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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 fiancé 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.”


 

***






  








Chapter 2
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My journey to Ulkaria was not very pleasant. I couldn’t believe I was going back, I thought it was over and I’d never hear the ridiculous nickname of Lakeland Knight again. Yet there I was, heading right into it. It was going to be even worse this time, with these three valiant deeds I had to accomplish.

“I bet you are happy now,” I grumbled at Jarvi, who lay by my side in the carriage. “You got me into this hero business again. Well, don’t get your hopes up. As soon as it’s over, it will be over—for good!”

I did not want them to go all crazy about their beloved Lakeland Knight coming back, so I traveled in a plain carriage, wearing a hooded cloak. I managed to make it all the way to the royal palace unrecognized. There, however, I had to remove the hood to gain access.

The guards instantly lost their severity.

“Sir Lakeland Knight!!”

“Yes, the one and only. Go tell your king that I’m here—him and no one else.”

King Osmund came running from the dining hall, as I could tell by the napkin still tucked behind his collar.

“My dear friend!” he exclaimed, grabbing and shaking my hand. “Come in, come in! What a wonderful surprise… Still, why didn’t you write? I would have prepared a much better welcome! We’d have a feast! And a ball!”

Exactly. That’s what I was afraid of.

“That would be unnecessary, Your Majesty. Your sincere joy is the best welcome.”

“You will not refuse to dine with us, I hope?” the king went on, leading me inside. “The queen will be delighted to see you, and so will my daughter and son! We were so saddened by your unexpected departure… I’m sure you had your reasons, and I make no reproach, but it was quite a shock, for everyone.”

“I apologize for leaving so suddenly and without notice,” I answered. “As Your Majesty says, I did have my reasons. May I request a private audience before I have the pleasure of seeing the royal family? I have a big favor to ask of you.”

“Anything, my dear Lakeland Knight. Whatever it is, consider it done.”

We stepped into the king’s study. I told him what I was getting myself into. Just like Ellar predicted, King Osmund gladly agreed to look after Jarvi, thanking me for the honor and praising my bravery to high heaven.

“How noble of you to undertake this!” he raved. “Not even knowing whether completing these deeds would help! This is so like you, my dear knight! I can’t wait to tell the queen, and everyone else… but I suspect you would wish to keep the endeavor secret?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will be much obliged if it stays between you and me.” I looked at his miserable expression and sighed. “Very well, between me and the royal family.”

That made him happy again.

“Thank you, my friend! It would have been torturous to keep it from my wife and children. Now, don’t you worry about a thing, your sparkling will be in good hands. Is there anything else I can do to help? Any tools or supplies you need?”

Yeah, how about a magic wand to have it over with?

That’s not what I said, of course. However, I did hope that King Osmund could offer some assistance.

“Perhaps Your Majesty can suggest something for me to begin my quest with. Is there any trouble in the land?”

He thought for a few moments and shook his head.

“Ulkaria is peaceful as ever, even more than before—the power of your name still guards us, no one dares to make mischief. So I’m afraid there are no valiant deeds for you here.”

Darn. Was I ever going to start making progress?

“Nothing at all?”

The king spread his hands. “I’m sorry. Even the gang of highwaymen that used to cause trouble up north disappeared… Oh, wait a minute!” He brightened up. “I’ve got an idea. You need to talk to Triar, the wise hermit. Of course! He always knows what’s going on, he can advise you.”

“A hermit?” I was skeptical. “How can he possibly know what’s happening in the world?”

“He has his ways of gathering information. Believe me, he is the best! He’ll tell you who needs help, where, and of what kind. He might even know what exactly these valiant deeds are!”

Well, it sounded like this fellow was worth checking out.

“Where does he live?”

“Up in the Sarwean mountains. You’ll need to hire a guide to lead you to his house, it is not easy to find. Now, Triar is not the friendliest man. He doesn’t help everyone, but I think I can take care of that. He owes me a favor.”

The king walked to his desk and picked up a carved wooden box.

“Here, take this,” he said, taking out a golden medallion shaped like a shield, with a crown neatly engraved in the middle. “Triar made this for me. Give it to him, and tell him that I personally ask him to help you. There is no other medallion like it, so the hermit will know you speak the truth.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” I took the gift. “This is very helpful.”

“I’d do more for you if I could. Well, let us go to the dining hall, I bet they are all dying of curiosity, wondering what’s going on—I ran off without saying a word when the messenger told me you were here. Let’s go surprise them! The queen and the princess will be overjoyed, and Philip—he’ll probably jump and dance when he sees you!”

I had no doubt that Prince Philip would be happy to see me, but it did not make facing him any easier. He was the only person in Ulkaria who knew my true identity. He’d promised to keep it secret, and I was certain he’d kept his word. Nevertheless, I couldn’t begin to think how I would explain things if he ever asked me to.

Before agreeing to dine, I carried Jarvi inside and made sure he would be well guarded, placing him into a room next to the king’s own quarters. King Osmund was right, my appearance before the royal family was a big hit. Not only Philip, everyone jumped from their seat, and it took quite a while to calm them down enough to continue the dinner. The queen wished to know where I had been and what I’d been doing these several months (as if I was ever going to tell her); Princess Litinia wanted to cancel her upcoming trip to Mellenburg, and Philip—Philip acted as if nothing had happened. The boy looked at me with the same sincere admiration, smiling and clinging to every word I said. When the king shared about three valiant deeds, the prince’s eyes lit up, and he showered me with questions, pretty much taking over the conversation.

“Now, Philip,” King Osmund said, laughing, “while I certainly understand your fascination with Sir Lakeland Knight, you can’t have him all to yourself. You must share with the rest of us.”

But Philip wasn’t going to share. When the dinner was over, he begged me to go with him to the fencing hall.

“I now have a sword as well!” he said. “And I exercise three days a week to learn how to wield it. The swordmaster says I am pretty good, but I want you to see and tell me whether it’s true!”

I looked at his father. The monarch laughed again, shaking his head.

“Oh, very well, go. He won’t leave you alone, anyway.”

It was very tempting to ignore the subject and accept Philip’s “let’s-pretend-nothing-has-changed” attitude, but I knew I had to address it. As soon as we were alone, I turned to the boy and looked him straight in the eye.

“Prince Philip. You know who I am.”

He looked back in his disarming open manner and brushed a lock of dark hair off his face.

“I sure do. You are Lakeland Knight, our hero and protector, and my dearest friend who saved my life.”

So he insisted on avoiding it. Well, I wasn’t going to go for that. It was time to face the truth.

“I am Lord Arkus of Blackriver
Castle, quite a prominent member of the Villains League. Granted, I have not done any serious business lately, but the fact remains.”

He didn’t bat an eye.

“If it’s true, I don’t care, because what I said is true as well. Did you not save my life risking yours? Did you not protect our land and help our people? Did you not save my sister?”

Yeah, only my original plan was to kidnap her. He didn’t know that; nobody did—that is, nobody human—and for some reason I did not feel inclined to share that bit of info. But the rest was true, I had to admit.

I looked at the prince, not knowing what to say.

“Listen.” He stepped up to me. “I see that this whole thing is not easy to grasp, and not easy to talk about. You probably don’t understand it yourself very well, how it all happened. So let’s just forget it and be friends. I hope you don’t mind being friends with me?”

“Of course I don’t mind, if you still wish it…” I paused, not finding words again. “I want you to know one thing, Philip: I never tried to pose as a hero with ill intent. I did not mean to deceive you in any way.”

“I know that. Here, let’s shake hands and never speak of it again.”

I took his hand. The issue was far from settled; the truth could come out at any time, reach King Osmund, and who knows what would happen then. But for the moment, we were good.

Philip smiled, changing the subject. “There is something I want to ask of you.”

“Uh-oh, I suspect I know what it is.”

“Please take me with you on this quest!”

“Yes, that’s what I thought. I can’t, Philip.”

“Please, please, please! I can be of help. I really am getting good with the sword!”

“Your father will never agree, and he would be right. I don’t even know where I am going, how long it will take, and what I will have to face. I do know though that it will be dangerous.”

“I fear no danger!”

“I know. I saw your bravery when we were dealing with Shabriak, not many grownup men would have shown the courage you did. Nevertheless, I can’t take you with me, Prince Philip. I must do it by myself. The whole thing might not work if I get help.”

The boy sighed. “I suppose you’re right,” he muttered, frowning. “Very well.”

“Don’t be so upset.”

“Easy for you to say. I’ll die of boredom here in the palace, all alone, with everyone leaving. You’re going on the quest, my sister is about to leave to Mellenburg, and my mother is thinking about visiting our cousin Auren.”

I was about to say that the king was not going anywhere, but something clinked behind the cracked door to the fencing hall, distracting us both.

“What was that?”

Philip walked to the door and looked out to the corridor. I followed. We did not see anyone, but the bronze chandelier on the small table lay on its side.

“Someone was eavesdropping!” Philip turned to me and grinned. “I bet it’s Madame Clementina! She must have found out that you are here, and if you think she’s gotten over her crush on you, you’re wrong!”

At that point, I’d rather prefer it was Clementina. It would be better than Ragnar. Ellar had told me that Jarvi and I were going to be protected from the gormack during my mission, so he would not be able to harm either one of us directly—but that did not stop him from following, watching, and plotting. He was not going to leave me alone, that’s for sure.


 

***


 

I made it to the Sarwean mountains in two weeks. I traveled on horseback, Prince Philip insisted that I take Onyx, his stallion. The area was heavily wooded and sparsely populated; I saw no towns or castles, only a small village here and there. Several villages were scattered at the foot of the mountains as well. I entered the largest one and headed to the tavern, easily identifiable by a wooden sign featuring a bottle and a steaming frying pan.

There was quite a crowd out front, mostly men, standing in a circle. As I rode closer, I saw that they gathered around a splendid white stallion who angrily pawed the ground. The animal was tied to a pole, with a rope long enough to allow some prancing and kicking, and he did both as soon as anyone ventured to come a bit too close.

“Well? No one else wants to try for a golden coin?” asked a short bald fellow, the only one who stood within the stallion’s reach, obviously the proud owner. “A nice, round, heavy golden coin. A copper to play, gold to win. Stay in the saddle as I count to ten, and it’s yours.”

The crowd murmured, but nobody volunteered. I checked the stallion again. Yes, it was one fierce horse. Strong, muscular, with the wild look in his eye that said he was still being broken. I probably could handle him, but I doubted that it would count as one of my valiant deeds, and I wasn’t interested in anything else. So I dismounted, tied Onyx, and went to the tavern door.

“What, nobody’s got the guts?” the fellow teased. “Ha, ha, I’m not surprised! I guess I’ll keep my gold to myself, then.”

“I’ll do it,” said a woman’s voice.

The crowd murmured louder. I halted and turned to look.

The slender dark-haired young lady who stepped forward wore a wide black skirt that was actually a large piece of fabric tied around her waist, a sleeveless leather jacket over a red shirt, and a kerchief on her head, pirate-style. A curved blade on her belt and two daggers would have suited a pirate as well.

“You?” The fellow regarded her and grinned. “If you manage to get in that saddle, I’ll give you two golden coins, not just one.”

She looked back at him with challenging boldness.

“Excellent. Two if I get in the saddle, three if I stay in it as you count to ten, and five if I subdue the horse enough to ride. Deal?”

The crowd cheered. More spectators came out of the tavern. I stepped closer as well; this was going to be interesting.

The stallion’s owner looked the young woman over again.

“I’m not responsible for any injuries.”

“Just have the gold ready.” She flipped him a copper coin.

He nodded, catching it. “Very well. Go ahead, show us what you’re worth.”

The pirate girl untied the skirt and threw it aside, revealing dark leather pants. She slowly approached the stallion and walked around him, sizing him up. He noticed her and probably guessed her intent; his eyes focused on the perceived threat, nostrils flared as she continued to circle, humming softly under her breath.

“You do realize it’s a horse and not a merry-go-round,” the owner quipped.

Either this girl was green and about to become black and blue, or she had developed her own approach to taming wild horses. I noticed she slowed whenever the stallion became restless.

And then it happened in a blink of an eye.

She dashed forward and flew up in the saddle so fast that no one was able to grasp how exactly she did it—including the stallion. He jerked, let out a furious neigh and began bucking and prancing like mad. 

You’ve lost two coins, buddy.

The owner forgot to count, but the crowd did it for him.

“One! Two! Three!”

The young woman clung to the stallion’s neck, clutching his mane, holding so tight that she and the horse seemed to have grown into one. This was where the battle would be won or lost. A horse with its head up cannot buck, and the way she held the stallion’s mane discouraged him from putting his head down.

“Four! Five! Six! Seven!”

She held on.

“Eight! Nine!! Ten!!!”

Make it three coins.

The stallion raged and kicked so hard that even the owner stepped aside.

“All right, that’s enough, somebody help me to hold the horse!” he shouted.

“Stay away!” returned the pirate girl. “Break the deal and I’ll break your neck!”

Now, that was one spunky young woman. I liked her language, not to mention her courage and skill. 

I thought she would be thrown off at one stage when she tried to reclamp her legs around the horse, but she managed to turn the stallion in tight circles and reposition herself. Once she had him turning tight circles I knew she had won, and so did the stallion. 

Suddenly, the horse just stopped. He stood there, breathing hard, frothing at the mouth, still mad but willing to obey. The crowd applauded.

Make it five.

The young lady gracefully dismounted, stepped up to the stallion’s owner and held out her hand.

“My money please.”

The fellow frowned as he counted off the coins, he clearly didn’t plan on losing this much, but he wisely decided not to go back on his word. It was very likely that the pirate girl was just as skilled with her blade as she was with horses.

Well, this was some good entertainment, but I was on business. Wasting no more time, I went into the tavern and asked the tavern-keeper, a big stocky man, whether he could find me a guide to the hermit’s house.

“Bergel can take you there,” he replied after some thought, “if he is sober. I’ll send someone for him if you’d like.”

“How about someone who isn’t a drunk?”

“Well, there’s Panamack, the shepherd, he knows the way, but he’s old. And he can’t leave the herd.”

It didn’t look like there was much of a choice.

“Find someone to watch the herd for him, I will pay.”

“Very well. I’ll send a boy first to ask whether he’s up to it. Would you like to have a meal while you are waiting? I’ve got excellent fried fish, caught today!”

I ordered a plate. The fish was decent, but far from excellent. I ate and waited. And waited. And waited some more.

“Where is that boy of yours?”

“Still hasn’t returned. He should be back any minute though. Would you like anything else? My beer is the best, it’s a secret family recipe, you’ve got to try it!”

I figured that the crook was trying to sell me more food and drink while the boy either never left or was instructed not to hurry back. For a moment or two, I toyed with the idea of leveling the place to the ground, but decided against it: Triar might find out and refuse to help me.

I rose from the table.

“I’ll go to the shepherd myself. Where can I find him?”

The tavern-keeper reluctantly gave directions. I paid for the meal and headed to the door.

It was not smart of me to wear the king’s golden medallion out in the open, I should have kept it in my pocket. I realized it the moment someone’s quick hand snatched it off my neck.

I dashed after the thief, but two more men blocked my way, one of them with a knife, the other with a sword.

So much for deciding to leave the tavern intact.

I wasn’t sure whether using the sparkling’s sword for this would be justified, so I limited myself to my fists, tableware, and furniture. Having knocked the knife out of the first guy’s hand, I relieved the second one from a couple of teeth and went after the thief again. As I grabbed him, he tossed the medallion to someone else.

Oh, great. How many of them are here?

It wasn’t easy to count, but there were more thugs than chairs. I can tell you that, because when I broke the last one, I still had men coming at me.

Between dodging and giving blows, watching my back and searching for anything usable in the fight, I lost sight of the medallion. Whoever had it could have already sneaked out, leaving the rest of the gang to distract me, and it did not look like I was going to be done with them any time soon.

WHACK!

A large fellow toppled over—a fellow I didn’t hit. The pirate girl stepped on his chest, holding the blade to his throat.

“Give it here.”

Yes, he had the medallion—and he handed it up. 

“Good boy.”

She took the medallion, tucked it away, and joined the fight. She was just as skilled with the sword as she was with horses. Her curved blade flashed and whirled, never missing, parrying blows, hitting back, bringing thugs down left and right. Before long, the few who remained gave up the fight and fled.

I looked over the battlefield… Let’s just say cleaning the place up was going to be quite a chore. That must be what the tavern-keeper thought, too, as he peeked from under a table.

The pirate girl stepped up to me and produced the medallion.

“I believe this is yours, sir,” she said, handing it over.

“Thank you.” I took it. “What is your name?”

“Cassandra. And I wasn’t doing this for a thank you.”

“Oh? What do you want, then?”

“Fifty golden coins.”

“Fifty?!” My, she certainly knew how to make a profit. “You probably meant fifteen.”

“Nope. Fifty is what I meant, and fifty is what I want. From my observations, this little piece of jewelry is worth much more than that to you.”

“And what makes you think that I’ve got this kind of money?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I know a nobleman when I see one. I bet you’ve got a title, and a treasury that goes with it.”

She was right, I had both. However, while my title was always with me, my treasury wasn’t. I relayed that to the entrepreneurial young lady.

“You did help me quite a bit, and I’d pay you fifty coins if I had them, but all I’ve got is twenty, and a long journey ahead of me. Will you take fifteen? I need to keep at least five for myself.”

She looked me over, thinking.

“I’ll take ten, for now.”

“For now? What do you mean?”

“I mean that I’m stuck with you, wherever you’re going. You’ll pay the remaining forty when you get home.”

I laughed. “That’s going to be a while, young lady. We’re talking weeks, probably months.”

She wasn’t dissuaded.

“I’ve got time, I am out of work at the moment. Forty golden coins is nothing to be sneezed at. I’ve got to keep an eye on my investment. Who knows, I might be of service to you again.”

“And bill me for it?”

“Naturally.”

Well, at least I knew exactly where she stood. Besides, she promised to make a fun companion.

I gave her ten coins. Cassandra tied them into a handkerchief and stuffed it into her pocket.

“There’s one other thing,” I said. “I have one condition. You’ve got to promise not to help me when I say so.”

“What?”

“Well, there are certain tasks that I must perform without anyone’s aid. So when I ask you to stay back, you must obey.”

She scratched her brow. “All right. Got it. I don’t help when you want no help. I can even hinder you if you’d like, but that will cost extra. So, where are we going?”

“For starters, to Triar the hermit.” I sighed. “If I manage to find a guide.”

“Look no further. I know the man, I’ll take you to him. That will be ten more coins.”

I couldn’t help laughing again. “The service isn’t worth five, but you know what? I like you, so I’m not gonna bargain. Forty plus ten, I owe you fifty.”

“Fifty it is. A nice round sum, easy to remember,” she confirmed. And I thought she blushed a little.


 

***
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 “You know my name, and I still do not know yours,” said Cassandra, riding her stout brown mare next to my Onyx. “Not fair.”

She was right, I had not introduced myself yet. After a moment of consideration, I decided that revealing my real name should not create any problems with her.

“I am Lord Arkus.”

The girl’s eyes widened, but that was the expression of amazement and curiosity, not fear.

“Lord Arkus? The Lord Arkus?!”

So she’d heard about me.

“That depends on what you mean by ‘the’.”

“The lord of Blackriver
Castle! The one who’d set a big monster on Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna!”

Hmm, I did not know that word about that had already spread so far…

“Well, that’s not how it was. However, if this is what people are saying, I am pleased.”

“People are also saying that you like capturing folks and collecting ransom.”

“True.” I smiled. “You are safe though, I’ve got other things planned.”

“Ha! As if you’d make any money off of me… So what are you doing here, if I may ask, traveling all by yourself?” Cassandra patted her horse’s neck, making it go a little faster. “By the way, you can tell me stuff. I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

“That’s good. I am here on business, and it does require secrecy. I will tell you more when the time comes.”

She nodded and rode in silence.

“My turn to ask questions. You mentioned you’re out of work, what sort of work would that be?”

“Have you heard of Roderick’s gang?”

“The gang of highwaymen in northern parts of Ulkaria?”

“That’s the one. I was in it.”

So she wasn’t a pirate, she was a highwaywoman. Close enough.

“I suppose that explains your skill with the blade. What happened to the gang?”

“Roderick chickened out. Got scared of that Lakeland Knight fellow and dismissed us.”

Oops. Her job loss was my fault.

“I take it you’re not a fan of the Lakeland Knight, then. Good. Neither am I.”

I looked around. We were riding up the mountainside, moving along a rocky trail in the woods. The pathway was narrowing. Soon enough it was not going to be possible to ride side by side.

“How far is the hermit’s house?”

“Not far, we can actually see it from here. Under that pine tree.”

I couldn’t see it.

“Where?”

“Over there,” Cassandra pointed again, “behind those shrubs. Triar painted his house green, so that it’s harder to notice.”

“Not exactly a people person, huh?”

“No. What do you want from him, anyway?”

“I need his help with something.”

“Help??” She scoffed. “Good luck with that.”

The trail was getting too steep for horses. Just when I was about to point it out to Cassandra, she pulled on the reins, stopping her mare.

“All right, let’s stop here. I’m not going to Triar, we are not on friendly terms. I’ll stay with the horses.”

I had no objections. Having dismounted, I handed the reins over to Cassandra.

“I wouldn’t advise running away with my horse.”

She looked at me in indignation. “Who do you think I am?”

“A highwaywoman.”

“Well, yes, but that does not mean I can’t be trusted. When I work with someone, I play no tricks. Besides, you owe me more than your stuff is worth.”

The latter made sense. I nodded and headed to the green log house, barely visible through foliage.

There was no response when I knocked, so I knocked again.

“Go away,” came an annoyed voice. “Triar’s not home.”

Sure thing. As if I was going to believe that.

“If so, I will wait until he returns. I come from King Osmund of Ulkaria, on important business.”

Slow footsteps made a creaking noise, then came the sound of the door being unbolted. An old man emerged, small, skinny, with long white hair and beard—pretty much what I expected.

“Any proof of that claim?” he asked, looking me over.

I produced the medallion. The hermit took it, brought it close to his eyes and inspected both front and back.

“Come inside.”

I followed him into the house. It was dark, dusty, and full of books. Books were everywhere: on and under the table, chairs, desk, stacked on the floor, packed in wooden boxes—all that in addition to bookshelves lining every wall.

“Sorry for the less than warm welcome,” the hermit said. “I’ve got to keep idle gawkers away. Besides, I didn’t move all the way here to be bothered by visitors.”

“I understand.”

“So what does King Osmund need?”

“He asks you to help me, and what I need help with is this.”

I told him about the sword and three valiant deeds. Triar listened, nodding and stroking his beard.

“So you want leads, so to speak,” he said when I finished. “Well, there’s a dragon in Belveran that keeps burning crops, a sea serpent that made its way up the river Flagsha and terrorizes nearby villages, a group of witches that put a spell on a whole town, making it disappear in fog… You might want to write it all down, there’s paper and quills over there.”

I didn’t feel like doing a whole list of this stuff, three was bad enough.

“The king and I were hoping that you could tell me exactly, specifically what those deeds are.”

“Alas, no.” Triar sighed. “If I had my emerald apple, I’d find it out for you, but it was stolen.”

“Emerald apple? What’s that? And who stole it?”

“Swirgs, cunning and thieving underground creatures. My fault, I should have guarded it better. As to what it is, the emerald apple is a priceless tool, it allows to do a variety of things. One of them is getting truthful and accurate information. Once a year, I can ask the apple one question, no matter how difficult. It is also called the Apple of Faradin’s wisdom.”

