Like I said, I'll kill him first. Too bad you can't see it, but I will tell you exactly what I do, and how he dies."
I knew I stood no chance against him, but I didn't care.
"Get away from him!" I shouted, swinging my sword. "Get out!"
Ragnar barely moved, yet something hit me in the chest, hard, sending me flying back to the door.
"Would you look at that, he wants to fight me!" The gormack laughed and drew a sword, which also glowed in blue. "All right, go ahead. It's going to be fun."
I threw myself at him again. When I struck, he met my sword with his. It felt like I hit solid rock, and my blade broke in half.
"Well? What are you going to do now?"
I did not have that many options, but I've always been known for inventiveness. Better do something than give up, that's my motto. So, having frantically looked around and seeing no suitable weapon, I jerked off my left boot and hurled it at the gormack.
Foolish, I know. I caught the look of insulted surprise on the spirit's face... In the next moment the boot lit up with green and knocked Ragnar over.
I stared. What in the world?... Those were regular boots, as far as I knew.
"Good throw," came Ellar's voice from behind my back as his hand clapped my shoulder. The green sparkling looked like he was trying to suppress a laugh.
Ragnar was back on his feet, and he was furious.
"It's your doing, not his!" he yelled at Ellar, clutching the sword. "You sent your power!"
The sparkling's grin widened. "Oh, I don't know about that. I might have reinforced the blow, but it was his hand that threw it. That's how it will go down in history, I'm afraid."
Ragnar fumed, his glow darkened to bluish-black. I thought he'd tear us both to pieces.
"You will pay for this, Ellar of Ravaron!"
Ellar gave a slight nod. "I am at your service, as soon as I return to our realm. Now, leave."
The gormack obeyed. Either he was too humiliated, or perhaps there were certain rules about fighting in the physical world, but he gave us one last glare and disappeared.
Ellar turned to me, chuckling. "I don't know how you came up with the idea, but it was brilliant. News of this kind travels fast in the realm of spirits. Getting whacked by a boot, by a human! That will teach him a good lesson."
"And put me on top of his hit list, I suppose?"
"Of course."
"Thanks a bunch. A ticked off gormack is all I need."
Ellar arched a brow. "Hey, aren't you glad I showed up?"
I was. I did not want to think how it would have ended without his interference.
"Your timing was good, I admit." I picked up the boot and put it back on. "Have a seat, Ellar, I need to talk to you. And stop glowing, would you? There are already all kinds of ridiculous rumors about my castle--that I've got ghosts here, and ghouls, and I don't know what else."
"Isn't that the kind of reputation a villain would want?" Ellar quipped, sitting down. His light did fade away though. "All right, all right, no need to frown. What did you want to talk about?"
I told him what I'd just read.
"Is that true? Can I restore Jarvi's strength if I do these three deeds?"
The sparkling shook his head. "I have not heard about anything like that. If I knew it was possible, I would have told you right away, back when it all happened."
"Yes, I remember what you said. So you think it's just a fairy tale?"
"Very likely, but, on the other hand, my knowledge is limited. There are many things I am not aware of, and some fairy tales do contain grains of truth."
"Now you make it sound like there might be a chance."
Ellar shrugged. "All I'm saying is, I don't know. You can try if you want, but you must realize that there's no guarantee."
"Nice." I took a walk to the window and back, thinking. "What about your king, Faradin? Can you ask him about this?"
"I can," Ellar nodded. "I'll do it right now if you wish."
"Go ahead."
He lit up with green light and vanished. I waited, much longer than I thought it would take. From what I remembered, sparklings' trips to the spiritual realm and back took only about a second.
When Ellar finally returned, his expression was serious and impenetrable. I couldn't tell whether he brought good or bad news.
"Well?"
"Faradin is silent."
I didn't get it.
"You mean, he does not know either?"
Ellar gave a condescending smile. "Unlike me, Faradin knows everything. But he has not answered your question. You must decide by yourself whether it is worth trying or not."
Now, that was beyond frustrating.
"Well, if it's just a story, of course it is not worth doing! I mean, we're not talking about taking a stroll here, we're talking about going on a long quest, and I wouldn't even know what to look for since the book does not say what those deeds are. Why should I waste time and effort if it's not going to work?"
Ellar shrugged. "Nobody says you should. Nobody asks it of you."
"Oh, that's just great!" Unable to contain myself, I started pacing around the bedchamber. "Nobody's asking me, sure. I can just forget the whole thing and do nothing. Just keep fighting off heroes, villains and now gormacks. Keep seeing Jarvi like this every day." I halted and turned to the sparkling. "Well, you know that I can't just forget it! I won't be able to stop wondering whether it would have worked! And Faradin knows it, too!"
Ellar said nothing. He just watched me, standing still in the middle of the room, waiting for my outburst to end. What could he say, anyway? He was just a messenger.
"Fine." I sat down on the bed. "Fine, I'll do it. Jarvi, give me your sword."
Ellar stepped up to me. "Do you mean it?"
"No, just kidding! Of course I mean it, why do you question me? I don't know what these stupid deeds are, and I'll probably ruin my reputation doing them, but the way I see it, I don't have that much of a choice. Will you look after Jarvi while I am gone?"
The sparkling shook his head. "I have told you before, I can't stay in the physical world very long. Take him to Ulkaria. King Osmund knows who he is, and he will be happy to watch over him for you."
I didn't like the idea.
"That means I'll have to pose as the Lakeland Knight again."
"You're worried about your reputation, this would be a perfect solution. Do it as the Lakeland Knight, not Lord Arkus."
"Well... I suppose you are right." I looked at Jarvi. His sword was not there. "Jarvi? You hear me, don't you? Give me your sword, I'll try to cleanse it through this whole charade."
Nothing happened.
"I think he does not want you to risk your life," Ellar said. "You do realize it is going to be very dangerous?"
"I kind of thought valiant deeds included some danger, yes. Come on, Jarvi, don't make it even more complicated. Just give me the sword."
"Let me talk to him."
Ellar leaned over and whispered into Jarvi's ear. I don't know what he said, but in a few moments the thin orange sword appeared at Jarvi's side. I remembered it in its full shining glory, and I remembered how the glow faded. It was still very dim, barely noticeable.
I took the sword and sheathed it; since I'd just broken mine, the empty scabbard was waiting. Just like the last time, the blade fit right in, quickly adjusting to the size.
"Well, I guess I've got to start packing."
∗ ∗ ∗
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