“Well, if Faradin’s got something to do with it, it’s not going to work. I’ve already asked him my question, and he refused to answer.”

“Ah, but the apple would not refuse. It’s different. Whoever owns it owns the right for the answer. I haven’t used it for questions for several years, so if the apple was with me, I’d ask it specifically about each one of your deeds. But, as I said, Swirgs got it.”

“All right, let me go take it from them and bring it back. Where do I find these Swirgs?”

The hermit chuckled and shook his head.

“You don’t know what you are talking about. They are not going to just give it back. And very few who dare enter the Swirgs’ domain return.”

“Sounds like the stuff I signed up for, anyway. Dragons, Swirgs, what’s the difference?”

Triar gave me a long, thoughtful look.

“Well, now that I think of it, it might actually qualify as the Deed of Pure Hand. Yes, very likely. Not only is the apple hard to retrieve, you would be tempted to take it for yourself. If you keep your word and bring it back to me—provided you manage to stay alive, of course—I think there’s a good chance you’d have the first deed accomplished.”

“Then it’s settled. Give me directions to their place.”

“One of the entrances into their underground caves is not very far from here. Go down to the creek and follow the stream until you see two big oak trees. When you get there, look for a smaller creek that runs from under thick lilac bushes. The entrance is behind those bushes.”

That was easy enough to remember, and I was sure glad I didn’t have to travel far this time.

“Remember this,” Triar went on, “Swirgs are excellent liars. If they don’t kill you on the spot—which they’ll try, as soon as they realize what you’re after—they will try to deceive you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Any idea where they might be hiding the apple?”

“Somewhere in water, it needs to be wet to work best. There will be other gemstones there, Swirgs love them and steal them from everywhere; but you should recognize the emerald apple when you see it: it is the size of a child’s fist, beautiful deep green.”


 

***


 

Cassandra waited for me, entertaining herself by throwing daggers at a thin dry birch tree—and hitting it every time.

“So Triar didn’t kick you out?” she asked. “How did you manage to get on his good side?”

“The medallion you rescued helped. Let’s go. I’ve got some fighting to do.”

“Oh? With whom?”

“Some creatures called Swirgs. Have you heard of them?”

“I heard stories when I was little, don’t know whether they’re true or not.” Cassandra untied the horses she had tethered to a tree. “From what I remember, Swirgs are small and harmless, they take care of forest plants and such. Why would you want to fight them?”

“You must be confusing them with someone else. Swirgs live underground, come out at night and steal stuff. Triar says they are rather dangerous.”

“Sounds like fun.” She handed me Onyx’s reins. “I suppose we’ll go back to the village first, to get you a new sword?”

“New sword? Why?”

“You didn’t use yours at the tavern, so I assume it’s broken—unless you are under some strange vow.”

“Ah.” I got in the saddle. “No vows, but I do need to be careful with this blade. It’s a long story.”

Cassandra did not press me into telling it. I liked that about her: having once said that I could “tell her stuff,” she was never nosy, leaving it up to me how much I would share.

We rode down to the valley where there ran a fast, crystal-clear creek. I headed downstream, as Triar instructed. Everything bloomed and flourished here, the valley looked like a carefully tended garden. Low thorny bushes with colorful berries drew my attention. They were everywhere; the leaves looked the same, yet the berries were different: on some of the bushes, they were dark purple, on others red, on still others pink, and on some almost white.

“I wonder what these are,” I said, “I’ve never seen them before.”

Cassandra turned her head to see what I was pointing at.

“I think they are called sourberries; the name speaks for itself. They are nice looking, but pretty much useless.”

We reached the two oak trees. There could be no mistake: these giants had to be several hundred years old, they were larger than any tree in the forest. I looked for the smaller creek, and sure enough, there it was, as well as the lilac bushes, just like the hermit described.

I stopped Onyx.

“We’ve arrived. This is one of those things I must do by myself, so you stay here and wait.”

Cassandra looked around. “I see no Swirgs.”

“They are in the caves. The entrance is over there.”

Her eyes brightened. “The Sarwean caves! I wouldn’t miss that for the world! They’ve got a bad reputation, I want to see what’s in there.”

I frowned. “You promised to stay back when I tell you to.”

“And I will. I won’t touch your Swirgs, unless they decide to mess with me. I’ll just look. Looking isn’t forbidden by our agreement, as far as I remember.”

“No, I suppose it’s not.” I dismounted. “Very well, come along, if you’re not scared.”

She slid off the saddle as well. “Not many things scare me.”

“Oh? So there are some that do? What would they be?”

“Like I’m gonna tell you.”

We tied the horses to a tree. I lit the torch I took from Triar and started searching for the entrance. It was well hidden, only those who knew it was there would ever think to look behind the lilac bushes. Swirgs must have planted them there on purpose.

The cave was long, like a tunnel, with the creek running in the middle. As soon as we stepped inside, the bright summer day was over. Dark, wet chillness ruled here.

I drew the sword.

“Better be prepared. I have no idea when they will attack.”

Cassandra held her blade ready as well. We slowly walked along the tunnel, looking around, listening for any suspicious noise. So far, the only sound was the soft murmuring of the creek, amplified by echo.

The tunnel led us into a spacious cavern. I saw something move ahead of us, so I halted.

“I think we have found them,” I whispered.

I was wrong. What jumped at me was a huge rat. I kicked it aside—only to discover that the cavern swarmed with them, and they were not friendly.

“I hope rodents aren’t one of the things you fear.”

Cassandra saw them as well.

“No, but rats of this size are pushing it!”

Several more ran at me. I swung the sword; the rats hissed and backed off.

“Here, take the torch. My sword frightens them; I’ll go first.”

We walked through the hissing and growling furry mass. I was clearing the way, Cassandra watched our backs, swinging the torch and keeping rats at bay. The farther we went, the more aggressive they became. Then something whooshed over my head.

“Lovely. There are bats here, too.”

We kept moving along, wielding our weapons as fast as we could, jumping, ducking, spinning around. Bats weren’t that much of a threat, but their sudden swoops were distracting and, well, unnerving. The good thing was that, just like the rats, they feared my sword, so every time I raised it they’d recoil.

There was a larger tunnel ahead. When we made it there, I fully expected our attackers to follow, but for some reason they didn’t. Both rats and bats stayed behind, as if their only purpose was to not let us pass through their cave, and once they failed, they were done.

We stopped to catch our breath. Cassandra wiped her brow.

“Whew. It’s been a while since I danced like that. Well, now what?”

“I suppose we will soon find out.”

We walked upstream of the same underground creek. Once again, everything was quiet.

“Look!” Cassandra exclaimed. “These are… diamonds!”

Ah, so we must be getting close. Yes, there were gemstones scattered around, on both sides of the shallow stream and in the water. Some of them were very big.

“And rubies!” the girl went on, picking up one after another. “And emeralds! Now I see what those rats were guarding.”

“If you see an emerald shaped like an apple, let me know. That’s what I’m after.”

She didn’t respond, preoccupied with the gems. I thought I’d never pull her away from them, but she surprised me yet again.

“All right,” she said, holding up several large stones and looking them over. “I think this one is worth the most. Yes, I’ll take this one.”

With that, she threw the rest back in the water.

“Now let’s look for your apple-shaped jewel. What? Why are you staring at me like that?”

“You are taking only one gemstone? You’re not going to stuff your pockets with them or perhaps make a sack out of your skirt?”

“That might be a fine idea, but how would I travel or fight with such a load?” Cassandra regarded my still stunned expression. “Well, what’s so amazing about it? You aren’t stuffing your pockets, either.”

“I am a different story. I’m here for a specific jewel, and I must not take any other—not at this time, anyway—or it might ruin a very important mission. But you… Let’s just say you have shown quite uncommon common sense.”

She shrugged. “Roderick had once taken too much plunder. It didn’t end well.”

We searched for the emerald apple, watching out for Swirgs. I did not really expect to find the apple here, a treasure like that had to be far better guarded; but I still thought it wise to check every inch of this part of the creek.

“It doesn’t look like it’s here,” Cassandra said. “Are you sure that there’s such a gem here? Perhaps it’s been taken by someone else?”

“It hasn’t. Let’s keep going, it must be hidden deeper in the caves.”

We walked for about half a mile. There were no more gemstones under our feet, no rats or other creatures. The tunnel was no longer straight, it turned so many times that I lost count. And the strangest thing: it was no longer so dark.

“Is it just me, or is it getting lighter in here?” I asked.

“I was just going to say the same thing,” Cassandra replied. “How can it be?”

I couldn’t tell what the source of this light was, but it had to be somewhere ahead of us, because darkness diminished almost with every step. The tunnel turned again, and we both froze in astonishment.

We stood at the entrance of yet another cavern. This one was huge, and there was a garden in it. Yes, a garden. Some unknown trees with pale leaves and elongated white fruits, somewhat like pears, grew around a pond with clear greenish water. I saw what was making it green: in the middle of the pond, on a silver platter, lay the emerald apple.

Two small creatures who’d barely reach my knee were busy working not very far from us, picking the white fruits. One was up on a tree. He had a small basket with a rope tied to it, and he was carefully lowering it to the other fellow who stood on the ground. Had they not been moving, I would have thought them made of wood: they had skin like tree bark, arms and legs like twigs, and hair no different from grass.

“An underground garden!” marveled Cassandra.

The creatures saw us. They shrieked in horror and darted off, dropping the basket. There was only one “pear” in it, and it broke in half as it hit the ground.

Cassandra tugged on my sleeve.

“Would you look at that! There is a little one in there!”

I saw it. A tiny treeman—or whatever these guys were called—rolled out of the broken fruit and burst into crying. One of the gatherers returned, grabbed him and disappeared in the twinkling of an eye.

Cassandra was slowly shaking her head. “I’ve never seen anything like that in my life…”

“Neither have I.”

“Well, if these are Swirgs, I don’t perceive it to be too big of a problem.”

“Unless they’ve got some secret weapon. Stay here. I’m going for the apple. Don’t come to my aid, no matter what happens.”

I raised the sword and stepped into the cavern. In that same second, the sword jerked in my hand, hitting something. It was an arrow shot at me, and not just an arrow but a fiery one; it now lay smoldering at my feet. There was no way I could fight it off by myself.

I looked around for the shooter, hoping that the sword would do the job again if more arrows followed this first one. Instead, a huge fellow came out from behind the trees. He was all made of muscles, a head taller than me, and he had four arms—with a sword in each one.

“Oh my. Where were you when I needed a good bodyguard?”

The warrior was not in the mood for jokes. He ran at me with a furious growl, brandishing the swords.

“Four blades against one, not exactly fair?”

He didn’t care. It looked like his job was to kill any stranger who entered here, no matter big or small, well armed or not.

I parried and dodged his first round of blows. Jarvi’s sword must have helped, making my hand faster and stronger. The warrior looked surprised, he was obviously used to quick victories. He paused for a second and charged again. The force of his assault was so great that I could not stand my ground. I fought back as best as I could, yet he advanced, and I retreated. This was not looking good.

If he doesn’t kill me, he’ll wear me out and force me to leave empty-handed.

I had little chance to attack, but I still tried. Having made a false move, I used his confusion to get a bit closer and knocked out one of his swords. 

He didn’t like that at all. His next blow made me stagger back a few steps. Not realizing how close I was to the pond, I slipped on wet rocks and fell. The warrior struck right away. I rolled aside in the nick of time; his three blades hit the ground where I was just a moment ago.

While I got back on my feet, he picked up his lost sword.

Darn. Back to square one.

I blocked a blow from two swords at once, but couldn’t get out of the way from one of his under-hand swords. Sparks flew as it glanced off my armor. The shoulder plate saved me from a serious injury, but I still reeled from the blow. Even a glancing blow from this fellow was bad enough. He must have thought I was going to collapse, and he approached to finish me off a bit too carelessly. I saw it, and I was ready for him. I struck first.

The warrior dropped to his knees, swayed to the right, and nosed the ground.

I took a moment to rest; I needed it.

“Watch out, he might be just pretending!” Cassandra shouted.

I checked. He wasn’t. I hit him right in the heart.

I sheathed the sword and walked into the pond. It was not even knee-deep. The emerald apple shone through the water. I picked it up. It was warm, as if it had been lying out in the sun and not in a cold underground spring.

I turned to go back and saw dozens of “tree people” peeking from behind trees. They had no weapons. It did not look like they were going to attack. One of them, a lady with long green braids and a small diadem on her head, stood at the very pond, looking at me with deep sadness.

“I am Wilhelmina, queen of the Swirgs,” she said. “Before you destroy my people, tell me what it is you desire so bad that you were willing to risk your life and now are ready to do so much damage to others?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about. I am not going to do any damage, I’m just returning this apple to its rightful owner.”

“But the apple belongs to us.”

“Yeah, and I’m Faradin, king of spirits. Tell your stories to someone else.”

She regarded me with a slightly surprised, wondering expression.

“You have passed up jewels bigger than this one, so obviously you know its worth. But you seem to be misinformed about its origin. Has someone sent you here claiming that the apple is theirs? Who do you call its rightful owner?”

Well, Triar had warned me that they would try to lie their way out of it. I was curious to see how.

“Triar the hermit,” I answered. “You stole it from him.”

The queen shook her head.

“We didn’t. The apple has always been ours. It gives special power to the water of this stream. We water our garden with it, and grow saveberries up in the valley—you humans call them sourberries. Saveberries help us to defend ourselves, and these trees produce fruits through which our children are born. So if you—or Triar—break the emerald apple, you will get your wish, but the garden will stop bringing fruit, and saveberries will lose their power. We will have no children and no defense. We will soon disappear.”

“Wow, that’s quite a tale… Wait a minute, are you telling me that the apple can make a wish come true?”

She looked even more surprised.

“You didn’t know that? What did Triar tell you the apple can do?”

“He said it gives information. Answers specific questions, truthfully and accurately.”

The queen looked at the other Swirgs, as if asking them whether they ever heard such nonsense.

“But it’s not true! The apple does no such thing. It does contain great power, and if a human breaks it, that power will grant them one wish—any wish—at the cost of destroying our nation. That’s why those who know this secret are after it. That’s why we tried to protect it as best as we could.”

That sounded convincing. So convincing that I was beginning to feel uncomfortable.

I gave her a slight bow.

“Madam, I have to say, you are a masterful liar.”

She appeared to be thinking. Then her gaze stopped on my sword.

“The blade you carry is no ordinary blade. Come closer and draw it out.”

I did not know what this new trick was about, but I did as she asked.

“May this sword sing if I have spoken the truth,” the queen said, “or punish me if I have lied.”

With these words, she reached out her hand and touched the sword. The sword turned in my hand and produced a soft, melodic ding.

I felt a little lightheaded. Jarvi had mentioned that his sword could help separate truth from falsehood; he never said how, but now I saw it demonstrated. The queen didn’t lie to me; Triar did. I wasn’t rescuing a stolen gem; I was attempting to steal it from those who owned it. And I used Jarvi’s sword for it. And I shed blood.

Triar, you scheming dog, you will answer me for this!

Swirgs came a bit closer and stood around me, waiting, looking up at me with their big yellow eyes. Cassandra came up to the pond as well.

I handed the emerald apple to the queen.

“Here. Take it.”

Her eyes widened. 

“You are returning it?!”

“Well, it is yours. I’m certainly not taking it to Triar.”

She sighed, accepting the apple.

“Such an incredibly noble gesture… so terribly wasted.”

“Why wasted?”

“You have killed our guard. We are not warriors, we can’t defend the apple. Now anyone can walk in and take it. Our destruction is only a matter of time.”

“You’ve got other defenses—rats and bats over there, and then other gems to distract intruders.”

The queen shook her head.

“They did not stop you, and many others before you.”

“What about saveberries?”

“They only help us to hide or escape from our enemies.”

So I ruined them anyway. My giving up the apple did little good.

The queen walked into the pond. I watched her wade through the water that was reaching her waist.

“Well, if that’s the case… I have changed my mind.”

I overtook the queen and snatched the apple from her hands. She gasped, other Swirgs cried out in fear.

“I want everything to be the way it was before I entered this cave,” I said—and threw the emerald apple against the rocky wall of the cavern.

It burst into thousands of green and white sparkles. They filled the cavern, dancing and flickering, making the world disappear for a few moments. Then the sparkles faded away. The emerald apple lay on its platter in the middle of the pond, and the four-armed guard was rising from the ground.

The Swirgs stood speechless, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Cassandra had a similar expression.

The guard didn’t share their awe; he saw me, so close to the precious apple, and ran my way, swords raised.

At that moment, I didn’t care.

“Archibald, no!” ordered the queen. “Do not touch this man!” 

He stopped in utter bewilderment.

The queen turned to me. “What is your name, noble knight?”

That I did not need to hear. Not again.

“Never mind,” I said, heading back to the tunnel. “Sorry for the stress, have a good day. Come on, Cassandra, let’s get out of here.”

Swirgs came back to their senses and tried to stop us, but I waved them off.

“Leave me alone, guys. Just… leave me alone.”

We walked in silence along that same tunnel, past the gemstones in the creek, towards the rat cave. Cassandra glanced at me with concern, but had enough sense not to ask any questions.

“Sir noble knight! Mr. Hero! Wait!” came a shout.

We halted and turned around. There was a Swirg running after us, carrying a small bag.

“You call me that one more time and I’ll go back there and take your apple again,” I told him. “What do you want?”

He took a moment to catch his breath.

“Her Majesty Queen Wilhelmina wishes to reward you for what you have done for us.” He handed me the bag. “Please accept this gift from her.”

“What is it?”

“Some saveberries. You will be the first human to know their secret.”

I took the bag and looked inside. It was divided into four compartments; the berries were sorted by color.

“One purple berry will make you invisible for ten minutes,” explained the Swirg. “One red berry lets you fly, also for ten minutes. One pink berry will make you resistant to spells and magical traps, for the same amount of time.”

“Really? And what do the white ones do?”

He smiled. “By themselves, nothing. Just like the other berries will do nothing without a white one.”

“I see! A white berry makes a colored one work.”

“That’s right. Always remember to eat them together. And watch the time, especially when flying.”

I closed the bag. These were handy. I did not know what I was going to do now, but, at any rate, they were worth keeping.

“Tell your queen that I am grateful.”

“I will. She also said that you are welcome to pick more saveberries in the valley, too, if you want.”

The Swirg bowed and left.

We continued on our way. I guess my less than happy mood showed, for Cassandra kept glancing at me with that same concerned expression.

“Perhaps there is another way to find the information you hoped to get through the emerald apple,” she ventured.

I shook my head.

“No. And it’s not just that.”

We had time to spare, so I told her everything—about Jarvi, his sword, and the three deeds. I even mentioned the Lakeland Knight thing, which she took amazingly well, only raising a brow.

“So, you see, not only have I not gotten any closer to cleansing the sword, I have spoiled it even worse.”

“But you have fixed things. You have returned it all back to the way it was, as if nothing had ever happened.”

“As if, these are the key words. It did happen. I don’t know whether one can just undo something like that. I was able to fix the consequences, yes. But does it mean that the act itself didn’t count? Or do I now have to do six valiant deeds, not three? That is, if the whole thing works.”

She had no answer to that, and I wasn’t expecting one. We reached the rats’ cave; this time, they paid no attention to us. We walked through without any trouble.

“You could have used the wish to bring your sparkling friend back to life,” Cassandra said.

“You think it had not crossed my mind? It had, trust me. But he’d never approve, not at such cost.” I kicked a small rock that happened to be on my way. “Just wait, Triar. You just wait.”

“It’s not like him to do something like this.”

“Like or unlike, I’m going to pull his beard out. One hair after another.”

Cassandra stopped in her tracks.

“Beard? Triar has no beard.”

I halted as well. “What are you saying? He must have grown one. How long has it been since you last saw the old crook?”

“Triar’s not old! I don’t know whether it’s true or not, but he is said to know the secret of eternal youth, so…”

She didn’t finish, and she did not have to. We ran out of the cave, quickly untied our horses and rushed back to the hermit’s house.

The door was unlocked this time. I burst in and grabbed the impostor by the back of his shirt collar.

“Who are you?! And where is the real Triar?!”

He blinked, shrinking in fear.

“Wha… How dare you…I am Triar!”

“Are you, really?” I snatched the sword. “Shall we verify that?”

I wanted to use the trick I’d just learned from the queen of the Swirgs, but my attention was distracted. Instead of the barely noticeable dim glow, the blade now flickered with orange sparkles. It was still far from the bright shining it used to have, but it was a definite improvement.

Does this mean that…

“Ragnar, help!” the impostor cried out.

“Ragnar? So that’s who’s behind it!” I looked around. “Where is he? Let him show his face, unless he’s too scared!”

The gormack immediately appeared. He stood in front of me with arms crossed, glowing in dark blue, glaring at me with narrowed eyes.

“All right, Arkus, you won the first round. Don’t get too happy though, I’m not done with you. And be careful what you say, your protection will not last forever.”

“Where is the hermit? What have you done with him?”

He smirked. “I am not obligated to answer your questions, am I?”

The door opened and Cassandra ran in, followed by a fair-haired man of about thirty.

“I found Triar, he was locked in the cel…”

She gasped at the sight of the gormack. The real Triar grabbed her hand and pulled her away. He looked frightened, too.

I pushed the impostor to Ragnar.

“Take this puppet of yours and get out.”

The gormack barely controlled his fury.

“Beware, Arkus…”

“Get out if you don’t want to be whacked by a boot again, or by something worse. I think I saw a chamberpot under the bed.”

Ragnar was gone in a flash. The impostor backed away to the door and took flight. No one pursued him.

“I have seen many things,” said the real Triar, “but this is the first time I witness someone speaking to a gormack like that. Who are you?”

“Hasn’t Cassandra told you about me? I am Lord Arkus of Blackriver
Castle.”

“Yes, that’s what she said, but I find it hard to believe. I have heard of Lord Arkus, and from what I know, he is not someone who’d seek valiant deeds to help someone else or give up a treasure like the emerald apple.”

“Let’s just say I am eccentric and unpredictable.”

“Indeed you are.” Triar walked into the living room, gesturing to Cassandra to follow. “Shall we all dine together? We have a lot to discuss, it appears. I’ll need to know more about you and your quest to try to help you with the remaining two deeds.”

I stared at him.

“Did I hear you right? You said the remaining two deeds?”

Triar smiled.

“Don’t you realize you have accomplished the first one?”
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Triar treated us to all kinds of mushroom dishes—soup, pies, fried mushrooms, roasted pheasant with mushroom sauce. The hermit turned out to be a much better host than one might expect, given his reputation. We talked for several hours. Triar wanted to know everything about my dealings with sparklings, gormacks, and especially about the spoiling of the sword. Unlike Cassandra, he was not satisfied with me simply stating that I failed to protect it.

“What exactly took place?” he asked.

“Does it matter?”

“It might. You never know what piece of information will prove to be crucial.”

I sighed. “Very well. The sword was not supposed to change hands, and I gave it to Prince Kellemar.”

Triar’s hand stopped with the spoon half-way to his mouth.

“You gave it to him?”

“Yes. I was forced to. Otherwise, he threatened to kill Prince Philip of Ulkaria.”

The hermit studied me, saying nothing.

“You don’t believe me?” I asked. “This probably does not go along with what you know about Kellemar, but it is true.”

I shared the whole story. Triar and Cassandra listened, forgetting their food.

“It is hard to believe, but I do,” the hermit said. “I’ve heard strange, conflicting accounts about Prince Kellemar, things that I couldn’t explain. Now I am beginning to understand some of it.”

Kellemar wasn’t exactly my favorite subject.

“What else do you want to know, Triar?”

“Tell me about the monster.”

Now I wished I hadn’t asked.

“I don’t see how that’s important. He’s got nothing to do with Jarvi or my quest.”

The hermit shrugged. “Like I said, it’s not idle curiosity on my part, although I do admit I am very curious. I know what the monster is and I know he had been haunting you. Now he’s after Kellemar. People say you set him on the prince, but that is not possible. I’ve been trying to solve this riddle for quite a while.”

I figured I’d better get it over with.

“It was done by a sparkling. Not Jarvi, another one. He fought the monster off and told him that Faradin, king of spirits, would burn him alive if he comes near me again. And since the beast was so intent on chasing someone, the sparkling gave him a new target.”

Triar appeared to be deep in thought.

“I see,” he said after a long pause. “Faradin’s direct interference… That does not happen very often. Do you know where Prince Kellemar is now?”

Was he ever going to get back to business?

“I don’t, and I don’t care.”

He gave a half-smile. “Do I sense some hostility here?”

“Yes, and with good reason!” My patience was wearing thin. “Now Triar, with all due respect, shall we stop wasting time? Let’s try to figure out what the second deed could be.”

The hermit leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

“That’s what I’ve been doing, and I think I have it lined up for you.” Having enjoyed my confusion for a moment or two, he went on. “Prince Kellemar happens to be in quite a predicament right now. If you help him out, I believe the Deed of Cool Mind will be taken care of.”

“Is this a joke?”

“No.”

I looked at him. Indeed, he was serious.

“I’m not doing it. I will not help my enemy.”

“You call him your enemy? Excellent. Just what we need.”

“What are you talking about?”

Triar leaned forward. “Don’t you understand what the Deed of Cool Mind is? It means doing something because it’s right, in spite of what your emotions may be. Kellemar is a perfect choice. You dislike him, he probably returns the sentiment. Helping him will not be easy. Do it, and you will prove that your mind is stronger than personal likes or dislikes.”

I gave it some thought. Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna… There was a time when I vowed to kill him. Then, after Ellar’s intervention, he got what he deserved, and I had pretty much dismissed him from my mind. I no longer wished to do him in, but that did not mean I was eager to see him again, let alone help him.

Yet what Triar was saying made sense.

“What has the idiot gotten himself into?”

“The prince’s father, King Ramian, sent him to the Tenebrous
Valley.”

I arched a brow. “Since when does he want his son dead?”

“Ah, so you know who lives there. Yes, Pergalacks, a man-eating tribe. Prince Kellemar was carrying something of importance to their ruler, Morgard. I don’t know exactly what, but I do know that Morgard demanded Kellemar to deliver it personally, or he’d ravage southern areas of Dalvanna.”

I knew Morgard through the Villains League, and I couldn’t imagine what he could possibly want from King Ramian. Also, why he would act in such an unusual way? Morgard was a warrior, strong and rather straightforward. If he wanted something, he’d go fight for it. Why threaten to attack Ramian’s lands instead of just attacking them? Why demand that Kellemar come to his domain? I was intrigued.

“Prince Kellemar is dependant on white towers,” the hermit went on. “They are the only thing that can protect him from the monster, as you know. He’s managed to make it all the way to the valley staying close to them, but there are none ahead. The prince hoped to hire men to build more white towers for him as he goes on, but no builders agree to venture into the Tenebrous
Valley, no matter how much he offers to pay.”

“So His Highness is stuck.”

“Yes. He fears to go forward and he is too ashamed to go back. Meanwhile, his time is running short. Morgard has given King Ramian three months.” Triar smiled. “Until today, I thought no one would be able to help the prince.”

I saw what he was getting at. “No one but me. I am a walking white tower.”

“Precisely. The monster can’t come near you.”

I spent some more time weighing it. It was no use to ask Triar how certain he was that this would count as the second deed. I remembered the rules; there was no certainty. However, it did look like the opportunity was there.

“This whole thing was a pain to begin with, now it’s turning into a royal pain. Very well, I will escort the prince through the valley and back, to the safety of a white tower.”

I turned to Cassandra, who had not spoken a word during this whole conversation.

“You’ve been unusually quiet.”

“I suspect she does not want to go with you this time,” said Triar.

Cassandra shot an uneasy glance at him, but made no retort.

She’s not going? I was surprised at the intensity of my disappointment. It turned out I’d grown accustomed to having her around, more than I realized. Cassandra’s company was making this stupid quest tolerable… But she certainly had the right to quit whenever she didn’t feel like risking her life anymore.

“Well, if man-eaters are a bit too much for you, I understand.”

She shook her head. “It’s not man-eaters that bother me. It’s Prince Kellemar. We’ve met, and not under the best circumstances.”

“Oh? Tell me.”

“There’s not much to tell. I borrowed half a dozen horses from his stable, and he didn’t like it.”

“You made it into the royal stable? And managed to get out with six horses?” I chuckled. “Quite an accomplishment! Well, if that’s the only problem, I wouldn’t worry. Kellemar’s got other things on his mind. He probably won’t even remember you.”

“Oh, he will. He took it rather personally. Vowed to hang me with his own hands.”

“I won’t let him touch you.”

Cassandra seemed pleased to hear that, but she still wasn’t convinced.

“You’re going to have enough trouble with him as it is. My presence would make things even more complicated. I guess I shouldn’t go…” She paused, thinking. “Unless I come up with a good disguise?”

“Hey, that’s an idea. We can dress you up as a fellow—say, a servant of mine.”

She loved it. “Yes! I can cut my hair short… get some kind of a hat… Triar, do you have unused clothes I can look through?”

The hermit looked like he didn’t approve.

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Of course I am! Would I miss so much fun? The valley, the monster, and getting to see how Lord Arkus will handle that haughty prince!”

“And if he still recognizes you?”

“He won’t, if you help me with the disguise. So what about the clothes? Have you got anything suitable?”

“I might. But I’d like to have a word with you first. In private.”

I did not know what secret discussion Triar wanted to have with Cassandra, but I was more than happy to leave them to it. Today’s adventure was taking its toll; I needed some rest. So, having finished my cup of bilberry tea, I went outside, took care of Onyx and retired for the night.


 

***


 

In the morning I was greeted by a swarthy young fellow with whitish, sun-bleached hair, dressed not without elegance in a beige jerkin, brown knee breeches, and tall boots. Overgrown bangs were almost reaching his eyes; a scar on the chin indicated having more life experience than his youthful appearance might lead one to think.

“Good morning, my lord! Breakfast is served, your horse is fed, watered, and brushed.”

It took me a moment to realize who I was looking at. She was unrecognizable.

“Wow! Cassandra?!”

She smiled. “Not exactly a good name for a manservant. How about Archibald? After our four-armed friend.”

“Very well, Archie it is.” I looked her over once more. “Amazing! What did you dye your hair with?”

“Whitegrass decoction. The best thing.”

“And the scar? How did you do that?”

“Some tree sap Triar gave me. If you leave it on the skin, it sticks to it and dries into a scar-like tissue.”

“How long will it last?”

“About a week. Then I’ll have to reapply it.”

“Hmm… Sounds like a nuisance, if you ask me. But it’s a smart idea. It draws attention, making one wonder about the scar rather than focus on your face.”

“That’s what I hoped it would do. I’ve also got some stuff that makes bruises, very real looking. I can make myself a black eye, and tell everyone what a cruel master you are.”

She positively knew how to brighten my mood.

“It’s very nice of you, but I’m afraid it would be a bit too much.” I was getting hungry. “Were you just practicing your lines talking about breakfast or did you actually cook one?”

“I sure did!”

Cassandra stepped to the table and removed a towel that was covering a frying pan with an omelet, keeping it warm.

“It’s a little on the burnt side, cooking isn’t my specialty. But it’s edible. I’ve just had some myself.”

I sat down to eat. She wasn’t being overly modest, the omelet was burned. I picked out several pieces of egg shell, too. My new attendant saw it, but wasn’t one bit embarrassed.

“Since I am now officially in your service, shall we discuss the pay?”

“Now I know that it is indeed you. I wondered why you haven’t billed me for a while.”

“Well, that gemstone I picked in the caves is worth a lot, so I’m happy.”

“Perhaps it covers my debt to you?”

She grinned. “Nice try. The gem has nothing to do with your debt. You still owe me fifty coins.”

“Darn.”

“So what about my salary?”

I knew she had some exorbitant sum in mind, and I’d probably end up paying it, but I had to bargain, at least for appearances sake.

“Half a golden coin per week. Does that sound fair?”

“No, it doesn’t! Half a coin for a clever, trustworthy, strong and brave fellow who knows horses and is also skilled with the blade! No, Archie’s worth at least two.”

“Perhaps he would be if he was a good cook, but he isn’t.”

I expected more arguments, but she took a second to think and lowered the price.

“Fine, one golden coin.”

“Deal.”

Triar entered when I was finishing my breakfast. He carried a large leather bag.

“I’ve packed some food for you here, stuff that will keep.” He nodded at Cassandra. “How do you like the transformation?”

I smiled. “Archie and I are getting along great.”

“Archie, huh?” The hermit shook his head. “If only her father knew.”

“Knock it off, Triar! The lecture you gave me last night was quite enough.”

I looked at Cassandra, surprised by her suddenly sharp, imperious tone. I didn’t know she could order Triar around like that… And he said nothing to put her in her place. That was interesting.

“You know her father?” I asked.

Triar glanced at Cassandra, who was still frowning.

“I do. But she’ll bite my head off if I say anything about it.”

“That’s exactly what I’ll do,” she confirmed. “Shall we get going?”

Well, I didn’t like it either when people stuck their noses into my affairs. I asked no more questions.

We saddled the horses, checked and loaded our belongings. Triar came out to see us off.

“Watch out for Ragnar,” he said. “Remember how well he’d planned his last trap. He is even angrier now. He’ll do all he can to get his revenge.”

I did not need this reminder. I knew the gormack wouldn’t give up.

We thanked Triar and bade him farewell. I decided to go back to the creek first, to pick more sourberries. Keeping in mind our destination, it was smart to have a good supply of them.

“I’ll be picking purple, red, and pink berries,” I said, “and you go after the white ones. We need three times more of those.”

We started working. Protected by sharp thorns, the berries were not easy to get. It took some time to figure out how to do it: holding a branch up with one hand, we’d carefully remove all the berries from it and proceed to the next. I sorted berries by color as I picked them, placing them into three different pouches. Cassandra didn’t have to worry about sorting, so she was going a little faster.

“Shall we try them out?” she asked when the pouches were filled.

“Sure, why not. Which ones do you want to start with?”

“The invisible ones! I’ve often dreamed about it—you know, walking around without being seen.”

“That would be very helpful in your profession, wouldn’t it? All right, purple berries… Here, one for you, one for me.”

Cassandra took the purple berry and handed me a white one.

“I go first!” She put two berries into her mouth. “Blah! These aren’t called sourberries for nothing…”

In the next moment she vanished.

“Is it working?” came her voice out of nowhere. Then a pinecone jumped up from the ground and flew at me.

“Hey now!”

I ate the berries as well. The sourness made me wince. Thorns and a terrible taste—no wonder people haven’t discovered the secret.

I could still see myself, but I looked like a gray shadow. Another shadowy silhouette stood before me.

“I see you, Archie! You look like a ghost.”

“So do you!” Cassandra was thrilled. “My, this is great! The invisibles can see each other while no one sees them!”

“Well, it makes sense. Otherwise we’d stumble all over and bump into each other.”

“I want to do something! Let’s go back to Triar and scare the daylights out of him!”

I chuckled. “Sounds tempting, but no. We shouldn’t be wasting time, the prince doesn’t have much of it left.”

“Oh, look who else is here!” She pointed to my right.

I turned and saw three small figures marching our way. These were Swirgs, two adults and a boy. Judging by their spectral appearance, they were in the invisible mode as well.

“Hey guys,” I greeted them. “Who are you hiding from? Us?”

They stopped, looking up at me with happy grins. One, obviously the leader, saluted me.

“Hello, Mr. Hero! No, not from you.”

“Will you quit calling me that?! The name’s Arkus! Got it?”

“Arkus? Perhaps you should change it. There’s a bad villain called Lord Arkus, you don’t want to be confused with him.”

“Maybe I do.”

“Why?”

“Never mind. So what are you up to?”

“We are patrolling the valley, checking whether everything is all right. If something needs to be done or fixed, we’ll tell other Swirgs, they’ll come out at night and do it. I am Frederick, this is Baltazar, and this,” he gestured at the little one, “this is Reginald.”

I couldn’t help smiling. These fellows seemed to favor big, impressive names.

“Today is Reggie’s first time out of the caves,” Frederick went on. “We’re showing him what it’s like out here, and teaching him how to use saveberries.”

“We are trying out your berries as well.”

“Yes, I see that…” the Swirg shot an uneasy glance at Cassandra. “With respect, Mr. Arkus, you shouldn’t be sharing the saveberries’ secret with other humans. The young lady that was with you already knows, and now this man.”

“Don’t tell anyone,” I said, lowering my voice, “but the young lady that was with me and this man are one and the same.”

The Swirgs stared.

“Really?!” Little Reggie stepped closer. “So humans can turn from women into men?!”

“No, no!” laughed Cassandra. “I’m just dressed up as a guy, because I need to hide from someone.” She turned to Frederick. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us. We understand how important it is to the Swirgs.”

He gave a slight bow. “Thank you. Well, we’d better get going. We still need to check the northern part of the valley, and then go back and watch those humans down the creek. A rather suspicious bunch, I don’t like them.”

“Happy patrolling. I didn’t realize Swirgs were so busy.”

“Busier than usual when Frederick is in charge,” said Baltazar. “He thinks it his duty to spy on everyone who comes here.”

“Not on everyone, only on strangers, especially if they look like trouble. It’s only wise to…” Frederick suddenly stopped and listened. “Shh! Someone’s coming.”

I heard footsteps as well. Reggie wanted to hide, but Baltazar reminded him that there was no need since we were invisible. We waited in silence. In a few moments a low hanging tree branch moved aside, and none other than the fake Triar showed up. He passed us, looking straight ahead and walking briskly as someone who knows exactly where they are going.

“All kinds of strangers roaming about today,” grumbled Frederick, frowning.

“If I were you, I’d watch this one,” I said.

“You know him?”

“Enough to warn you that he is bad news.”

Little Reggie nudged Frederick. “He must be going to those other humans! See, he is heading that way! And they seemed to be waiting for someone.”

“You’re probably right. We’d better follow him and check it out.” Frederick turned to me. “Mr. Arkus, would you please come with us?”

I figured it wouldn’t hurt to see what the crook was up to.

“All right.”

We went after the old man, trying not to make noise. He kept walking along the creek for a few minutes, then turned to the right, to a thin string of smoke rising from behind sourberry bushes.

“There you are at last!” someone greeted him as he walked around the shrubs.

We followed. A group of rough-looking men sat around a campfire, finishing a meal. They appeared to have been through some kind of an ordeal, sporting numerous cuts and bruises. 

“These look familiar…” Cassandra whispered.

Now I recognized them as well. They were the thugs from the tavern.

“We were about to leave,” the same fellow went on, a short dark-haired guy with a split eyebrow. “It’s been several hours.”

“I said I would come, didn’t I?” the old man replied. “What I’m bringing you takes some time to prepare.”

“And what would that be?”

The fake Triar reached into his bag and took out a clay bottle.

“Here. When you find them, don’t fight; they proved to be better at it than you are. Just splash some of this on each one.”

The ruffians rose from the ground and stepped closer, curious.

“What will it do?”

“Watch.”

The old man pulled out the cork and poured a drop of white liquid onto a flower that grew nearby. The flower bent down and stiffened, instantly covered with icy crust.

The thugs backed away in fear.

“You’re some kind of a wizard!”

“Never mind who I am.” He put the cork back in and handed the bottle to the dark-haired guy. “Take it. I hope you have enough sense not to use it in public. Find some secluded spot.”

The guy took it. “All right… So when they freeze up like that, what should we do?”

“The girl’s up to you. The man must be killed. Help yourself to any of their belongings you like, but bring me his sword.”

“You realize they are talking about us?” Cassandra asked, tugging on my sleeve.

“Yep.”

We kept watching and listening. Judging by the conversation, the imposter had approached the thugs, who were already trying to plot their revenge, and offered to help. They hadn’t taken him seriously at first but agreed to meet here. Now they were impressed, as well as intimidated.

“Bring the sword and I’ll pay you with gold for it,” the old man went on. “Try to keep it for yourselves or sell it elsewhere and you’ll wish you were never born.”

The black-haired fellow looked like he was no longer too happy about getting involved in this. “We’ll do as you say, no tricks. Don’t work any magic on us.”

“I hope I won’t have to.”

The imposter proceeded to tell them where they could find us, revealing that he knew exactly what route we planned to take to the Tenebrous
Valley; I figured Ragnar had to have a hand in it.

“I will wait for you here a month from now. That should give you plenty of time.”

With that, he left. I considered following and taking care of the old crook, but having a murder on my hands while on a noble quest could bring complications.

The ruffians remained silent for a while, exchanging hesitant looks.

“Well, boys!” the dark-haired guy said with forced cheerfulness. “Are we lucky or what?”

“I don’t know, Degren…” ventured one of his buddies.

“You fool! With this stuff, those two stand no chance against us. And if we have some of the potion left, the next several jobs will be very easy.”

“What are you going to do, Mr. Arkus?” asked Frederick.

“Well, with the invisible berries, it shouldn’t be too hard to relieve them of that concoction.”

Cassandra shook her head. “That will not stop them. They’ll get some more, or come up with something else.”

“You have a better idea?”

“I think I do.” She turned to the Swirgs. “Can I use a flying berry while I am invisible?”

“Yes, you can,” nodded Frederick. “They work in any combination. Watch out though, the ten minutes of invisibility are almost up. You need to take another berry for that.”

“No, I don’t.” She popped a red and a white berry into her mouth. “No time to explain, just watch me and help. Make sure you all stay invisible.”

The men were gathering leftover food, preparing to leave. Cassandra jumped up, flailed her arms a little, getting used to staying up in the air, then flew over the shrubs and hovered about two feet above the ground, right in front of the thugs.

“He’s… I mean, she is so brave!” Reggie exclaimed, looking at her in wide-eyed admiration. “What is she doing?!”

“I guess we’re about to find out,” I answered. “Let’s take another purple berry.”

Cassandra’s invisibility ended in about twenty seconds.

“Good day, gentlemen,” she said, showing up out of thin air.

The thugs gasped, Degren almost fell over.

“A sparkling!”

“A gormack!”

“A ghost!”

Cassandra crossed her arms. “Neither of the three; worse. But I will not harm you if you behave.”

Some of the men snatched their weapons, others were about to flee.

“You are surrounded by my invisible army,” Cassandra warned, flying up a little higher. “I wouldn’t advise trying to use force or to run away.”

They didn’t heed the advice. Rather unwisely, I might add.

“That’s where we come into play,” I said to the Swirgs. “Fighters are mine, cowards are yours.”

We dashed after them. I caught Degren, jerked the sword out of his hand, and used it to knock out another man’s blade. Baltazar tripped a fleeing guy, Frederick picked up the dropped blade. Swirgs, it turned out, could emit bloodcurdling shrieks, which came in very handy. That and the sight of two swords flying around by themselves made the thugs change their mind about fighting, so now it was all about chasing and intercepting runaways.

The Swirgs proved to be creative and efficient, throwing pinecones, grabbing men’s feet, pulling off boots. One guy tried to crawl under a sourberry bush, but Baltazar chased him out, rattling empty bowls. A big bearded fellow took it into his head to climb a tree, much to Reggie’s delight.

“Oh, let me get that one!”

The little Swirg ate a red berry, flew up and shrieked in the guy’s ear, instantly bringing him down.

I never had so much fun in my life.

“Seriously, gentlemen,” said Cassandra, still hovering above all this mayhem. “You seem to be battered enough, why do you insist on creating yourself more trouble?”

How she managed not to laugh was beyond me.

The thugs gave up at last. They huddled together at the burnt down fire and stared at Cassandra.

“W-what do you want from us?” asked Degren.

She lowered herself almost all the way to the ground.

“You should have started with this question, it would’ve saved time. I come to ask you, how dare you plot against Lord Arkus the Fearsome? Do you not know that powerful spirits are helping him?”

Degren blinked. “We—we know that, and we never thought of plotting anything! I wouldn’t come near Lord Arkus!”

“That’s what you get for lying.”

She snapped her fingers; I picked up the empty pot and slammed it on Degren’s head.

This time Cassandra bit her lip to stay composed.

“First you tried to fight Lord Arkus at the tavern,” she went on, “and now you plan to go after him with this silly potion.”

“That man was Lord Arkus?! We didn’t know, I swear!”

He appeared to be telling the truth. Cassandra saw it as well.

“Now you do know. Give me that bottle.”

Degren hurried to find his bag and pulled the bottle out.

“Here, take it! I want nothing to do with it!”

“Good.” She accepted the potion. “Do I understand correctly that you are ready to convey your apologies to Lord Arkus and promise to never bother him again?”

“Yes! I promise, upon my life!”

“In that case you may go. And you may take the pot off.”

The ruffians scurried away. The Swirgs and I could at last let out our long-suppressed laughter. Cassandra joined us, getting down on the ground just in time: her ten minutes of flying were over. Our invisibility ended as well, so she could see us.

“That was quite a show!” I said, applauding. “Have you ever thought about performing at a theater?”

“Imagine that, I have, but it doesn’t pay much.” She lifted the bottle. “What shall we do with this?”

“Let’s take it with us, it might come in handy.”

“She made them think you’re Lord Arkus, the villain!” Baltazar laughed. “That was smart! Only…” his grin faded. “Aren’t you afraid that he might find out and come after you?”

“Honestly?” I glanced at Cassandra. “Not a bit.”

“I had no idea that humans are so much fun!” little Reggie declared, still snickering. “Why can’t we be friends with them?”

That brought a deep frown from Frederick. “Now, Reggie. Have you forgotten everything you’ve been taught? Humans are dangerous to us. Mr. Arkus here and his friend are a rare exception because they have proved their trustworthiness beyond any doubt. As to the rest, the less they know about us, the better. All right.” He looked his friends over. “Is everyone ready? We need to get going, the queen is expecting our report. Farewell, Mr. Arkus.” The Swirg bowed, turning to me.

“Farewell,” I nodded. “Archie and I need to get going as well, we are actually pressed for time. Give my regards to the queen.”

Cassandra and I made our way back to the horses. We had tethered them rather carelessly out in the open, unaware that there was a group of thugs nearby. Fortunately, neither Degren’s bunch nor anyone else had come this way.

“I was right about you,” I said.

Cassandra regarded me, looking a little suspicious. “What do you mean?”

“When I was deciding whether to take you with me or not, I thought you’d make a fun companion.”

“Oh.” She seemed not to know what to say, which was unusual for her. “Well… thanks. I’m doing my best.”

We were riding out of the valley when we heard Frederick’s terrified cry.

“Mr. Arkus! Mr. Arkus!”

He was flying at us like a strange wingless bird, eyes wide—and desperate.

“The catchers got Reggie!!”

I grabbed him as he landed in my arms.

“Who?”

“The catchers! Well, that’s what we call them; nobody knows for sure what they are.” Frederick paused for breath. “They’re always prowling about the valley, trying to snatch one of us. Reggie was too excited, he forgot to watch the time. He thought he was still invisible… It happened so fast!”

“But what do these catchers want with the Swirgs?”

“We don’t know. They serve swampland witches, so it must be the witches’ orders.” Frederick’s small hands clutched my sleeve. “Please, Mr. Arkus, you’ve got to save him!”
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I glanced at Cassandra. She was looking at Frederick, her face troubled, anxious. Then her eyes turned to me. She said nothing, waiting for my decision.

I didn’t mind helping out, but we had little time.

“How far are the swamplands?” I asked.

“A couple of miles from here,” the Swirg replied, “I’ll show you the way. Please, hurry! If we ride fast, we might intercept them; then we won’t have to go to the swamplands and deal with the witches.”

“All right, let’s try to do that. Hang on.”

We galloped through the valley. Frederick closed his eyes for a few moments, holding onto me with all his might; I guessed it had to be his very first horse ride.

“What do these ‘catchers’ look like?”

“Like wolves, but… different.”

“So they are beasts?”

Frederick shook his head. “No. At least not ordinary beasts. Swirgs are friends with all animals of the forest, none of them ever give us reason to worry. But these… If they are animals, they must have been bewitched.”

I sighed. “Monsters, then. Did I mention I hate monsters?”

Whatever these creatures were, they were fast, for we did not intercept them. As we neared the marshes, we saw paw prints on the soft, soggy soil, indeed very wolf-like. I couldn’t tell the difference. I slowed down and pointed them out to Frederick, who confirmed that the prints belonged to the catchers.

“Alas, they’ve made it home,” he said, his big yellow eyes apologetic and pleading.

“Well, Frederick…” 

I took a moment to think, avoiding those eyes. We had to leave. Kellemar had already spent over two months out of the three he was given; we didn’t know exactly how much time he had left. Reaching him would take a few days. We’d probably barely make it even if we headed out right now. 

On the other hand, I’d rather help Reggie than the idiot prince.

“This isn’t a good place for horses,” I said. “You two stay here with them, and I’ll go see what these witches are made of. How many of them are there, by the way?”

I noticed Cassandra’s surprised look. She obviously wondered at my choice, but I also saw that she approved it.

“Three,” Frederick answered.

That didn’t sound too bad. There were also those ‘catchers,’ but with Jarvi’s sword I should be able to deal with them.

I dismounted.

“I’ll go with you.” Cassandra slid off the horse as well. “It sounds like you’re a bit outnumbered.”

“No, Archie, I’d rather have you stay here. If anything happens to our horses and supplies, we’ll be in deep trouble.”

“Please, let him come—I mean, her,” Frederick interfered. “Don’t go alone. I’ll watch the horses. If you’re worried about them untying themselves and wandering off, I’ll take care of that. As to someone stealing them, there’s little chance. Not many venture near the swampland.”

“Well… All right. Two blades are better than one, I suppose.”

“Take a pink berry to protect yourselves from their magic,” the Swirg said.

Cassandra and I popped in a pink and a white berry as we headed along a barely visible trail leading deeper into the marshes. The area was stark contrast to the flourishing valley now far behind. Nothing flourished here; dead trees stood like ugly sentinels, reaching their gnarled branches, plants looked bleak and sickly, struggling to survive despite the abundance of water. In some ways, it was like Arkusville; I felt quite at home.

“Why are we doing this?” Cassandra asked.

“Don’t tell me you have no sympathy for Reggie.”

“I do, but what about the Second Deed?”

“The book said that the deeds would come to me when the time is right. This little adventure has just popped up on its own, hasn’t it? So who knows. Perhaps this is it. Triar’s speculations could be wrong, after all.”

“You don’t want to help Kellemar.”

“Nope. Unless I absolutely have to.”

We continued to follow the catchers’ prints until they suddenly disappeared.

“What sort of a trick is this?” I muttered, looking around. “Do these things fly?”

“If you mean the dogs, good sir,” said a soft, melodic voice, “no, they don’t.”

I turned and beheld a beautiful maiden as she stepped out from behind large gray rocks. Golden haired, with deep green eyes that reminded me of the emerald apple. She wore a silk silver frock and held a single white rose in her slender fingers.

It was the rose that made me suspicious. The strong, healthy flower was even more out of place in this landscape than the young woman herself.

“The witches have worked on the soil here so that any tracks and traces immediately disappear,” she continued, lowering her magnificent eyes under my gaze.

“And you are?”

She gave a slight bow. “Forgive me for speaking without first properly introducing myself. Alas, I am forbidden to share my tale. I can only reveal my name: Rosmarina.”

I studied her, not sure what to think.

“That’s a pity. I was just going to ask what such a beauty is doing in a place like this.”

Cassandra snorted behind me. I couldn’t quite understand her reaction, but I noticed how the mysterious young woman cast a worried glance at her.

“That part I can tell,” Rosmarina replied. “I am a servant here, it is my duty to meet and greet important visitors. Would you please tell me your names?”

“A servant to the witches?” I asked, ignoring her question.

“Yes.”

“And what makes you think us important?”

“No ordinary human would have made it this far into the witches’ domain. They have set many barriers, unnoticeable to the eyes of those who are not familiar with magic. You have passed them all.”

She smiled and took a tentative step toward us. In the next instant Cassandra snatched her blade.

“Back off!” she ordered, stepping forward. “Drop that dagger.”

Rosmarina staggered back, her eyes wide with fear. Slowly, she held out her hand with the rose and released it. The moment the flower hit the ground it turned into an elegant dagger with a gilded hilt. At the same time, the maiden also began to change. The shiny locks withered into gray strands, the perfect youthful face transformed into that of an older woman, not exactly a hag, but, well, let’s just say distinctly different.

I tried not to appear surprised, but I don’t think I succeeded. Good thing Rosmarina was no longer looking at me: her gaze was fixed on Cassandra.

“Please accept my most humble apology, oh mighty wizard,” she said, her voice different as well, with no trace of the former melodic ring. “May I ask how you saw through the spell?”

Yeah, that’s what I wanted to know, too. That and the reason why I couldn’t see through it. Had the effect of the pink berry worn off? But Cassandra and I had taken the berries together, at the same time; why would it still work for her but not for me?

I knew Cassandra pretty well by now, and as I turned to her I saw that, although she did a good job of looking confident, she was confused. She probably had no idea that I had seen a beauty with the rose instead of the unpleasant old woman with a dagger.

“Shall I chop her head off, Archibald?” I offered. “Or do you want to find out all the details first? I don’t mean the trick, disguising herself as a young beauty and her weapon as a rose is nothing original. Will you be able to determine who sent her?”

“I’d rather not waste my power on that,” Cassandra played along, much to the witch’s relief. “I hope she is sensible enough to tell me, to earn her pardon.”

“No one sent me, I swear! We knew our defenses were breached, so I went to see whether I could stop you, or at least discover your intentions. It was foolish of me, I should have guessed that you are much stronger than us. But this spell has never failed before, I was certain no man, wizard or not, could repel it.”

Ah. ‘No man,’ that had to be it. Archie’s disguise was proving to be more useful than we ever thought.

“I suppose I will take this explanation, for now,” Cassandra said, still frowning. “However, by ‘stopping us’ you most certainly did not mean politely asking us to go back.” She turned to me. “I don’t know about you, Ark, but I find it rather irritating when someone comes at me with a dagger. I say she still has to pay for it.”

Ark?? That was not something I’d normally let a servant of mine get away with, but Archie was not just a servant. Besides, I kind of liked it.

“No objections from me,” I replied. “Shall I chop her head off?”

Rosmarina’s frantic eyes darted from Cassandra to me.

“No! Please do not harm me, mighty wizards. Name your price. I can’t imagine what someone like you would possibly want from three humble witches whose strongest spells do not work against you, but I am willing to compensate for my discourtesy, if I can.”

Speaking of spells, our ten minutes of protection were nearly over. I slipped my hand into my pocket where I had more berries ready, pink ones wrapped in a cloth and white ones loose, so that I could find the right ones without looking. I pretended to cough as I popped the berries into my mouth—both to get Cassandra’s attention and to hide my act from the witch. Cassandra knew what I did right away; her hand slowly moved to her pocket as well.

“I will name the price,” I said, taking a small step to the witch and thus ensuring she had her eyes on me while Cassandra ate the berries. “These dogs of yours, as you call them, have captured a young Swirg not very long ago. We want him.”

Rosmarina gasped and held her breath for a second.

“Never!!” she screamed, snatching something off her neck and throwing it at us.

Whatever object it was exploded into black dust. The dusty cloud did no harm to us as we dashed through it after the witch, but it obscured our vision long enough to let Rosmarina escape. I searched around, Cassandra checked behind the rocks where the witch had been hiding earlier; it was of no use.

“She’s gone.” Cassandra spat in frustration. “Now they know what we’re after.”

“Yes. We must find their lair, and quickly.” I picked up the witch’s dagger. “Let’s go. It appears Reggie is very valuable to them. They’ll waste no time to hide him—or worse.”

“Worse?”

I looked at Cassandra. She clearly hadn’t given any thought to why the witches would want a Swirg.

“I hope they have captured him to blackmail the Swirgs for the emerald apple or to find out the secret of the berries,” I said, “but there is another possibility. They might want him as an ingredient to their potions.”

Cassandra wanted to run; I held her back.

“Running in a swamp isn’t a good idea, you don’t want to step on a bad spot and get bogged down. Let’s fly. It will be faster, too.”

We ate red berries and took off. I was amazed at the ease of it. The ability to fly came naturally, as if it was something I’d always known how to do. I did not have to learn or get used to it; the moment I swallowed the berries, I just knew staying on the ground was optional.

“Let’s turn invisible, too!” Cassandra suggested. “Those witches won’t know what hit them.”

“Good idea. We have no time for a scuffle. Grabbing Reggie and getting out of here is more to my liking.”

We flew at a quick pace, dodging trees and branches, searching the grayish-brown landscape below. I wondered why we hadn’t thought of this earlier; not only it would have saved time, we would not have alerted the witches. Oh well. Live and learn, I suppose.

“Over there!” I pointed, noticing dark shapes lurking ahead. “See those?”

Cassandra looked. “Yes… Although I can’t tell what they are. And what’s that? A shed?”

As we drew nearer, we saw four huge wolf-like creatures circling a crude hut. Teeth bare, the unnaturally long-legged beasts were sniffing the air, turning their heads this way and that.

“Oh my.” Cassandra’s eyes widened as she took a better look. “Their snouts have no fur. They’re almost like… faces!”

“Ugly mugs is more like it. They’re expecting us.”

“The witches must be inside,” Cassandra said, drawing her blade.

I drew the sword as well. “These things will smell us, but we should still be able to dispose of them quickly enough.”

We were about to sweep down to the hut when I saw three more silhouettes hopping in the distance, getting smaller as they moved farther away.

“Wait! Look over there. I bet it’s them—trying to flee while the beasts are left here to distract and delay us.”

“Shall we go after them or check the hut first?”

I took a moment to think. “You fly after them, I’ll check the hut and catch up. I’m certain they’ve got Reggie with them, but I need to make sure.”

The beasts must have heard us talk, in addition to catching our scent—they were all looking up, growling, their creepy hairless faces showing confusion and fear.

Scared, are we? I noted. Good. Let’s build on that.

As I flew over them, I gave each one a quick pull on the tail. They yelped and spun around, snapping their teeth, frantically searching for whatever was attacking them. Leaving them to it, I flew straight to the hut and hit the door open. Just as I expected, it was empty, except for an old cracked table and shelves filled with dusty bottles.

I checked in the corners, under the table and turned to leave. Two beasts were blocking the doorway.

Rats. Should have chopped off a head or two instead of pulling on tails.

They couldn’t see me, but they knew someone was in here, and they seemed determined to get their teeth on the invisible intruder, despite their obvious fear. I drew the sword, paused… and sheathed it. My invisibility was an unfair advantage. Using Jarvi’s sword in such circumstances could be considered questionable.

This is getting ridiculous. I’ll need to get myself another blade…

The clink of the sword gave the beasts an idea of my location; one charged, aiming pretty accurately at my throat. I dodged, grabbed a bottle off the shelf and brought it down on its head. It was quite a head, let me tell you. The bottle broke, but the creature was not even knocked out. He did fall though.

Not waiting for him to scramble back on his feet, I grabbed the beast by the back of his neck and by the tail, lifted and hurled him at the other one still in the doorway. Having thus cleared my way, I pushed myself off the floor and flew out of the hut.

I ate another flying berry as I rushed after Cassandra, probably a little early but I didn’t want to take any chances. I ate another invisibility berry as well, so that I could see Cassandra’s shadowy silhouette.

“Hut empty,” I reported, catching up with her.

“Yes. It’s them over there, and they’ve got Reggie, just like you said,” she replied. “I managed to get closer and take a good look. But they are hard to keep up with.”

I looked ahead, but I could only make out the same three hopping shapes I saw before.

“How are they moving so fast?”

“They are riding the beasts.”

“Ah. Makes sense.”

“I thought broomsticks were their traditional means of transportation,” Cassandra noted.

“Too traditional. That’s what everyone expects from a witch. One of the Villains League latest bulletins banned them and advised the use of innovations.”

She glanced at me in surprise. “Really? My, you guys are organized. I thought you were just joking about the Villains League before.”

I did not remember ever mentioning it to her, but if I did, and she took it so lightly, this was as good time as any to set her straight. The league did not think itself in any way amusing.

“This is no joking matter, trust me. You wouldn’t want to displease the league in any way, or even catch its attention.” I focused on the witches again. They were still no more than distant silhouettes. “All right, let’s fly as fast as we can and get this over with.”

Flying faster required more effort—strangely so, since we did not have to move our arms or legs. Yet it somehow consumed physical strength, turning out to be as draining as running.

We were gaining on the witches though. I picked out the one clutching Reggie under her arm and prepared for the final dash at her.

“What are they doing?” Cassandra asked.

The witches were quickly approaching a solitary mountain. It was not large, so I fully expected them to ride around it—but they didn’t. Their unconventional mounts seemed to carry them straight at the steep rocky mountain side. 

Just when I thought they’d smash into it, the leading witch flung her arm up and shrieked something. Part of the rock moved, opening like a door; they rushed inside, one after another, and the door closed.

We landed at the foot of the mountain in less than a minute. 

“I wondered where they were heading,” I muttered, barely able to hide my frustration. We almost had them!

“Some sort of an emergency shelter?”

“Looks like it. I suppose it’s flattering that we proved to be enough of emergency for them to use it, but it’s not enough to delude me into feeling any better about it.”

I examined the rocky wall before me. There was no sign of a door. Solid rock, granite or basalt.

“May their broomsticks come alive and think they are toothbrushes.”

Cassandra snorted. “Didn’t you say broomsticks were banned?”

“Temporarily. And only as transportation, not for general use.”

I checked the wall again, touching the cold rough surface.

“I bet they’ve got plenty of supplies in there to wait it out.” I didn’t need to repeat that we had no time.

“Maybe we’ll find a way to open it,” Cassandra said. There was no certainly in her voice, and I didn’t blame her.

“I doubt it. Unless you have any ideas.”

She shook her head.

I had none either. We did not know the password or incantation the witch had used, and it was unlikely that the hidden door would respond to anything else. Although…

“Wait a minute.”

I pulled out the sword. The moment I raised it, facing the rocky wall, I felt something. Some energy pushing my arm back, as if resisting.

“What is it?” Cassandra asked. She must have noticed a change in my expression.

“For the lack of a better explanation, I’d say the mountain does not like this sword,” I replied. “And the sword is not fond of the mountain, either,” I added after I tried stepping closer. “They’re like the opposite poles of a magnet.”

“I think the opposite ones actually attract.”

“You know what I meant.”

“Yes, yes. I wonder why this is happening.”

“Beats me. But for some reason I think it’s a good sign.”

I took another step, struggling against the growing resistance. I knew what I wanted to do next would probably require all my strength, so I gathered it as best as I could, swung the sword and slashed at the invisible door.

The impact was alike to a miniature earthquake, if there is such a thing. It sent me reeling back as the mountain shook, sending waves of tremor through the ground. Then something cracked.

“You did it!” Cassandra cried out, clapping her hands. “You opened it!”

Indeed, the doorway was open. We could not see anything as we peered inside, it was pitch black. It was suspiciously quiet, too.

“All right you three, come out now,” I said. “Don’t make me level the place.”

There came no response.

Did I kill them all?...

“I’m going in.”

Cassandra drew her blade. “Do you want me to go with you or stay back?”

I knew why she asked. Not because she was scared, because of the possible Second Deed. If it wasn’t for that, there probably wouldn’t be any way to stop her. I wanted her to know that I saw it, too.

“Stay here. We don’t want to ruin the deed, if this turns out to be it.”

I headed to the opening—only to discover that the “magnets” still worked. The mountain was still pushing away the sword. The sword, too, refused to be brought into the doorway, so much so that I ended up standing at the entrance with my arm stretched far back.

“It won’t go in there,” Cassandra commented, watching in wide-eyed amazement.

I stepped back, sheathed the sword, and tried again. Now I couldn’t even approach the entrance, one invisible force pushing, another pulling me away.

“Nope. It won’t.”

“Perhaps it’s a warning. Perhaps you shouldn’t enter.”

“I can’t let you do it.”

“There is no other option.”

I thought long and hard before I answered. “There is. We can switch blades. I bet the mountain won’t object to me entering with yours.”

“But you said Jarvi’s sword shouldn’t change hands. That’s how Kellemar spoiled it.”

“Kellemar had used it for evil, he’d hit Prince Philip with it. If you don’t do anything wrong, if you just stand here and hold the sword while I’m inside, the mere act of changing hands shouldn’t do any harm.”

She looked me in the eye. Our invisibility was gone, so I saw her face clearly.

“Are you saying you’d trust me with that?”

I did not know. I wanted to. Would I be a fool if I did?

“I haven’t trusted anyone for a long time. It’s my friend we’re talking about here, not just me. The only friend I have in the world… Well, besides Prince Philip.”

“You have more friends than you think.” Cassandra paused, giving me a moment to grasp what she meant, then added, her voice barely above a whisper, “I’ll die defending this sword if I have to.”

I found no words to reply, so I just handed her Jarvi’s sword. She accepted it with both hands, carefully, like a great treasure.

“You shouldn’t need to defend it,” I said, taking Cassandra’s curved blade from her. “I won’t be long.”

If I only knew how wrong I was.
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 “Take this, too. Just in case.”

Cassandra handed me the bottle with fake Triar’s potion.

I stepped through the opening in the mountain. As soon as I was inside, the stone door behind me moved and closed with a dull thud. I spun around, reminding myself even as I did that Cassandra could open the door again. Probably. If she’d have enough physical strength.

I didn’t get to reflect on it very long. The blackness around me faded, reduced by pale blue glow; I felt a gust of wind sweep over my head.

Wind?...

I turned and found myself facing a corridor, far longer than the size of the mountain would have allowed. Its walls were illuminated by the strange bluish glow that seemed to move in waves. I could not see the other end.

Great. It’s not a shelter, it’s a passage, leading who knows where.

I had taken another pink berry before coming in, so I wouldn’t be harmed by whatever magic was at work here. Holding the blade ready, I started walking along the corridor. Something changed again. The waves of light were moving faster, the wind blew stronger into my face. The floor seemed to shift under my feet, again and again. 

Then a patch of daylight appeared before me. Already? The passage wasn’t that long, after all.

I was greeted by startled screams as I stepped out onto the soft white sand. Screams and furious growling. Something lashed at me; dazzled by the bright sunlight, I saw what it was only after I swung the sword: one of the ugly beasts dropped dead at my feet, nearly slashed in two. Cassandra’s blade was sharp.

The other two wasted no time to attack. They aimed for my throat, it clearly seemed to be their preferred method of bringing down enemies. Well, it may be a fine method, but not when two massive bulks are flying at the same target at once. I simply stepped aside and let them collide. Which they did marvelously.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw a witch raising her staff and shouting an incantation. I left her to it, focusing on another one who was wielding an old rusty blade. The blade must have been enchanted, and she relied on that rather than on swordsmanship or physical strength. The magic of course didn’t work. Disarming her took one well-placed hit.

All right, where’s the third one?

I found out soon enough. The concussion-resistant beasts were back on their feet. Having obviously learned their lesson, they changed their tactics, one facing me, the other circling to my left. As they pounced on me, Rosmarina attacked from behind. A hard blow on the back of my head made me stagger. I still managed to hit one of the beasts and splash the other with the potion, turning him into a statue of ice. Regaining my balance, I swirled around. Rosmarina was swinging her staff again, aiming to smash me in the face.

I was in no mood for civilities. She paid with her head for it—literally.

The two remaining witches froze, staring in horror at the icy wolf glistening in the sun and at the severed head.

I took a step closer, searing them with a look.

“All right ladies. In case it’s not clear enough, you’ve made me mad now. For the last time, where is the Swirg?”

“I’m here, Mr. Arkus!” came a thin-voiced response from somewhere on my right.

I turned and saw Reggie peeking from under a large leaf in the thicket of southern looking plants that grew there. He must have used the commotion to escape and hide. Smart boy. 

Although revealing his location now probably wasn’t too smart. Instantly, one of the witches dashed for him. Reggie ducked back into the leaves, but she was very close to him. Too close.

I hurled the sword after her. Thwack! The hag collapsed with the blade sticking out of her back.

The third witch looked very displeased with my actions. She had retrieved her rusty weapon and obviously made the mistake of thinking she now caught me unarmed and defenseless. She ran at me with a shriek, sword raised.

She forgot about the potion though. A moment later, another ice sculpture of questionable artistic value decorated the beach.

“Mr. Arkus!” Reggie ran out of his hiding place.

Before I could blink, he climbed up my leg, arm, over the shoulder and hung around my neck.

I told him I wasn’t the hugging type but he didn’t care.

“I knew you would come to help me.”

“You couldn’t possibly know that. Would you let go of me?”

He wouldn’t.

“I’m so sorry.”

“What about?”

“That witch hit you in the head!”

“Well. I think I hit her harder.”

Reggie snickered, releasing me at last. “You showed them. Where is your friend? And what’s her name?”

“Cassandra. She is waiting on the other side.”

I turned to the passage… and saw nothing but rocks. The door was gone.

“Uh-oh.” Reggie slid down to the sand, looking in the same direction. “How are we going to return? Do you know the password?”

“You did it this time, Arkus, didn’t you?” a familiar voice said.

Ragnar was leaning casually against the ice wolf, pleased to no end. Reggie gasped at the sight of him and dashed for the cover of leaves.

“And, believe it or not, I had no hand in it,” the gormack continued. “It’s all your own brilliant fault.”

I glowered at him. “Get out, Ragnar. I’ve got no time for you.”

His grin grew wider. 

“On the contrary, you have plenty of time. Let me fill you in on the situation. You’re on an island in the middle of the Scorpian sea, hundreds of miles away from where you had entered the passage. You’ve killed the witches, you don’t know the password. You can’t open the door. You’re stuck here.” He paused, giving me time to absorb it. “You could sail back, I suppose, but it doesn’t look like you have a boat. You have acquired the curious ability to fly, so you might be thinking about getting out that way. I’m afraid I have to disappoint you: unless you can fly for days on end, that wouldn’t be possible either. There’s no place to land and rest between this island and the shores of Ulkaria.”

That did not sound good at all. Unless he was lying. I hoped he was.

“I only need to wait until she thaws,” I said, nodding at the ice witch. “Then I think I will find a way to persuade her to open the door for me.”

Ragnar laughed. “She will not thaw, my friend, she will melt. This is what happens when you use someone else’s potions you know nothing about. What? You don’t believe me? The beast is melting already, come take a look.”

I stepped closer. He was right. There was no beast encased in the ice, it was one solid block. It contradicted what I had heard the fake Triar say to the thugs, his instructions sounded like the potion was a temporary immobilizer, not a deadly weapon. But I saw what I saw. The whole statue was melting.

“You’re stuck here,” the gormack repeated.

“Shut up.”

“I can certainly understand the frustration. It’s got to be hard to admit I have won without even trying.”

“You have not won. It’s not over yet.”

He shrugged. “You have no options, as far as I see.”

“Can you open the passage?”

Ragnar looked at me, intrigued. “That’s an interesting turn your thoughts are taking. Suppose I can. How do you picture talking me into doing it?”

“Well, let’s see here. How about you open the door and I give a written statement that it was Ellar, not me, who knocked you down with that boot?”

His glow darkened.

“It’s a bit too late for that,” he snapped, all his humor instantly gone. “No statement will undo what you did, and you will pay for it.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize it was that bad. Are you officially titled Ragnar the Bootwhacked or something like that?”

He took a step to me, seething. “Watch your mouth, human! You have no idea what you are messing with.”

“But I do. One ticked off gormack who can do nothing about it.”

“Temporarily. Don’t you forget that. And there is someone else, someone for whom you appear to care, who is not under any protection.”

I clenched my fists. Cassandra.

“Don’t you dare come near her.”

Ragnar’s grin returned. “Yes, you do care. That’s good to know. I can hit you where it hurts now. I was going just to pay her a visit and take the sword; now I’ll kill her.”

I went for his throat. He was visible, but not fully materialized; my fingers closed on thin air.

“You missed,” he taunted.

“Touch her and I’ll rip you to shreds. I don’t care that you’re a spirit, I’ll find a way.”

“Wow. You’ve grown that attached? Honestly, I’d never expect this of you.”

Neither would I. Which was none of his business.

As I stood glaring at him in helpless fury, a thought crossed my mind. Was he bluffing? If he could get Jarvi’s sword, he would have already done it.

“She is under protection,” I said. “She is with me on this quest. You can’t touch her. If you could, you’d be standing here now with Jarvi’s sword in your hand.”

Irritation flashed in his eyes. At least I thought so. I hoped I didn’t imagine it.

The gormack gave a controlled smile. “You cling to that pathetic false hope while I go take care of her. I simply decided to talk to you first. I’ll be back shortly. With the sword.”

He disappeared.

I sank on the sand, suddenly exhausted. I did not see Reggie approach; the next thing I knew the little Swirg was standing in front of me, eyes big.

“That was… an evil spirit, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. A gormack.”

“I’ve never seen one before.”

“Good for you.”

“He is so scary.” Reggie sat down next to me. “I heard what he said. Is it true?”

“Who knows. Most of it probably is.” I looked at him. “Don’t you remember the password? You must have heard it clearly when the witch had used it.”

He shook his head. “No. I mean, I heard it, but I can’t repeat it. It was a long phrase in some strange language.”

Minutes passed; Ragnar had not returned. Did that mean I was right?

I wished I could summon Ellar, ask him to defend Cassandra, maybe even to open the door. He had a sword like Jarvi’s, so he probably could. Alas, Ellar only came when he was sent or allowed to appear by the king of spirits. And there was no telling what the latter had in mind. He’d proven to be rather unpredictable.

“It’s all because of me,” Reggie said.

“Nonsense. You didn’t ask the witches to kidnap you and didn’t ask me to come after you through the passage.”

He brightened up. “So you’re not mad at me?”

“You silly, of course not. I’m mad at Ragnar and worried about Cassandra.”

“If she is as brave as you are, and I think she is, she’s gonna show him.”

That brought a half-smile out of me, easing the tension a little.

“She is brave, you’re certainly right about that.” I wished he was right about the rest, too, but bravery wasn’t enough to stand against a gormack. I had no idea what it would take to fight one off. Or whether it was even possible.

“All right then.” Reggie stood up. “I’m hungry. You think about what to do, and I’ll go find us something to eat.”

He scampered away, leaving me shaking my head. ‘You think what to do,’ sure thing. Why did I always get the hardest part?

I waited some more. No Ragnar.

That shows he had lied. He can’t harm Cassandra, can’t get his hands on the sword.

Resolving to believe it until I’d be proven wrong, I rose. Reggie was right, something had to be done. At least about dead witches and beasts if we didn’t want the stench to rise.

I retrieved Cassandra’s blade, cleaned it, and used up the rest of the potion, pouring it on the bodies, turning them into ice. Much easier than digging graves, thank you very much.

I explored the surroundings next. The line of sand was not very wide, the sea behind it perfectly still, no waves. Some rocks, plenty of leafy plants. None of the plants looked large enough to use for building a boat, even if I had tools—or the slightest idea of how it’s done.

It was indeed an island, and a small one. I used a flying berry to soar up and survey the teardrop-shaped bit of land in the midst of the immense expanse of the azure sea. As far as the eye could see, there were no other islands, just water.

I went back down and found a shaded spot under a rocky ledge. My head throbbed, I needed to get out of the sun.

Some time later I saw a huge cluster of grapes walk toward me on thin little legs.

“I’ve found these berries,” said Reggie’s voice. “Don’t know what they are, we don’t have them in our forest. But I’ve tried them, and they’re yummy. Do you think they are good for humans?”

“They are.” I reached out and took the cluster, relieving him of the weight. “They are called grapes.”

“Let’s eat, then.” He plopped down next to me. “There are plenty of them, so we won’t go hungry.”

“Thanks, Reggie.”

It had been a while since I ate, I could use a snack. The grapes were excellent, ripe and sweet. I gave Reggie a handful and watched him bite in, getting juice all over him, pulling out seeds.

I wished I knew what to do. I had to admit, this situation was unlike anything I’d dealt with in all my career of villainy.

“Did the witches ever say what they wanted from you?” I asked.

“Yeah. They were after out secrets, wanted to know how Swirgs disappear and hide so well. I said I don’t know. They didn’t believe me. But they said, ‘It’s all right, the others will tell us if they want you back’.”

So I had guessed it right, it was about blackmail.

“Queen Wilhelmina will reward you again when we get back home,” Reggie said.

I sighed. “I’ll be honest with you, Reggie. I don’t know how and when we’ll be able to do it.”

He looked surprised. “You haven’t yet thought up a plan?”

“No.”

“It’s all right, you will. Or Cassandra will come and get us out.”

If only I could be so sure.

I tried to think. Cassandra had to be worried by now, probably wondering whether she should try to open the passage or go back to Triar for help. That is, if she’s still alive…

She is, I told myself. Otherwise Ragnar would have been here to taunt.

If she can’t open the door, she would eventually choose to go back. Or perhaps she would send Frederick. Yes, that’s more likely. It would take Triar some time to come to the mountain, but together they should have no difficulty with the door. Reggie and I should be out of here in a few hours.

And if something didn’t go the way I’d just calculated… Then I had only Ellar to count on. If Faradin lets him come.

“I also found human stuff in there,” Reggie said, licking grape juice off his fingers.

I looked at him, distracted. “What?”

“Big things. Like someone your size would use.”

“Where?”

“Over there,” he pointed at the leafy thicket. “In a huge wooden house.”

Of course. It only made sense that the witches had some sort of a shelter here, and probably supplies. How had I not thought of that? Not that we needed anything, and I hoped we wouldn’t be here long enough to want to use the shelter, but it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.

“Show me.”

It was not far; nothing could be far away on this little island. We walked under the leafy canopy. The “huge house” was only huge from Reggie’s perspective. It was just a hut, much like the other one the witches had. The door was not locked. Inside I found a table, a bench, and several wooden boxes. Everything was easily accessible, the witches had no fear of thieves here in this place. One box had a cooking pot, bowls, and spoons, the other contained folded blankets. Modest food supplies were stored in the third box: pouches with walnuts, dried beans, barley, raisins.

The fourth box surprised me with a luxuriously decorated book: the gold-encased cover had four sapphires, one in each corner, and a ruby in the middle. Under the book I saw a heavy golden chandelier, a silver tray, and several smaller items like a gilded quill holder and jewelry. This had to be the witches’ treasure trove, the most valuable things they owned. The only item that seemed out of line was a mirror shard. Small, narrow, slightly darkened, it looked like something that belonged in the trash, but its being placed here, in the same box with the treasures, indicated otherwise. It had to have some hidden value, most likely magical.

I picked the shard up and took a better look. Just a piece of a broken mirror, nothing special, expect for a distinctive twirling pattern on the back, painted in red. What’s the point to decorate the back of a mirror that was most likely encased?

Well, there was no way to know. I put the shard back and lifted the book. I opened it, hoping it might contain the incantation to unlock the passage, but the pages were filled with unknown symbols.

“Can you read this, Reggie?”

The little Swirg shook his head.

“Oh well then. No luck.”

We searched some more, found nothing interesting and returned to the seashore. Reggie ran to the rocks, to check on the passage. There still wasn’t one.

“Why isn’t Cassandra coming?”

“She’s… doing her best, I’m sure. It’s not easy to open that door, she might have gone for help.”

“I’m tired. I’ll go take a nap, wake me up when she’s here.”

“I will.”

He curled up in the shade. I went to the sea, now rolling with gentle waves, and splashed some water on my face. That mirror shard wouldn’t leave my mind. Was it something like a spare key?

I went back to the hut, took the shard and brought it to the rocks hiding the passage entrance. I tried touching the stone with it, turning the shard this way and that, pressing it flat to different spots, moving, drawing invisible figures with it—a circle, a triangle, a cross. Good thing no one saw me, I must have looked like a picture of lunacy.

Nothing worked. Well, it was worth a try.

I wanted to follow Reggie’s example and rest, but I couldn’t. I sat next to him, watching the waves and trying not to think. 

The sun was beginning to set when I heard the stone crack—the sound I’d been waiting for as I clung to the dwindling hope, yet it startled me. I jumped to my feet. The door had opened. A figure showed up, walking slowly, heavily laden with several large sacks, bending under the weight. It was Cassandra. She looked apprehensive, almost fearful, squinting against the sun as her eyes swept over the area. The moment she saw me her face relaxed in relief.

“Alive and in one piece.”

“Yes.” I stepped toward her. “What’s all this you are carrying?”

“Stuff we’ll need.” She walked out of the passage.

“Wait, don’t let the—”

Too late. The stone door slammed shut behind her.

I stared.

“…I take it Triar has told you the password.”

She dropped her heavy load. “No. He doesn’t know it. But we couldn’t use the tunnel to go back, anyway.”

“Why?”

“It’s complicated. Triar tried to explain, I’m not sure I got it all right. He said the tunnel’s doors don’t work like ordinary doors. You can’t open and close them any way you want. When you unlock the tunnel, you are given a pass to the other side. That means, you go in, the door closes, you travel through, the door on the other side opens, lets you out, and closes. That’s it. You can’t change your mind in the middle of the tunnel and turn back; the door you had entered won’t open. You’d have to go all the way through, let the door close, then open it again to get another passage.”

I tried to process it. “So you can’t enter when someone else is walking out?”

“No. You’d risk getting stuck in the mountain because the other door will not open to let you out.”

“I see. Extra security to prevent unauthorized access.”

“Something like that.”

I looked at the blade on her belt. It was not Jarvi’s.

“You left the sword with Triar?”

“I had little choice. I could not bring it with me. I asked Triar to go through the tunnel to you, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He’s scared of flying.”

“What does that have to do with…” My gaze fell on the sacks. “Oh no. You’ve brought flying berries.”

“Yes. Lots of them.” She looked at me, confused. “Why do you say ‘oh no’?”

There was no way to break it down to her gently.

“Because now we’re stuck here. I hoped Triar came up with something else.”
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 “We can’t fly all the way back,” I explained, “it would take days.”

Cassandra arched a brow. “So? I’ve brought enough berries. And food, too. We’ll stop to rest, eat and sleep. We’ll make it just fine.”

“There’s no place to stop. It’s an island. We’d have to fly over the sea. There is no land all the way from here to mainland.”

I expected her to crumble under this news, but she didn’t.

“Who told you that?”

“Ragnar, the gormack. He was here to gloat.”

“Ah, that explains it. He lied.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded parchment. “Here’s a map Triar gave me. He knows exactly where this island is, he’s marked the way for us. There are other islands on the way. See?”

I looked at the map. She was right. The first island was a bit farther than the rest, so the first part of our journey back would be the most challenging, but after that we’d have no trouble making regular stops.

“That stinking blue rascal. We’ll see how he likes our return.”

“Cassandra’s here!” sounded Reggie’s voice. “You said you’d wake me up!”

“Uh, yes. Sorry, Reggie, I was just going to do that.”

Cassandra bent down and scooped him up. “Hi there, big fellow.”

“‘Big fellow,’ yeah, right. Stop teasing.”

“I was worried about you. Are you all right?”

“Better than ever, having all kinds of fun! Don’t even wanna go home.”

“No? Well, that’s good, because it’s going to be a while before we get there.”

We filled him in on the situation. He was ecstatic.

“Hurray, the adventure continues! Yip-yip-yippee!”

He squirmed so hard, Cassandra could barely hold him. She released the Swirg to continue his happy dance on the sand. We both couldn’t help chuckling.

“When do you want to head out?” Cassandra asked.

I looked at the setting sun. “No point to rush and leave now, flying in the dark can easily turn into a disaster. We’ll rest, prepare for the journey the best we can, have a good breakfast in the morning and then get going. How does that sound?”

She nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I could use some rest. And I’m dying to know what you did with the witches.”

“Ah. I think I’m going to have you guess.”

We built a fire to ward off the gathering darkness, sat around it and spent some time filling each other in on what we’d been through. Reggie, who said he could see perfectly well in the dark, went and brought more grapes, Cassandra opened one of her sacks and took out some bread and potatoes. She shared her part first. The door suddenly closing and shutting me in when I’d entered the mountain had startled her, just like it had startled me. She hadn’t yet known that the mountain was actually a passage, so she thought we were inside fighting—me against the three witches and three beasts. She’d pressed her ear to the rock, trying to listen in, but she couldn’t hear anything. As time passed and nothing was happening, she’d grown worried. She hoped it meant I had won but couldn’t unlock the door, because if I was killed, the witches would have probably come out. Cassandra had waited some more, then tried to open the passage. Just like I thought, she was not strong enough for that, she couldn’t overcome the resisting force and bring Jarvi’s sword close enough to the mountain to hit it.

She had then run back to where Frederick waited and asked him to bring Triar the hermit, as soon as he could. That turned out to be much more difficult than it sounded. Not only the Swirgs had the policy of avoiding humans at all costs, they thought Triar the worst of them. I hadn’t told them about the impostor, so as far as they were concerned, Triar was the bad guy who had lied to me and sent me to steal their emerald apple. Somehow, Cassandra had managed to set the record straight and explain it all to the very deeply frowning Frederick. He had only agreed to go to Triar after she used Jarvi’s sword to prove she was telling the truth and the real Triar was indeed a friend.

Which had led to another problem. To bring Triar to the mountain, Frederick would have to make sure the hermit wouldn’t be harmed by the witches’ magic while passing the swamplands. That meant giving him anti-magical berries. That meant revealing the guarded secret of saveberries. At the very least, Frederick needed the queen’s permission for it.

Cassandra wouldn’t allow him to waste time on seeing the queen first; Frederick wouldn’t budge. She was unwilling to reveal how long they’d been bickering before she’d finally relented and let him do it his way. Thankfully, Queen Wilhelmina had given her approval immediately, also assigning a group of Swirgs to help in any way they could. That group had proved very useful later, when Triar had assessed the situation and it turned out we would need a large quantity of flying berries.

“Don’t worry about the sword,” Cassandra said as she finished her story. “It’s in good hands. The best possible hands, actually. Triar knows exactly what it is and how important it is to keep it safe.”

I nodded. “Yes, I suppose he’ll take good care of it.” I knew I could not be at peace until I had the sword back, but there was no need to tell her that.

“Sorry I had to leave it behind.”

“Like you said, you had no choice.”

It was my turn to share my part of the adventures. Reggie took over completely, jumping around and brandishing a stick to illustrate my fight with the beasts and the witches. He had us both laughing as he tried to reenact it all, including the two beasts colliding, which was rather problematic since there was only one Reggie. 

When Cassandra heard that I was whacked in the head, she wanted to check the wound. I knew I had no wound, perhaps just a little swelling, so I tried to wave it off, telling her I’d walked away from battlefields in a far worse shape. But she wouldn’t leave me alone.

“What is it with some men and not getting their injuries treated?” she asked, exasperated. “Roderick was the same way. Would you rather have it infected?”

“No, but there’s no injury. That’s the point.”

“How do you know? Have you seen it?”

I sighed. “All right, you can take a look.”

She had me turn to the light and examined the back of my head. I was right, after all—no blood, no wound.

“Was Roderick your fiancé or something like that?”

Don’t know why I asked. She hadn’t mentioned the guy for a while, and now that she did, I was curious.

“Nah. Just an employer, and not the best one at that.”

“Do you have a fiancé?”

She didn’t respond right away, as if unsure whether she should.

“I did.”

“May I ask what happened?”

“I broke it off.”

I knew I’d already ventured far enough. Much farther than I would allow anyone.

“I don’t want to be nosey, I hate it myself when people ask too many questions. But if you ever feel like sharing that story—”

“No.” She did not hesitate this time.

So that’s forbidden territory. Like any forbidden fruit, it was instantly ten times more appealing, but I knew how to back off when I had to. After all, there were always other ways to obtain information.

“All right. Fine with me.”

“I’ll go get some more bread.”

As soon as she stepped away, I winked to Reggie.

“Can you find it out for me?”

He sidled up closer. “What? Why she broke off her engagement?”

“Yes.”

“I’d love to, but how? It looks like she doesn’t want to tell.”

“She doesn’t want to tell me. A cute little Swirg who wants to know about human betrothal customs may be a different story.”

Reggie grinned. “You’re sneaky.”

“You have no idea how sneaky. Shh, she’s coming.”

We finished our supper and started preparing for the journey. Since everything was already packed, there was not much to do, we just rearranged some things to be able to carry the supplies more comfortably. I told Cassandra about the hut. She wanted to see it, so we made torches and went there. After a brief inspection we decided not to take anything—except for the mirror shard. Cassandra was just as intrigued with it as I had been. Other items were too heavy to carry. Reggie wondered whether we should take the food, “because you humans sure eat a lot,” but we assured him we had enough. Besides, Triar had said most of the islands on the way would have plenty of fresh fruit.

We returned to our dying fire, took turns for a brief swim in the sea, and retired for the night, glad that we could just go to sleep, without worrying about beds or anything like that. The place was warm, the sand soft. We spread out the blankets, took smaller sacks as pillows, and that was it.


 

***


 

We departed early in the morning, after a filling breakfast for which we used up all the food that wouldn’t keep. We tied the sacks and bags onto ourselves, so that we wouldn’t have to worry about dropping them, leaving our hands free to reach for flying berries as needed. The berries were readily accessible, in our pockets and in a small pouch each of us had around the neck. When the pouches would empty, it was going to be Reggie’s job to take more berries out of the large sacks and refill them.

Reggie was riding on my back, with a rope around his waist so that he wouldn’t fall off—the notion he deeply resented, but Cassandra and I did not want to take the smallest chance of that happening. He took comfort in being put in charge of a task of utmost importance, crucial to the success of our journey: watching the time. We couldn’t afford guessing whether the ten minutes were up or not, risking to fall in the sea. Reggie sat there with my watch, shouting “Berry time!” every nine and a half minutes, following it with one of the Swirgs’ famous piercing screams that had proven so effective against the thugs. The first time he did it, both Cassandra and I nearly took a dive.

I was right when I thought this would be the most difficult part of our trip back. We were loaded so heavily, we could only move at the slowest pace. I wondered how Cassandra had carried it all by herself through the passage. The sun rose higher and began beating down on us mercilessly. Our water flasks went empty much sooner than we’d hoped. Two hours into the journey we both longed for a break. And we’d barely started out.

I glanced at Cassandra. She was holding up well, looking straight ahead, focused on her efforts to move along. Not a word of complaining so far, and I knew there would be none to come.

Reggie’s enthusiasm began to fade, his shrieks became rather half-hearted. I knew he’d constructed some sort of a tent using my hood to protect himself from the sun, but it probably wasn’t helping much.

“How are you doing up there, big fellow?” I asked.

“I’m all right,” he bravely replied. His weakened voice was betraying him though. “Just a little hot.”

“Care for a splash?”

“Can I do that?”

“Sure, why not. I’ll hold the rope, you go spend some time in the water.”

He gladly followed my suggestion. The coolness of the sea revived him.

“Guess what? This water is salty!” he reported, eyes bright with excitement.

“That’s because it’s sea water, Reggie,” Cassandra smiled. “It is always salty.”

“Oh.” He was clearly disappointed. “So you knew.”

“We’re just a tad more experienced. You, on the other hand, are becoming quite a bit more experienced than most other Swirgs.”

That brought his grin back. “Hey, that’s true! They won’t believe it when I tell them about all the things I saw.”

“Pull him out! Quick!”

The urgency in Cassandra’s voice made me jerk the rope up, perhaps too fast—Reggie dangled helplessly until he grabbed it with both hands.

“What?” I asked, looking around. “What is it?”

“I saw something move in the water. Something big. Let’s fly higher up.”

We did, though it was hard, with our strength already taxed as it was.

“A shark?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“What’s a shark?” Reggie asked, back in my hood.

“A huge fish with several rows of sharp teeth. Bad news. I heard they can jump out of the water to catch flying prey, so yeah, we better not get too close to the surface.”

“I want to see a shark!”

“No, you don’t.”

We surveyed the sea below. The water was clear, but deep, so we could only see through its nearest layer. Except for an occasional group of small fish, there was nothing.

“Well, I don’t think a shark would retreat from a possible meal, so perhaps it was just a larger fish,” I said. “But we’ll have to keep an eye on the water, just in case.”

We pressed on, our task even more arduous than before since we had to fly higher and stay vigilant. Crossing a desert would probably be easier; at least there one could stop when they were exhausted, unload their burden, rub their sore muscles. And one crossing the desert would not have a sea tantalizing them: so close with its coolness, yet forbidden.

Some time later we figured that one of us could get down and splash some water on their face while the other stayed up high and watched the surroundings. We began taking turns doing that; it seemed to help. It brought some diversion and something to look forward to.

It was Cassandra’s turn when I saw a large shape rise from the deep, not very far from her. Then another one.

“Go up!” I yelled. “There it comes again! Two of them!”

She did her best to retreat from the water as quickly as possible, clenching her teeth with the effort. Together, we watched the two silhouettes continue to swim up, becoming clearer as they neared the surface. We stared in disbelief. These were not sharks, nor any other kind of fish. Fish didn’t have arms.

In a few moments a head emerged from the water—a man’s head, with a few streaks of gray in his dark hair and beard. The strong-featured face could have been described as regal if it wasn’t for the expression of open-mouthed astonishment.

Another head popped up, also a man’s, much younger. He eyed us with a rather smug smile on his face.

The first one just gaped at us. We gaped back.

“I have seen many wonders,” he spoke at last, “but you surpass them all.”

“I believe you,” I answered, considering what a sight we must have been. “And I can say the same about you.”

“Um, berry time,” Reggie said from my back. He chose not to shriek this time.

The water man’s eyes flicked to him. “And the talking wooden toy is real as well.”

He watched our every move, fascinated, as Cassandra and I reached into our pouches, fished out the berries, and shoved them into our mouths.

“Do I get that promotion, my lord?” the younger one asked.

“…Yes, Orman, it’s yours,” his master replied in a distracted manner, not turning to him, eyes fixed on us. “Who or what are you?” he asked.

“Two eccentric humans fond of unconventional traveling,” I replied. “And you?”

“We are the seafolk. Your legends call us mermen and mermaids. I am Lord Leomaris, and this here is Orman, one of my attendants. I thought I’d have to look for a new one today when he told me he saw two men flying over the sea, screaming worse than seagulls and trying to catch fish with a talking wooden toy.”

I gave a distracted smile, my mind scheming. So he was curious and inclined to talk; he was also a lord, which meant wealth and resources. Let’s see whether I can use it to our advantage, before we both collapse under our load. Even hovering like this, without moving ahead, was hard.

“What a pleasure to meet someone of my own station,” I said with a polite nod. “I am Lord Arkus, my manservant is called Archie. And my little friend here you have referred to as a wooden toy is Reginald. I’m sure he has taken no offence, he is a rarity even in the human world; but it would not be polite to call him so again.”

The merman took the bait. “I beg his pardon, and yours. What kind of a being is he?”

“Quite a fascinating one, I’m sure he would keep you entertained for hours with his stories. Ah, this makes me wish I was traveling by ship. I would have invited you onboard to share a glass of wine and indulge in a mutually enlightening conversation. I’ve always loved sea legends. We’d have a marvelous time. However, the way things are, I must apologize and continue my journey. We have to reach the nearest island before dark.”

The sea lord looked like a boy whose candy was about to be taken away.

“I would have offered the hospitality of my castle,” he said, “but from what I understand, humans can’t breathe under water.”

“That is unfortunately correct.”

He spent a moment thinking, then exchanged looks with his attendant.

“You said you are fond of unconventional traveling?”

“Very much so, why?”

“Well, if you don’t mind riding a sea serpent, it would be my pleasure to take you to your destination.”

A sea serpent. Right.

I glanced at Cassandra, already knowing what I was going to see. Yep, her eyes shone with excited anticipation. Reggie was no better, jumping up and down in my hood. Well, I couldn’t blame them. They did not have my history with monsters.

I looked at the merman and shrugged. “As long as our supplies don’t get wet…”

“Don’t worry about that, I’ll tell him not to dive.” Lord Leomaris turned to his servant. “Get Merwyn up here.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And send for Lady Marielle. She would enjoy spending time in such unusual company.”

Orman hesitated. “Her ladyship might not be up to traveling yet, after yesterday’s flare-up.”

The lord’s face darkened. “True. Well, let her be the judge of that. Send word to her anyway.”

The servant bowed and disappeared under the surface.

The beast must have been waiting nearby, hiding in the deep; we saw an enormous long form come into view almost immediately, swimming up in smooth, circular motions. He was the size of a ship, if not bigger.

The sea serpent surfaced, the pointed dragonlike head next to his master, shrewd gray eyes focused on us, studying, evaluating.

“These are friends, Merwyn,” Lord Leomaris said. “Why don’t you greet them with a smile.”

He did, displaying a stockade of teeth. I noticed a playful glint in his eyes, as if he knew exactly what impression the “smile” produced.

Most of the sea serpent’s body was still under water, he seemed to be waiting for something. I noticed Orman swimming around, working on some kind of a contraption that was secured to the beast’s back. Several minutes later he stuck his head out.

“Everything is ready for surface travel, my lord.”

“Good,” his master nodded. “We’ll be up in a moment,” he said to me.

They all submerged, including the beast. When Merwyn surfaced again, Lord Leomaris was sitting in a large coralline armchair under an elegant canopy, with three more empty chairs positioned in a half-circle. He was very impressive now that we could see all of him: broad shouldered and barrel-chested, dressed in a fine dark blue outfit of some unknown shiny material with a ferocious sea creature embroidered on the chest. The color of his clothes nearly blended with that of the massive fish tail gracefully curved in front of him. Something told me staring at the tail would not be appropriate, so I tried not to.

“Welcome aboard,” he smiled, making an inviting gesture. “Isn’t that what your sailors say?”

“It is. I am amazed how much you know about human culture, Lord Leomaris.”

He smiled again, very pleased. “With all the human artifacts that come down our way, it’s hardly a big surprise. Well, and of course we do some spying, too.”

I moved closer and carefully stepped under the canopy, trying not to focus too hard on what I was stepping on. Cassandra did the same. It was such immense relief to be able to relax at last and let go of the sacks; we both nearly collapsed on the chairs. It was not lost on our host.

“You look tired,” he remarked. “Is that because the flying ability comes at such cost or because of the heavy load you carry?”

“Mostly the latter,” I admitted. “This is actually the first time I have tried crossing the sea this way. Having to shoulder all the provisions is a big disadvantage.”

Orman grabbed the sea serpent’s neck, heaved himself up and sat on it, tail dangling in the water.

“Where to?” he asked. “The Crown
Island? That would be the nearest one.”

“I don’t know what it’s called, but we’ve got a map. Archie?”

Cassandra pulled it out. I took the map from her and handed it to Lord Leomaris.

“Yes, the Crown
Island,” he confirmed after taking a look. His eyebrows drew together as he further examined the map. “I see you are traveling from this little unnamed speck over here?” He pointed his finger at the witches’ island. “Straight south from the Crown?”

My instincts told me he didn’t ask out of plain curiosity, there was something behind it, and I’d better be careful with the answer. There was no use trying to deny it though, the red line drawn by Triar clearly showed where we’d started out.

“Yes, we are,” I said in a casual tone. “A tiny spot, to be sure, but not a bad choice for a picnic.”

He looked me in the eye. “Did you… happen to see anyone there, by any chance?”

Saying ‘no’ would be the safest, but it would also close the subject, and I wanted to know what this was about. Had he encountered the witches? Was he their friend or enemy? The way he’d frowned, it didn’t seem like he held any warm feelings toward them.

“We did, in fact,” I nodded, looking slightly surprised. “Three rather disagreeable old ladies.”

The sea lord’s eyes flashed, his hand grabbed the armrest. He definitely wasn’t their friend.

“Merwyn, turn around!” he ordered. “Orman, send forth our men! I apologize,” he said, turning to me, “I’ll take you to your destination, but I must try to get them first.”

Orman slid off the serpent’s neck; the beast, already moving steadily north, began making a sharp turn.

Ah no, we didn’t need that at all.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Lord Leomaris, but this would be a wasted effort. They are no longer there.”

His shoulders sank.

“I knew it.” He slumped in the chair and rested his forehead on his hand. “It’s no use. Keep going to the Crown, Merwyn.”

The serpent changed direction yet again. Orman’s head popped up, a silent question in his eyes. Seeing his master’s defeated posture, he sighed and swam next to the beast, one hand touching the scaly side.

“May I ask what distresses you so, Lord Leomaris?” I ventured. “Perhaps we could be of help?”

The merman shook his head. “Those three are witches. They’d put a spell on my wife. Lured her close to the island, tempted with human food. We’ve been trying to catch them ever since, but it’s no use. They don’t live there. Once in a while I get word that they were seen on the island again, but by the time we get there, they’re gone. There’s never a ship or a boat; that I could have easily dealt with. But they show up and disappear in some magical way.”

Hmm. Good thing I kept my mouth shut about killing them.

I stole a glance at Cassandra. She must have thought the same thing.

“Well, whatever spell it was, it will no longer work because my friend Arkus has killed them all!” Reggie announced, jumping off my shoulder.

A talking wooden toy indeed.

The merman slowly lifted his head. “What?”

“Yes! All three of them, and they also had three huge scary beasts, so it was six against one! It was such a battle…” the Swirg caught my glare. “What’s wrong? What did I say?”

“Is this true?” Lord Leomaris demanded.

I held his flaming gaze and braced myself, preparing for the worst. All he had to do was to tell Merwyn dive.

“It is. They attacked, I fought back. I am sorry.”

“What are you sorry about?” Reggie cut in again. “You’ve helped him!”

I gave him another meaningful look. “Killing a witch does not necessarily destroy all her spells, Reggie.”

The little Swirg looked crestfallen. “Oh. I didn’t know.”

Lord Leomaris appeared to be thinking, his face hard.

“If they’re dead, at least they can no longer torment her,” he muttered. “As for the rest…”

“Lady Marielle!” Orman announced, surfacing.

The merman’s eyes flicked to me. “Don’t say a word to her. She doesn’t need to know that there’s no one to remove the spell now.”


 

***
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The serpent slowed to a stop. Four dolphins emerged, pulling a carriage made of sea shells and corals. The front of the carriage was open. I rose to greet the mermaid inside.

Good thing I was holding onto the back of the chair. Otherwise it was quite possible I would have lost my footing as I saw… Rosmarina. That is, Rosmarina in her beautiful form, before Cassandra had forced her to drop the rose. And with a mermaid’s tail.

As I stared, forgetting all propriety, I observed that this Rosmarina was paler, thinner, with slightly sunken cheeks and noticeable shadows under the otherwise stunning emerald eyes. She looked like she was recovering from a long illness, or perhaps just beginning to recover.

Lord Leomaris stood up (an ability I didn’t expect), reached over and helped the lady onto the serpent’s back, easily lifting her from the carriage. She noticed my stare and noticed that I missed the introductions her husband had given. Her expression changed from embarrassed to puzzled to suddenly hopeful.

“You are looking at me as if you’ve recognized me, Lord Arkus,” she said. “Pray tell me, have you seen my likeness walk among humans? Perhaps yesterday? Around noon?”

I nodded, even more amazed. “Indeed I have.”

She shot at excited glance at Lord Leomaris. “He’s seen her!! What incredible luck! Where?” she proceeded, turning back to me. “How did it happen? Please tell me everything about it, you have no idea how important it is!”

The merman’s stare urged me to keep quiet.

“That’s exactly right, my dear, our guest has no idea,” he said, placing a gentle hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Our questions will sound very strange to him. Perhaps we should tell him what happened first.”

“Yes, of course,” she agreed. “I am sorry for my impatience, but when you hear my tale, you will easily understand it.”

We all sat down. Reggie, who had wisely retreated back into my hood, stayed there. Orman and another merman servant showed up with platters of tropical fruit. Having quickly and expertly cut it into bite size pieces, they passed the platters on to us. With that done, Orman hopped on his spot on the serpent’s neck again and nudged Merwyn to move.

“I was taking a surface ride on a dolphin,” Lady Marielle began, “all by myself, around what we had always considered one of the safest areas. I smelled this sweet aroma coming from a small island. I couldn’t resist. When I made it to the shore, I saw three human old ladies. They told me the aroma was from the pies they’d just baked, and offered me one to try.”

She paused and lowered her eyes.

“Human food can be very alluring to us,” the sea lord explained, “especially baked sweets. We can’t make them, for obvious reasons.”

“I know I should have been alarmed,” the lady continued. “There was no ship or boat, and as far as we knew, the island was uninhabited. But I asked them, and they said they were dropped off, waiting for another ship to pick them up in a few days. They looked harmless and kind. Besides, I think they might have added something to the bit of pie I ate.

“The pie was delicious. I asked whether I could purchase the rest of it. I had a gilded dagger with me, so I offered it as payment. They agreed. Then they asked whether I wanted to buy other pies as well, they had three more, different kinds. I did, but I had nothing else to pay for them.” She sighed, shaking her head. “I probably should have mentioned that all this time they’d been flattering me, praising my beauty, lamenting the fact that theirs was long gone, and even when they did have it, it was nothing compared to mine. Now one of them asked whether I would be willing to ‘share my beauty’ with them for payment. 

“It sounded like witchcraft, and if I had all my wits about me, I would have fled right then. But, as I said, I think they’d added something into the food to dull my perception. Still, I was hesitant. They had assured me it was perfectly safe, I would not have to give my beauty away, just let them use it for short periods of time. I foolishly agreed. One of them uttered a spell, making me hold the dagger in my hand. Then she took the dagger from me, spoke another spell, and suddenly turned into my complete likeness. Except that she was still human, with legs instead of a tail. Immediately, I felt ill—weak, shaky, my head started to ache. I was frightened, I wanted to cancel the deal, but they only laughed.”

She paused again, looking tired. Lord Leomaris offered her slice of a peach, but she shook her head.

“When I returned home, I saw that they did take away some of my beauty. Since you’ve seen her, you will agree that she looks healthy while I don’t. And each time they use the dagger, taking on my form, the same illness assaults me. The last time I felt it was yesterday.”

“The witches were gone when my men had reached the island,” Lord Leomaris took over, his eyes once again warning me to keep silent. “No ship ever came near it, so we still do not know how they’d left.”

“So the spell is tied to the dagger?” Cassandra asked, speaking up for the first time.

My thought exactly.

As all eyes turned to her, she caught herself. “I apologize. It is not a servant’s place to ask questions.”

“No need for apology,” said the sea lord. “You are a guest here, just like your master. And to answer your question, yes. Our wisemen say the only way to revert the spell is to get the dagger back.”

Lady Marielle turned to me. “Now that you know everything, please tell us all you can. Where did you see this woman? Under what circumstances? Is there a chance you will see her again? Do you think you could buy the dagger back from her? We would spare no treasure, both to pay for it and to reward your efforts if you succeed, isn’t that right, Leomaris?”

“Of course. We would spare no treasure,” the merman echoed, his face dark and pained.

I don’t normally like cheap dramatic effects, but here I couldn’t help it.

“I will take no reward. It is my pleasure to end your plight, my lady.” I took the dagger out of my pocket and handed it to her.

I wish there was a device that could capture a scene and produce a picture of it. This particular picture would have been worth framing. Lord Leomaris sat with his mouth open, Lady Marielle froze in a mixture of astonishment, disbelief and joy, staring at her returned possession, not daring to take it. Even Merwyn slowed down and craned his neck to see, throwing Orman off into the sea.

“How in the world?...” the lady muttered, raising her eyes towards me.

“A happy coincidence, I suppose,” I answered. “That and the vigilance of my manservant. Archie saw through the deception and forced the witch to give up the dagger. I kept it as a souvenir.”

She slowly reached out her hand, as if afraid the dagger would disappear. The moment she touched it, a cloud seemed to lift off her, taking all signs of the illness with it. The tiredness, gauntness, the shadows were gone. I was looking at a beauty even more radiant than the maiden I’d seen at the marshes.

“Hurray!!” Reggie screamed, hopping out of the hood.

We all jumped. Including the serpent. Good thing the chairs and the canopy were fastened securely onto his back.

“What is this?” Lady Marielle asked, gaping at the Swirg.

“This is called Reginald,” I explained. “It screams occasionally without warning. Other than that, it’s harmless.”

He grinned up at her. “I admit I’ve grown to like scaring humans. You are very pretty, my lady.”

Lady Marielle’s golden brow arched in surprised amusement. 

“Would you look at this little charmer! May I pick him up?”

“By all means. But I think he’s getting the taste of scaring the seafolk as well, so be warned.”

We spent the next couple hours in a friendly conversation that mostly consisted of Cassandra and me answering our hosts’ questions. Their face to face encounters with humans had been very limited, and they’d never seen a Swirg before, so the questions were many. I tried not to reveal too much, especially about the Swirgs and their secrets. Our ability to fly was of course the primary point of Lord Leomaris’s interest; I had to sidestep it, telling him it was something I could not freely discuss. I saw no reason, however, not to share our adventures with the witches and their magical passage. Reggie obliged by performing yet another reenactment of my battle with them, embellishing it with some new details this time. I shook my head as I imagined what it was going to be like when he’d tell the story back home.

I noticed that Lady Marielle did most of the talking while Lord Leomaris became somewhat withdrawn, despite his obvious gratefulness for his wife’s deliverance. I couldn’t quite read the expression he now had. Was it embarrassment? Some sort of regret? Maybe even guilt?

“We must do all we can for these people, Leo,” the lady said, placing her hand on his arm. “Do you think you could spare Merwyn to take them all the way to their shores?”

He appeared caught off guard. “Well, uh… Yes, I suppose so. You and I cannot go, I need to be at the council, as you know, but I can send Orman. If Merwyn swims his fastest, it’s going to take, what? A couple of days, no more than that. What do you say, Lord Arkus?”

It would shorten the journey considerably. We probably still wouldn’t be able to reach Prince Kellemar on time (not that I was too upset about that), but I wanted Jarvi’s sword safely back in my hands as soon as possible.

“Why, this would be most convenient,” I said, “and much appreciated.”

“Let me take a look at the map again.”

I gave it to him.

“Yes,” he nodded, examining it, “we will part at the Crown
Island. My lady and I will return in her dolphin carriage. Orman will take you the rest of the way… Well, probably not to the very shore, there are too many ships in those waters, and we try to avoid human eyes. How about he drops you off here, on the last island you had marked?”

“That would work perfectly. We can fly from there.”

“Good.”

We reached the Crown
Island in less than half an hour. It was much larger than the first one we’d been to, with tall palm trees, a multitude of colorful birds, and, according to Lord Leomaris, a freshwater stream. 

Merwyn swam up to the island and turned, stretching his long tail to the sandy shore, offering it as a means for us to descend rather than having to jump in the water. I couldn’t help marveling at that.

“Has he transported humans before?”

Lord Leomaris smiled. “No. But he knows what they’re like, and he is smart.”

“He certainly is.”

The sea lord rose to stand on his tail, the lady did the same, holding onto his arm. 

“This has been a most fascinating encounter,” he said, “not to mention the invaluable service you did to us. I am indebted to you.” He took a golden bracelet off his arm and offered it to me. “Take this. If you are ever in trouble at sea, throw it in the water. I will send help.”

I accepted the bracelet. It was shaped as a fish, with sapphire eyes, its head touching the tail.

“Wouldn’t it just drown?” I asked, trying not to sound too doubtful. “The sea is huge, how would you ever find it?”

He smiled again. “Try it now.”

I reached my hand with the bracelet out to the water and paused, hesitant.

“Go ahead,” the merman prodded.

I threw it in the sea. At first the bracelet seemed to go down like a rock, but in the next moment I saw the golden fish glistening in the waves, swimming, heading back to us. Having reached Merwyn’s side, the fish jumped out of the water and landed right into Lord Leomaris’s hands, instantly curling up and turning back into a bracelet.

“It will find me wherever I am,” he said.

“Amazing. How is this possible?”

The merman handed the bracelet back to me. “I’m not asking you how you fly.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded. “Thank you, Lord Leomaris.”

“It’s Leo for you. Farewell. Good luck with the rest of your journey, and…” He looked away for a moment. “Don’t be so trusting in the future.”

Trusting? Me?

“What do you mean?”

“The way you’d stepped onto my serpent…” He shook his head. “You were completely at my mercy, do you realize that?”

“That’s not quite right. We could fly away if anything went wrong.”

“Losing your supplies. How long would you last without them?”

Not long. And he didn’t even know about the ten minutes limit on flying.

I looked him squarely in the eye. “So why didn’t you kill us?”

“Why did you offer the dagger?”

“To impress your beautiful wife.”

“Well. You’ve impressed more than just her.”

After her husband’s sobering words, Lady Marielle seemed at a loss what to say.

“I want to thank you again,” she spoke at last. “Don’t mind Leo, I don’t think he meant you any harm, but he is right, you need to be more careful. The seafolk is not always friendly.”

“The same can be said about humans, I’m sure,” I answered.

She nodded. “Farewell. Have a safe journey home. I hope we can meet again someday.”

They gave a quick bow, gracefully slid off the serpent’s back and disappeared in the water.

We picked up our provisions and walked ashore.

To think that I’d nearly left the dagger behind on the witches island. We’d been trying to lighten our load, getting rid of unnecessary items. I had put it into the box with the rest of the treasures, then for some reason stuck it back into my pocket.

“Now I see why you were staring at Rosmarina the way you did, back at the marshes,” Cassandra said.

“If I was staring, it’s only because I was suspicious. She looked out of place.”

“Yeah, right.”

I regarded her, frowning. “Since when do you doubt my words?”

“Are you saying Lady Marielle is not a rare beauty?”

“Indeed she is. Not many come with a tail.”

Cassandra and Reggie burst out laughing, the latter falling out of my hood and swinging on it. I had to do something about this fellow, he was getting out of hand.

We decided to spend the night on the island, with Merwyn and Orman waiting nearby in the water, and continue our journey in the morning. I went to look for the fresh water stream. Reggie insisted on going with me, and I soon understood why.

“I did ask her,” he said into my ear, sitting on my shoulder. “About her fiancé.”

“And?”

“She won’t tell. Neither who he was, nor even his name. She just said he had shown himself different from what she believed him to be.”

“Is that all?”

“Yeah. I tried to pry out more, asked what he did. She said it’s a long story, and quickly changed the subject.”

So the guy had deceived her, perhaps betrayed in some way. Well, this was something, although certainly not much.

“Should I ask her again?”

“No, Reggie, don’t push too hard. If she ever mentions it to you again, you can try, but be careful.”

I found the stream and refilled our water flasks. When we returned, we saw that Cassandra had started a fire and set the table, so to speak: she had fresh fruit and some of our dry supplies laid out on a clean cloth.

“Supper’s ready.”

We ate and went straight to sleep, grateful once again for the warm weather and soft sand.


 

***


 

On the next morning our journey continued. We took our seats on the sea serpent’s back again and headed north. It was rather uneventful from that point, which I liked. Cassandra seemed to enjoy a bit of peace and quiet as well. Reggie didn’t; the monotony of it drove him crazy. I quickly gave up trying to have him under the canopy, letting him run all over the serpent. Since we had plenty of flying berries we would no longer use, I also gave him free access to those—something I suspect he never had before. The Swirgs used their saveberries only when necessary, for protection, not entertainment. Reggie had the fun of his life, flying in circles over Merwyn’s head, jumping in and out of the water and pestering Orman in every way he could think of. 

Orman became a little less formal now that his master was gone, although he still maintained a respectful distance with me. He played with the Swirg while the serpent was warming up, then told him to “get back on board” as Merwyn showed us what he was capable of, speed-wise. I doubt there was any ship, large or small, that could keep up with him.

Cassandra couldn’t resist the temptation to join Orman on the serpent’s neck. Remembering her ability to stay on a wild horse, I wasn’t worried. She didn’t fall off, but ended up soaked nevertheless—much to Orman’s delight. I heard him laugh, and from that moment it looked like they were the best of friends. They spent the rest of the day riding next to each other and talking.

“You’ll never guess what he asked me about,” she told me later on, grinning, when we stopped for the night at yet another island.

“I’m scared to try.”

“About human women.”

“Oh?” I couldn’t help chuckling. “So he got to talk to an expert without knowing it.”

“Yeah. I was dying to see what kind of a face he’d make if he found out he was speaking to one of those mysterious creatures he is so interested in.”

“And what is his interest?”

“He wants to marry one.”

I raised a brow. “That… would present a number of problems, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, to put it mildly. But he says it’s possible.”

“I don’t quite see how.”

“There is no easy way, one of them would have to give up their world and join the other. He says the one making such sacrifice would transform into either a human or a mermaid, depending on what they choose.”

“Now let me venture a guess: he wants the woman to leave everything behind and become a mermaid for him.”

Cassandra gave a sad smile. “Of course.”

“And what’s the point, dare I ask? He’ll still have a mermaid wife, only with a cartload of psychological problems.”

“Ha! I’ve got to tell him that.”

“What did you tell him so far?”

“The only thing I could come up with was that human women don’t like getting their hair wet.” She snickered. “Believe it or not, that alone was enough to make him question the whole idea.”

“I wonder what gave him this idea to begin with.”

“Don’t know, he didn’t say.”

Cassandra remained silent for a while, stirring the fire with a stick.

“Do you think you could do it?” she asked. “Leave everything behind for a mermaid, join her in the sea, become a merman yourself?”

“Nope. Fish tail is the deal breaker for me.”

“I’m being serious!”

“So am I. I’m a villain, I don’t do sacrificial stuff.”

“Tell that to someone who hasn’t seen you go through all kinds of trouble trying to help a friend.”

I frowned. “That’s the one exception that only proves the rule. When I’m done with this stupid quest, I’ll go back to the way I prefer to live. What about you, could you do it?”

“I think I could. If I truly loved someone, that is. If there was no other way, I think I could leave all I know for him.”

Whoever that former fiancé of hers was, he was a fool.

“You’re quite a woman, Cassandra.”

She smiled. “One of a kind, that’s for sure.”

On the next day our steady progress was interrupted by a ship heading our way. Merwyn noticed it from afar and gave out a short warning sound, something in between a growl and a hiss.

“Uh-oh, a human ship,” Orman said, shielding his eyes against the sun. “What do we do? Normally, we’d just go underwater.”

Fortunately, I had anticipated such possibility and had both flying and invisibility berries at hand. There was no time to explain it to Orman though. If the guys on the ship had a spyglass, they’d see us any minute.

“Give us a second to grab our stuff.”

Reggie jumped into my hood, Cassandra and I quickly picked up our sacks, thankfully less heavy now since we’d used up some of the supplies. We popped in the flying berries and pushed ourselves off of Merwyn’s back.

“All right, dive in. Keep going north, we’ll do the same. See you after we pass the ship.”

Orman looked at me, confused.

“I thought you wanted to keep this flying thing secret. Aren’t you afraid of them seeing you?”

“I suppose that would have started a whole new genre of sea legends, wouldn’t it?” I smiled. “They won’t see us, don’t worry.”

“They are heading this way. And if they’ve got this stick with a magnifying glass in it…”

“A spyglass, I know. Don’t worry, we’ll be all right.”

Orman gave us another questioning look, then shrugged and submerged, ordering Merwyn to do the same.

We ate the invisibility berries and flew north, Reggie once again in charge of watching the time. The fine three-master passed us about forty minutes later. The captain did have a spyglass, but he stood calm, unconcerned; the sailors, too, went about their tasks, showing no alarm. They obviously hadn’t noticed anything unusual.

“Shall I scream?” Reggie asked, giggling.

“Don’t you dare.”

We kept moving north until the ship disappeared from view. Merwyn and Orman were faster, we saw them surface farther ahead and look around, searching for us. Cassandra and Reggie chuckled as Orman scratched his head, obviously wondering what happened to us.

“I know it’s very tempting, Reggie, but no. No shrieking.”

We flew up close and hovered behind them, waiting for our invisibility to end.  

“Hi there,” I said when it did. As gently as I could.

It was Merwyn’s reaction I worried about, and I was right to. The startled beast whirled around, raising huge waves, eyes flashing, fangs bare, ready to attack. Good thing Orman somehow managed to cling to his neck.

“Easy!” he shouted. “It’s them, don’t you see?”

The serpent’s eyes narrowed as he recognized us, and he let out a low, displeased rumble.

If that was a joke, that look said, I didn’t care for it. His tail rose and fell, splashing water all over us.

“Where did you come from?” Orman asked, shaking his head. “I just looked that way a minute ago!”

“It’s one of the Swirg tricks,” I answered. “Sorry, we meant no harm.”

“My, your serpent is jumpy,” Reggie put in.

Orman regarded him. “Just so you know, he could have swallowed you whole. All three of you.”

The rest of the way to our destination went without incident. Merwyn took no further retaliation and even gave us another “smile” when we parted.

“Thank you, Orman,” I said as we stood on the shore. “Please relay our most sincere gratitude to Lord Leomaris and Lady Marielle.”

He nodded, bobbing in the waves. “I certainly will. It has been my pleasure to be of service.”

The merman lifted his hand in a separate farewell to Cassandra, clapped Merwyn on the side, and they both disappeared.

“Well, that was a fun ride,” Cassandra commented, looking around the island, the last one in the course of our journey. “How long do you think it will take us to fly to mainland?”

“Probably a couple of hours. And then, if everything goes well, we should make our way back to Triar within a week’s time.”


 

***
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Triar couldn’t believe we returned so fast.

“What!” he exclaimed, nearly dropping the bucket of water he was carrying from the well. “You’re back already? I wasn’t expecting you for a couple more weeks at least! Did you get picked up by a ship?”

“Better.” Cassandra grinned. “A sea serpent.”

“A sea serpent?” He gave her a hard look. “Now, young lady, I like a good story once in a while, but in this case I would prefer to hear the truth.”

I noticed Jarvi’s sword on his belt. So he’d been carrying it with him at all times. Good.

Cassandra turned to me, her grin growing wider. “He calls me a liar. Wait until he hears the rest.”

“Before he hears anything, I want the sword back.”

Triar nodded.

“Understandably.” He unfastened the sword and handed it to me. “I can’t fathom how you ever thought of leaving it behind.”

“Well, I wasn’t exactly planning on a long trip.”

I took the blade and paused before pulling it out of the scabbard. Deep inside, I still had a tiny hope to see more of the orange glow. I knew it was unlikely that I had accomplished the Second Deed; I didn’t even have the sword with me, and one of the requirements, as far as I remembered, was to use it in the process. Besides, exactly what part of this silly predicament would be the “heroic deed”? Chasing the witches? Fighting with them on the island? Making our way back? Give me a break. Killing three old hags who couldn’t even hold a weapon hardly qualified as an act of heroism. The serpent was scary enough, I supposed, but I didn’t have to fight him or anything like that. I doubted any of it would count.

Triar watched me, probably guessing pretty accurately what I was thinking.

I drew the sword. The blade was flickering with orange sparks the same way as before. No improvement.

“I knew it,” I muttered under my breath. What a waste of time. 

I didn’t say it aloud though, for Reggie’s sake. He was standing in my hood, peeking over my shoulder.

“Disappointed?” Triar asked.

“Nah, why would I be? I love magical passages, tropical islands, mermen, sea serpents, and such.”

The hermit’s eyes widened. “Did you just say mermen?”

“I did.”

“Then how is it that you’re still alive?”

I looked at him, the encounter with Lord Leomaris replaying in my mind, particularly his parting words. So he wasn’t kidding, huh.

“They weren’t that bad,” I replied, shrugging. “I would even say they were very civil. Gave us a ride on the serpent, entertained with a pleasant conversation. And then gave me this.”

I showed him the bracelet.

Triar stared at it as if it was a coiled snake ready to strike.

“If that’s not a sea lord’s tartina…” When he finally tore his eyes off of the golden fish, he regarded me with nothing short of awe.

“What’s a sardina?” Reggie asked.

Triar barely glanced at him. “Let’s—let’s go inside. This is a tale I must hear in every detail.”

We went to the house, where we were greeted by Frederick. It turned out that he and two other Swirgs had been staying with Triar, helping to watch out for possible threats.

“Reggie!!” he shouted, running to us with outstretched arms.

The little Swirg slid off my shoulder, and Frederick grabbed him into a fierce hug.

“Mr. Arkus, what you did for us—”

I held up a hand. “Not now, Frederick.”

Not ever.

“They are tired after their journey,” Triar told him, “and hungry, I bet. Why don’t you guys help set the table?”

“Sure! I am sending Benedict to the queen, but Augustine and I will be happy to do that.”

They got to work, and soon we sat down to feast on Triar’s delicious soup and blueberry pie. The hermit hung to every word as we shared our adventures. I managed to convince Reggie to wait with his performance of the battle until all the Swirgs could see it, so he settled for making comments and corrections. Triar asked a question or two to clarify something, but mostly he just sat there, listening, alternatively nodding and shaking his head. He continued the latter for quite a while after we finished the story.

“You spoke to a sea lord,” he said at last. “Rode with him on his serpent. And not only you survived, he gave you his tartina—the extremely valuable emergency messenger that only the most influential of the seafolk possess. Normally, such a treasure is given to closest kin—a son, a brother, a wife. My dear Lord Arkus, you are a living legend.”

Well. Not the worst thing to be called, I supposed.

“As long as you keep this legend to yourself, I don’t mind,” I told him. “All right, enough of that. Let’s get back to business. Now that we can’t reach Kellemar on time, have you come up with anything else for me to do?”

Triar regarded me, a hint of a sly smile showing on his lips.

“Actually, you can still make it to the Tenebrous
Valley. Isn’t that right, Frederick?”

“Oh, yeah!” The Swirg hurried to process a large bite of pie he’d just taken. “You can use our underground tunnels. It will save you days! Triar and I talked about it, and the queen has approved. We usually try to keep humans out, but, well, you’re one big exception.”

I looked at Frederick, not sure whether I wanted to thank or slap him.

“Really? You have a tunnel that leads all the way to the Tenebrous
Valley?”

“Yep. It won’t take you there as fast as the witches’ passage did, but it’s a huge shortcut since it goes nearly in a straight line. No mountains or rivers to cross. You’ll be there in a day.”

“Wow. That’s indeed a huge shortcut…”

I didn’t like Triar’s amused expression at all. Yes, he knew I didn’t want to do this; but he also knew I would, for Jarvi’s sake. Nothing funny.

“Well, Archie, I hope you’ve rested because we pack and leave tonight.”


 

***


 

And so we left, wasting no more time. Cassandra renewed her disguise as Archie, reapplying the “scar.” I made sure we had enough torches. I took the second blade with me as well—no more playing in the dark, wondering whether it was all right to draw my weapon.

Triar caught me alone in the barn, right before our departure. I was loading supplies while Cassandra went to fetch water for the horses. The hermit approached and stood next to me for several moments, watching in silence.

“I hope you don’t consider your latest adventure totally useless.”

“The sword says it was.”

He shook his head. “The sword only indicates that the Deed of Cool Mind is not yet accomplished. Things you have experienced and learned are invaluable. Not to mention that you saved Reggie.”

“The witches weren’t going to harm him, they only wanted to blackmail the others.”

“Oh, really? So what would the Swirgs have to do? Give up their secrets? If they refused, or even delayed, the witches would have very likely harmed Reggie.  I thought you knew enough about kidnapping and blackmailing to be aware of that.”

“Well, still. You know what I’m in it for. And right now, it’s not happening.”

Triar gave an enigmatic smile. “This sword is unlike anything you or I have ever dealt with. We know nothing for sure, we only speculate and guess. It might yet surprise you.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

Another exasperating smile. “I hardly know myself. Intuition is difficult to put into words.”

Leaving him to his intuition, I proceeded to load the rest of supplies and led the horses out of the barn.

When we entered the caves, we saw crowds of Swirgs gathered to greet us and see us go. I had to endure their cheering and politely listen to Queen Wilhelmina’s short speech about how she wished to see us back soon so that Reggie’s rescue could be properly celebrated and rewarded. They all followed us to the right tunnel and stood waving as we rode in and began our underground journey. Reggie and Frederick were the only ones who went with us. The little Swirg didn’t want to part, he begged to let him ride with us for a while. Frederick didn’t want him to go back alone, so he joined us as well.

Reggie sat on my shoulder, unusually quiet. When Frederick told him it was time to return, he didn’t protest, against all expectations.

“Thank you, Mr. Arkus,” he said, his large yellow eyes moist. “And you, Cassandra. I will miss you both so much. Farewell.”

“Cheer up, think of all the stories you’ve got to tell,” I answered, bringing a small smile to his face.

He slid off my shoulder and started climbing down the horse’s leg onto the ground. Frederick, who rode with Cassandra, rose to do the same but paused and turned to me, suddenly very serious.

“I want to warn you about something, Mr. Arkus. You really need to stop impersonating Lord Arkus, the villain. Reggie told me you’d introduced yourself as him to the merman, and I’ve heard Triar address you ‘Lord Arkus’ as well. I don’t know why you are doing it, but you are playing with fire. He is very dangerous. If he finds out, you will be in big trouble.”

“Thank you, Frederick,” I said in a most heartfelt way. And I meant it. It was the best thing I heard since this stupid quest had begun.

He bowed. “Farewell. Oh, and one more thing: there will be a big snake about halfway through the tunnel. Just ignore her, she won’t be a problem. She knows you’re coming and she’ll let you pass.”

The two Swirgs jumped off onto the ground, waved to us and headed back.

Cassandra and I continued on our way. The tunnel was wide enough for us to ride easily side by side. Our horses, uneasy at first, were now more or less used to the darkness, no longer getting spooked by rare sounds like dripping water or rustling of a rat. Except for being on horseback, everything was just like when we had entered the Sarwean caves for the first time.

“Why do I keep getting the feeling that I’m going in circles?” I muttered.

Cassandra turned to me, her face reddish-yellow in the torch light. “Hey. You’ve determined that this whole thing works, and you’ve got one deed accomplished. That’s something.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” I said, suppressing a sigh.

We decided to ride through without camping for the night. Sleeping in this place just didn’t seem like a good idea, despite the Swirgs’ assurance of complete safety. It would be a stretch, but we figured we’d rather rest when we were back above ground. Making only brief stops to feed and water the horses, we kept moving along, mostly in silence. 

The “big snake” was coiled in a niche, we nearly passed it without noticing when all of a sudden two eyes lit up, reflecting our torch light. Once again, the Swirg sizing scale was off, only this time in the other direction. It wasn’t just “big.” It could easily bring down a horse. A twisted skeleton on the ground testified what it could do to a human.

“Yeah, it’s a little on the big side,” Cassandra whispered.

“No kidding.”

I placed my hand on the sword hilt, just in case, but the reptile didn’t strike. The gleaming eyes just watched us, the head turning as we moved by. The horses snorted and hurried to leave the spot without being prodded. I didn’t blame them.

“Our friends Swirgs are full of surprises,” I said when we were a safe distance away. “I wonder what other guards they have scattered in their tunnels and caves.”

“I’d think nothing as impressive as Merwyn,” Cassandra replied.

I had to agree. “No, probably not.”

The lack of rest and sleep began taking its toll on us. We talked, trying to stay awake.

“Have you thought of how we will approach Prince Kellemar?” Cassandra asked. “He must have bodyguards.”

I nodded. “Of course, he rarely ventures out without them. If they are new and don’t know me, we might be able to get past them without a fight. And I think there’s a good chance of that since he is in the habit of often changing his personal guards.”

“Why?”

“I am to blame for that, actually. I kept proving them useless.”

Cassandra turned to me, eyes alight with curiosity. “How? Do tell, I’ve got to hear that!”

“Well, first I had captured him and got a nice sum of ransom money from his father, King Ramian. Kellemar was with his guards, but they weren’t much help. Naturally, he’d fired them. He’d gotten new ones, big but dumb. You cry ‘Fire!’ and they believe it without checking, even if it rains. They were a worthless pair, and I couldn’t resist showing it to him.”

“What did you do? Captured him again?”

“No. I could have, but that wouldn’t be any fun. I caught them instead, had my guys dip them in blueberry juice and let them go.”

Cassandra coughed, choking with laughter. “Oh, I bet he was mad!”

“Not so much as the next time, when he’d hired himself yet another pair.”

“Dare I ask what you did with those?”

“Ambushed them in the forest and sent back wearing dresses.”

“You didn’t!”

“Oh yeah. Believe me, Kellemar has enough reasons to hate me.”

Cassandra grew serious. “Well, from what I’ve heard, you have even more reasons. The last time you met, he’d attacked you when you were unarmed, isn’t that so? And wounded you.”

“You are surprisingly well informed. How do you know this?”

She seemed caught off guard. “I… heard people talk, I guess. Don’t remember where. You’re quite famous, you know.”

Not many people knew what had happened between me and Kellemar that day when he nearly killed Prince Philip. In fact, I couldn’t imagine anyone knowing besides Philip and Kellemar. Kellemar wouldn’t be sharing this story, and if Philip talked, he’d be talking about The Lakeland Knight saving him, not Lord Arkus. He had promised to keep my identity secret.

“Are you sure you can’t remember whom you heard talking about it?” I asked. “Because I would really like to know.”

Cassandra shook her head. “No, can’t recall.”

The sun was starting to set outside when we finally made it through the tunnel. The exit was nearly blocked with shrubbery. A Swirg would have no problem sneaking in or out; two humans on horseback were a different story. Thankfully, the shrubs had no thorns, and the branches were not intertwined. We were able to part them and make our way out without doing any damage to the shrubs or ourselves.

A tall man stood waiting a few steps away, leaning against a tree. It had been a while since I saw Ellar in his human form, but his bright green hair helped me recognize him at once.

“Hi there,” I said. “Long time, no see. You forgot the hair again.”

“Oops.” He ran his hand over the hair, instantly turning it black. “I can’t believe I did it again. This is rather embarrassing, for a spirit. We normally don’t forget stuff.”

“Wait till you ruin some errand of Faradin’s because of it, he’ll get you shaved.” 

I noticed Cassandra’s astonished gaze fixed on the sparkling.

“This is Ellar, a sparkling, Jarvi’s friend. He’s helped me out of a tough situation a couple of times, but unfortunately he is not very reliable.” I turned to him. “And this is Cassandra, a compassionate soul who helps me stay sane through this whole mess.”

“An unusual name for a lad,” Ellar said. His smile indicated he knew much more than he was showing.

“Come on, drop the pretense. I bet you already know all about her.”

“Indeed I do.” He bowed his head to her. “Pleasure to meet you. And why, if I may ask, have you just called me unreliable?” he asked, turning to me.

“I kind of hoped to see you on the island, you know. Or when we were crossing the sea.”

A hint of a smile playing in Ellar’s eyes vanished. “I would have come if I could. There were reasons I didn’t. You must take my word for it.”

“Of course I must, what choice do I have?”

Ellar ignored my remark. He kept looking at me, his expression serious. “You stood quite a test there on the island. I am proud of you.”

I regarded him with a degree of suspicion. He didn’t appear to be joking.

“If it will help to redeem myself in your eyes,” the sparkling continued, “I’ll say that I was protecting her.”

Deep down, I had known it all along. It might have felt that Cassandra and I were left to our own devices out there, but we weren’t. 

“It will,” I nodded. “So what brings you here now? In the human form, no less. From my experience, you usually show up when there’s imminent danger. Are we in trouble?”

“Not yet, but that can easily change. You’re near the Tenebrous
Valley, remember? Not exactly the safest place. You both are in dire need of rest, I doubt it either one of you can keep watch. I am here to guard your sleep.”
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Ellar was right, we were exhausted. Having gratefully accepted his help, we both collapsed and slept until the morning. When I woke up, I saw that Ellar hadn’t been only guarding: our horses were watered and brushed, supplies already loaded. Two steaming bowls of something that smelled delicious were waiting for us. Since there was no fire or any other sign of cooking being done, I figured Ellar didn’t go through such troubles and simply “conjured” the food, as they called it.

“Enjoy your breakfast, and good luck with your task. I must leave now.” The sparkling smiled. “I’m not saying ‘give my regards to Prince Kellemar’ since I doubt he would care for them.”

“After you’d knocked him down and set the beast to chase him, I don’t think he would,” I agreed. “Thanks, Ellar.”

The sparkling pointed us to the white tower we needed, bowed, lit up with green light and disappeared with a loud Crack!. Cassandra seemed transfixed by the sight.

“Did your sparkling, Jarvi, do this too?” she asked.

I nodded. “He did. That’s how they dematerialize.”

“Amazing.”

“It is. Annoying, too, when they do this Crack! on you without warning.”

We finished our breakfast, mounted and set off, heading to the tower that stood at the mouth of the valley, lonely and tall, the crown-like top making it look just like the rook in chess.

“What do you know about these towers?” I asked. For, even though I had been using the towers’ protection for years and even build a couple of them, I did not know that much myself.

“Same things everyone knows, I suppose,” Cassandra replied, shrugging. “That they are towers of good will, said to be watched over by sparklings and Faradin, king of spirits. The towers provide temporary shelter to those who need it. Some people bring food and leave it there for the hungry. It is also said that one can talk to sparklings in a white tower; don’t know whether it’s true or not, I never tried. Hmm, what else?” She thought for a moment. “Oh, and I’ve also heard that evil spirits fear the towers and won’t come near them.”

I knew the latter was true. That’s why the monster that used to haunt me and now haunted Kellemar wouldn’t approach one.

“Am I missing anything?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. At least I don’t have anything to add. I thought maybe you knew something about their supernatural power and how it works.”

“No. I’m not Triar. You should have asked him, he knows such stuff.”

I probably should have. Somehow it had totally slipped my mind.

At last we arrived. I saw a couple of tents near the tower, four tethered horses, a campfire with a cooking pot hanging over it. A beefy fellow stood guard at the tower door, well armed. That told me His Highness was inside.

“Well… Here we are.” I so wasn’t looking forward to this. “Have you got the invisibility berries ready?”

Cassandra nodded.

“Good. If things go bad, use them, as we’d agreed.”

The guard saw us. He gave a sharp whistle, obviously a signal, and two more men came out of the tent, eyeing us with grim suspicion. I was right: all three were new, I didn’t recall seeing them before, and they showed no sign of recognizing me, either.

I motioned to Cassandra to dismount. When we did, I handed the reins of my horse over to her and stepped closer to the guards.

“Greetings. Please relay to your master that someone here wishes to see him, to offer help with his monster problem.”

“We don’t allow no ‘someones’,” the first guard grunted. “Your name?”

“Dragon Knight, if you insist.” Well, neither ‘Lord Arkus’ nor ‘Lakeland Knight’ would have worked, so I had to come up with something.

“And what is your promised solution? Do you claim you can kill the beast?”

“I didn’t say solution, I said help. As to the nature of this help, I will reveal it only to His Highness, in person and in private.”

The guard considered it, frowning.

“Very well. I’ll go in and report.”

He did. A couple of minutes later he stepped back outside.

“His Royal Highness Prince Kellemar will see you. You alone; the servant stays here. Leave your weapon with him, too.”

My long cloak concealed the swords I carried. I nodded, turned to Cassandra, unfastened the new blade and gave it to her, leaving Jarvi’s sword with me. The fool of a guard did not check whether I had any other weapons. Why Kellemar always hired such inept bodyguards was beyond me.

I entered the tower.

His Royal Pain In The Rear was standing in the middle of the empty hall, arms crossed, eyes burning with anticipation. He was ready for help, all right.

I stepped closer, from the darker area near the entrance into bright rays of sunlight streaming through the narrow windows. Recognition flashed in the prince’s eyes, instantly killing the hope and replacing it with fury.

“You!!”

He snatched his sword and flew at me.

I was ready for that, my hand on the sword hilt. I parried the blow, striking hard, sending him back a few steps. Not waiting for the prince to regroup, I went after him, grabbed his sword arm and twisted it, forcing him on his knees and simultaneously relieving him of his weapon.

“Guards!!” he yelled.

When the three idiots burst in, I had my arm locked around Kellemar’s neck, holding a blade to his throat—his blade, of course. I had Jarvi’s sword safely sheathed.

The bodyguards froze on the spot. Two of them just gasped, the third one tried to communicate.

“Release His Highness this minute or—”

“This is Lord Arkus, you fools!” the prince said through his teeth. “Do what he says.”

“Thank you, Your Highness, this was most helpful.” I had my eyes fixed on the guards. “Drop your swords and kick them aside, all the way to that wall. Now take off your belts.”

They obeyed. Cassandra was already standing behind them, blade drawn.

“Archie, tie their hands behind their backs. And get them out of here. Like I said, I wish to speak to His Highness in private.”

Cassandra took the belts from the fellows and used them to tie their hands. Picking up the three swords, she led the guards outside.

When the door closed behind them, I released Kellemar.

 “All right, let’s try again.”

He glared at me. “Arkus, you despicable snake. I know what you’re here for.”

“I’d bet my castle you don’t.”

“You’ve come to gloat,” he went on. “I was surprised you hadn’t done it sooner.”

“Well, I’ve been rather busy.”

“I can imagine. Playing your hero sham, deceiving honest folks. And you’re still walking around with the sparkling’s sword. I thought so. That’s what you’d wanted all along.”

I realized we could go on like this forever. We had a lot to say to each other.

“Let us not waste time,” I suggested. “You don’t have much of it left. This is the last day, if I’m not mistaken? Morgard is probably already preparing to make good on his threat.”

“And what is it to you? Are you his messenger?”

“No, I come of my own accord. Here’s my offer: I will take you through the Tenebrous
Valley, to Morgard, and back. If you remember the arrangement, the beast who now haunts you is forbidden to come near me. He will be burned alive if he does. So as long as you’re with me, you will be safe.”

The prince studied me for a moment, his face a mask of contempt. “You’ve lost your mind if you think I’m going to fall for this trap.”

“I knew you wouldn’t believe it, so here is proof.”

I pulled out Jarvi’s sword. Kellemar backed away—as if I wouldn’t have killed him already had this been my intention.

“I propose to accompany Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna on his way through the Tenebrous
Valley,” I said, “serving as his protection from the monster. I do not plot to kill or betray the prince. I will see to it that he makes it safely to Morgard, the chieftain of Pergalacks, and back to this tower. May this sword sing if I have said the truth, or punish me if I’ve lied.”

I touched the blade; the sword turned and let out a clear ringing sound, just like it had done back in the Swirgs’ caves.

Kellemar stared. He still couldn’t believe it.

“…What do you ask in return?”

“Not much. Just don’t get on my nerves.”

The prince narrowed his eyes. “You’ve got some personal interest in it, I demand to know what it is. What’s your gain?”

“I don’t think you’re in a position to demand anything, Your Highness. Of course I am looking after my own interests, I’m not going to deny that. What they are is none of your business. Suffice it to say that at the moment my interests happen to coincide with yours.”

“I will not be a pawn in some game of yours.”

I shrugged. “Fine. I won’t insist. You’re the one who has no options, not me. I’ll give you five minutes to think and leave.”

I stepped back to the door and stood there watching him. Kellemar glowered at me some more, then looked away, crossed his arms again and began studying the nearest window. He was struggling, I could see it. The decision was not an easy one, I’d give him that.

“Time’s up,” I said. I didn’t care to actually count the minutes, I just decided it was enough.

Slowly, he turned his head to face me. “I accept your offer.”

“I thought you might. Let’s go, then.”

“My sword?”

I held it out; he grabbed it from my hand.

We walked out of the tower. Cassandra had the guards seated under a tree and stood nearby, peeling a carrot with a dagger and keeping an eye on them. She saw me, threw the carrot aside, and snapped to attention, like a good servant would. The guards stared as their master and I approached. They clearly didn’t expect to see the prince alive and unharmed, let alone us walking together.

“We are going to the valley with these two men,” Kellemar announced, his face dark. “Right now.” He turned to me, but wouldn’t meet my eye. “Have them untied so that they can get ready.”

I nodded to Cassandra. “Go ahead, Archibald.”

She proceeded to free the guards. They stood up, but showed no intention to start packing.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Kellemar snapped. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

The three exchanged looks.

“We’re not going, Your Highness,” one of them said, looking down.

“What?!” The prince stepped closer to the man, fists clenched. “This is treason! I don’t think you want to answer for that, in addition to failing to guard me!”

They stood silent.

“You know what the penalty for treason is, don’t you?”

The guard kept looking at the ground. “I’d rather be executed back in Dalvanna than eaten in the valley.”

The other two appeared to be of the same opinion.

“Their concern is valid,” I said. “If Morgard offered you safe passage, the offer very likely does not include your men.”

“I don’t recall asking for your input, Arkus.”

“I give it whenever I wish, asked or not. Get used to it.”

The prince gave another glare to each of his guards. “Fine. I’ll deal with you in Dalvanna. Get my horse ready.”

“No horses,” I said. “We’ll be going on foot. Unless whatever you’re taking to Morgard is too heavy to carry.”

Poor Kellemar, his patience was being sorely tested today.

“Why on foot?” he growled.

I couldn’t tell him that having horses with us would make using berries rather complicated. And knowing Morgard, I was almost certain we’d have to resort to berries at some point.

“Because Morgard likes horses, and yours is fine enough to tempt him. So is mine. I’m leaving it here.”

He sneered. “What, the great and powerful Lord Arkus who carries a sparkling’s sword is afraid that a fellow villain will take away his horse?”

“Of course not, I could easily kill Morgard and his several thousand men, I just don’t want to get in trouble with the Villains League. Now, if we’re done bickering, let’s get going.”

For once, Kellemar listened to reason.

“Let me take some things,” he grunted and walked into one of the tents.

We waited, the guards standing uncomfortably before us.

“Give them their weapons back, Archie,” I said.

Cassandra went to the water well where she had laid the swords, picked them up and brought them to the guards. Each accepted his blade with a respectful bow.

“Take good care of our horses,” I told them. “When I return, I’ll give them a thorough examination, and if I find any sign of neglect… Let’s just say you won’t have to worry about being tried for treason back in Dalvanna. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Your Lordship.”

Prince Kellemar came out with a leather bag over his shoulder, not very big.

“Are you bringing any food?” I asked.

“What for?” he frowned. “It’s not that far, from what I understand.”

“I don’t know exactly how far Morgard’s castle is, and the valley is large. I wouldn’t count on reaching it in just a half hour. And I’m not feeding you.”

“If you think I would have accepted anything from you, you’re under some strange delusion. Pack some food for me,” he ordered his men.

They rushed to the tents and returned with a bag twice bigger than Kellemar’s.

“Not that much,” he grumbled.

They brought a smaller bag and moved several items into it, some wrapped in paper, others in cloth. Still, the prince appeared reluctant to shoulder it. He glanced at Cassandra. His gaze lingered a moment, focusing into attention. I knew it had to make her uneasy, but she handled it well, standing there with a blank, I’m-on-duty expression like a servant would.

“Will you carry this for me if I pay you?” the prince asked her.

“If my master orders me to,” she answered.

“I will not. My man won’t be serving you.”

Kellemar made a face but said nothing. Flinging the bag over his shoulder, he headed to the valley. Cassandra had our supplies ready as well; we picked them up and followed the prince.

The Tenebrous
Valley greeted us with a chilly breeze. The place deserved its dreary name. It was misty and damp, fog rose from the wide river in the middle and spilled out onto the bank. The hills on both sides quickly grew into mountains, blocking the sun more and more as we went deeper in.

The prince was clearly nervous, constantly glancing over his shoulder. I knew exactly how he felt.

Some time later I noticed him look at Cassandra again. And again.

“Your face seems familiar,” he said. “Have you been to Dalvanna?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“What’s your name? Archibald?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, Your Highness! I will not have a villain’s servant disregard my title!”

“He will skip Your Highnesses if he so desires,” I interfered, “and I wouldn’t recommend retaliation. He is excellent with the sword.”

Kellemar sneered at that. “He won’t dare raise it against me.”

“He will if he has my permission. And as of this moment, he does.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. For whatever reason, you need me alive. You won’t let your servant kill me.”

I smiled. “Of course not. But chopping off an ear or a hand is a different story.”

That shut him up for a long time.

We kept walking, the unpleasantness between us seemingly fading as long as neither one of us said a word. I hoped Cassandra was reassured about the prince possibly recognizing her. Yes, he thought Archie looked a little familiar, but it was clear he had no clue of her identity. Her disguise was too good.

A couple of hours passed. I was beginning to think about a snack when we heard the growl.

I wish I could say ‘the forgotten growl,’ but it wouldn’t be true. I’d never forget that sound.

Kellemar’s face turned white. He stopped in his tracks, frantically searching the reeds where the menacing rumble had come from. I knew he wanted to run—which would be the end of him. 

I grabbed his arm; he nearly jumped out of his boots, eyes wild.

“Stay here,” I urged. “Don’t leave my side.”

The reeds moved and parted. The lizard-like monster slithered out, fangs bare, glowing red eyes locked on us. Slowly, he lifted one paw and dragged it over the ground, long claws leaving deep marks.

The sight of him gave me shivers. My mind knew he was no longer a threat, but the rest of me was too used to the instant panic this thing had been throwing me into. For years.

One hand still holding Kellemar, I clutched the hilt of Jarvi’s sword with the other.

The beast lifted his paw once more, this time to indicate he was about to get closer.

“All right, that’s close enough,” I said. Amazingly, my voice sounded firm. “Remember Faradin’s order. If I were you, I wouldn’t test his limits.”

He let out another growl. Then his jaws closed, lips drew together. When he opened his mouth again, a different sound came out.

“Step… aside…” he spoke in a deep bass voice. “Give… him… to me…”

I heard Cassandra gasp. Unlike me and the prince, she didn’t know the thing could talk.

“I would actually love to, but I have to decline. Go away, find some other lunch.”

The beast’s red eyes bore into mine.

“I… thought… you… hated… him…”

“Truer words have never been spoken. I might slice him to pieces myself someday. But right now you’re out of luck.”

He showed the fangs again, but it was an empty threat.

“I… will… follow…” he rumbled. “And… watch…”

“I know you will. Now, leave.”

Gathering all my courage, I took a step to him, stomping my foot. The monster quickly backed away. His eyes flashed with anger, but anger wasn’t the only thing I saw. I also saw fear.

He roared again and disappeared in the reeds.

I released Kellemar’s arm. The prince still looked ashen, but at least he stood firm on his feet.

“Let’s go,” I said. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.”

He drew in a shaky breath. “You are doing this for some wicked purpose of yours. Don’t expect any thankyous from me.”

“Whatever his purpose, Lord Arkus has just saved your life!” Cassandra exclaimed.

We both looked at her. Archie’s face was alight with indignation.

Kellemar’s jaw tightened. “Will this slave lecture me? Put him in his place, Arkus, or I will!”

I turned to him. “You will do nothing. In case I didn’t make myself clear the last time, let me give another warning. One more insult or threat to Archibald, and I will not be so civil as I have been so far.”

“So he gets to do or say whatever he wants and I must put up with it?!”

“Precisely.”

The proper atmosphere thus restored, we continued on our way. Once again we were walking in silence, carefully checking the surroundings. I knew we wouldn’t have to worry about the beast for a while; he would now wait for a chance to catch us apart. Pergalacks, on the other hand, were something to watch out for. Morgard could have given up on waiting for Kellemar and called off the watchmen who, I assumed, were assigned to look for him. In that case, we were likely to run into trouble. Pergalacks were not known for kindness to strangers.

The mist seemed to thicken. I noticed a smoky smell in the air, faint and somehow sweet.

“You smell that, Archie?” I asked.

“Someone’s got a fire going,” Cassandra confirmed. “Probably cooking.”

The prospect of bumping into Pergalacks cooking their meal wasn’t exactly pleasant, but what choice did we have. We kept going. The smell, unlike anything I could recall, was getting stronger, and soon we saw its source: a stream of reddish smoke was rising from remnants of a large campfire ahead of us. It appeared abandoned; only a few flames danced in the glowing coals. The color of the smoke, more intensely red where it started, made me wonder.

“What would give off a smoke like that?” I muttered.

“I don’t like it,” Cassandra said. “I think it’s pink berry time.”

“You might be right. At any rate, it wouldn’t hurt.”

We reached for the berries and placed them in our mouths. I took out another pair and handed it to Kellemar.

“Eat this.”

He regarded me with a mixture of suspicion and contempt.

“What sort of a ridiculous request is this?”

I knew this one would not go over easy.

“This is protection from possible danger,” I explained, trying to be patient.

“First of all, I see no danger, and secondly, like I said before, I will accept nothing from you. Especially when the idea belongs to your impertinent servant.”

I wanted to strangle him.

“Kellemar, don’t be an idiot. Not now. This smoke can be harmful. You see the berries aren’t poisonous, I’ve just eaten some myself.”

“You are free to do whatever superstitious things you want. I refuse.”

I considered forcing the berries into his mouth, but if he wouldn’t chew and swallow, there was no point. 

“Fine. Don’t blame me later.”

We approached the fire. There were no signs of someone camping or cooking or doing anything at all. More reason to think the sole purpose was just to produce the mysterious smoke.

“Strange. All right, let’s not waste any more time here.”

We kept walking and soon came across another dying fire, just like the first one. We passed it, giving it only a brief examination. Shortly after that the prince stumbled.

I looked at him. “Kellemar? Is something wrong?” 

He wouldn’t answer. And his eyes were getting clouded.

“Kellemar!” I grabbed the berries again. “Eat this—we’ll fight about it later!”

Too late. He swayed to the right and collapsed.

“Darn it!”

Cassandra and I threw down our bags and rushed to the prince. I placed my hand on his neck, checking for pulse.

“He’s alive. Stay alert,” I said to Cassandra, “watch the surroundings.”

I turned the prince over to his back. His eyes were closed now; he appeared unconscious.

“Can you hear me?” I shook him by the shoulder. “Kellemar!”

No response. Cassandra handed me a flask with water, I sprinkled some on his face. It did no good.

Great. Now what?

Thankfully, we weren’t being attacked. Whoever had started these fires wasn’t hiding in ambush, waiting for their prey to fall.

“What are we going to do?” Cassandra asked.

“I’ll have to carry him.”

“Do you think this Morgard will know what it is and how to help?”

“He might. If his men did it, he should.”

I rose, reckoning how to better get a hold of the prince.

“Give me the bags,” Cassandra said. “Yours and his.”

I handed them to her. “Will you manage?”

“I will, no problem.” She looked at the prince again. “Take off his breastplate and shoulder plates, too. I’ll see if I can stuff them in here. There seems to be some room.”

I did that as well. As I removed the breastplate, I saw an outline of some flat object in the inner pocket of Kellemar’s vest.

“A dagger?” Cassandra asked. “Give it here, too, let’s make him as light as possible.”

“I don’t think that’s going to help much,” I said, nevertheless reaching for the item.

It wasn’t a dagger; it was a dark leather case, rectangular in shape. I opened it.

Inside lay a mirror shard, old and darkened.

“Well, what do you know.”

“What is it?”

I turned the opened case to Cassandra so that she could see. She knelt next to me. I carefully took the shard out and turned it over. Somehow we weren’t very surprised to see the twirling red pattern on the back side.

“Another piece of the same mirror,” Cassandra said.

Just to make sure, we pulled out our own shard and compared the two. The shapes were different, and Kellemar’s shard was larger than ours, but the ornament on the back looked identical.

“I bet this is what he is carrying to Morgard.”

Cassandra examined the pieces again. “Most likely. I wish we knew the significance of these things.”

“Well, I suppose we will soon find out. For now, I’m putting this one back into his pocket. If he wakes up and finds we took it, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

Cassandra snickered. “He’d be convinced you designed this whole thing, including the smoke, to steal it.”

“You’ve gotten to know him pretty well.” I closed the case and returned it into Kellemar’s vest pocket. “I suggest we keep our mouths shut about the one we’ve got.”

“Agreed.”
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I carried Kellemar in my arms until they were about to fall off.

“Let’s stop for a moment, I’ll move him onto my back.”

We did; Cassandra helped, supporting the prince’s limp form that kept sliding down. At last I managed to find the right position and get a good grip on his arms I had over my shoulders. 

“All right, we can go. If he wakes up and bites me in the neck, I’ll kill him.”

“You can’t,” Cassandra teased. “Not yet, anyway. You promised to bring him safely back.”

“A man can dream, can’t he?”

We pressed on. It seemed easier at first, with the weight mostly on my shoulders, but not for long. 

“I think I’ll charge Morgard for delivery.”

Cassandra nodded. “I would.”

We passed two more fires with the red smoke, then the air seemed to clear. All that time we’d been eating pink and white berries every ten minutes, thanking the Swirgs.

“Shall we take a break?” Cassandra asked. “I’m hungry. I bet you are, too.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

I knelt and lowered Kellemar onto the ground. Cassandra dropped the bags.

“I don’t know how someone managed to start those fires in such dampness and whether I’ll be able to do the same, but I’ll try,” she said, taking out supplies.

“Don’t worry about it, get some rest. We have food that doesn’t need cooking.”

She was glad to comply. We found some rocks to sit on and snacked on dried beef and bread. The bread was a couple of days old by now but still not too hard.

“Where are those Pergalacks?” Cassandra wondered.

“I am rather surprised myself that we haven’t yet come across them,” I answered. “From what I know, they prowl all over the valley. It doesn’t matter though, I think Morgard’s castle is not very far.”

“Hey, I know! Our monster must have scared them away.”

“That could be. I would prefer to call him ‘Kellemar’s monster’ though.”

“Look, he’s waking up.”

“Is he?” I turned to see. The prince was stirring. “Good, it’s about time.”

Kellemar propped himself up on his elbow and looked around. His eyes stopped on me. He had the strangest expression in those eyes.

“Good morning,” I said.

He kept looking at me, as if trying to figure something out.

“Who are you?” he asked at last.

I glanced at Cassandra. Just what we need. Was he now messed up in the head? That is, more than usual?

“Don’t you know me? I’m Arkus, your best friend.”

“I, uh…” He brought a hand to his forehead. “I’m sorry, Arkus, but I’m afraid I can’t remember you… I can’t remember anything. What happened? What is this place?”

“Well… Where do I start? This place is called the Tenebrous
Valley. Remember anything about that?”

He shook his head.

Lovely.

“We’ve been walking to meet with a man called Morgard,” I went on. “There was obviously a trap on the way, this strange smoke we had breathed that knocked you unconscious because you refused to be protected. And now it appears you have lost your memory.”

“I refused to be protected from danger? That’s rather unwise…”

“Tell me about it.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Let’s just say you can be a little stubborn.”

Kellemar sat up and rubbed his forehead again.

“Who laid that trap?” he asked.

“We don’t know that. We haven’t encountered anyone yet.”

“How strange…”

He spent another moment thinking. His eyes turned to Cassandra.

“I’m Archibald,” she said. “You don’t remember me either?”

The prince shook his head again. “No. Are you another friend?”

Now she certainly didn’t have to worry about him recognizing her.

“Archie is my manservant,” I offered.

“Manservant? Are you a nobleman?”

“A lord, yes.” It dawned on me that he might have forgotten his own station as well. “And you are a prince. I hope you remember at least that?”

He didn’t, judging by his stunned expression.

“A prince?”

“Darn, now I wish I hadn’t told you. I could have said you were a servant and made you carry all the bags.”

Cassandra snorted, and Kellemar actually laughed.

“You’re funny, Arkus.”

“I can be sometimes. Look, it seems like we’ve got a lot to cover. I suggest we get going, and I’ll fill you in on the way—unless you want to have a quick snack before that. We were just finishing ours.”

“Yes, now that you’ve mentioned it, I’m rather hungry.”

“Here’s your bag.” Cassandra picked it up and handed to him. “You have some food there.”

He reached for the bag and winced. “Ouch. For some reason my arms and shoulders are hurting.”

“That’s because you’ve been hanging down my back for the last several hours,” I said.

“You’ve been carrying me?”

“Had to.”

“Why, I’m sorry for such an inconvenience… And thank you.”

Cassandra and I exchanged looks. He was certainly much nicer with his memory gone.

Kellemar opened the bag and took out several wrapped items.

“Let’s see what I’ve got here. Archibald, would you unwrap this one? And if it’s anything you like, help yourself. You too, Arkus.”

This time we both stared at him.

“Are you sure?”

He gave me a surprised glance. “Of course. Why would I not share with friends? It looks like I have plenty.”

What he had was a chunk of ham, cheese, boiled potatoes and eggs. He insisted that we took some of each, and we did, after considerable hesitation. He wasn’t going to be too happy about it when his memory returned.

“You say I am a prince. Of what land?” Kellemar asked, chewing on a ham sandwich.

“Dalvanna. You are Kellemar, son of King Ramian.”

He sighed. “This is so unsettling. None of it even sounds familiar.”

“It’s probably temporary. Give it time, things will come back to you.”

“Let’s hope so.”

Indeed. I didn’t want to get accused of doing this to him and end up with a war on my hands. Annoying Ramian was always fun, but war required some preparation, and I had no time for that at the moment.

“So why are we going to this man—Morgard, you said?” the prince kept questioning. “Who is he?”

“He is in charge of a tribe called Pergalacks. Your father has sent you to deliver something important to him.”

“What exactly?”

“You never told me.”

“I haven’t told my best friend?”

I shrugged. “I suppose it’s top secret. I don’t mind.”

Kellemar looked puzzled. “But there was nothing except food in my bag. Do I have another one?”

“No.”

“Oh my.” His eyes widened. “I hope I haven’t lost it!”

“I don’t think so. Perhaps it’s on your person.”

He started searching his pockets. It didn’t take him long to get to the inner one in his vest.

“Aha! That must be it!” The prince pulled out the leather case, opened it, and stared at its contents. “Well, what on earth… Do you know what this is?” he asked, showing me the mirror shard.

I shook my head. “No.”

“How frustrating.” Kellemar bit his lip, frowning. “This sounds like some very important mission, and I’m about to ruin it because I have no knowledge of anything! This is the worst thing that could have possibly happened to me.”

And I haven’t even told him about the beast yet.

“Trust me: it isn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just… don’t worry about things you can’t help. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

“But what am I going to say to Morgard?”

“Let me do the talking.”

“Thank you, Arkus. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

I had an idea or two regarding that, but chose to keep them to myself.

We packed up the leftover food and continued on our way. Morgard’s castle turned out to be close, just like I had thought; it showed up after about a half hour walk. The chieftain always referred to it as a castle, but I would rather describe it as a sprawling structure of stone and wood. It was neither nice looking nor particularly well built; apparently the Pergalacks’ talents lie outside construction. I instantly questioned the wisdom of combining wood and stonework; not only the wooden parts would weaken the building as a whole, they were practically an invitation to use a torch on. At least that’s what I would have done if I wanted to invade the place.

The castle stood on the river, using it as a natural defense of its northern side; the rest was surrounded by a wall. At least the wall was all stone.

“This does not strike me as a grand place,” Kellemar commented. “Or a welcoming one.”

If only he knew.

“It’s not,” I answered. “Morgard isn’t exactly a socialite.”

“Do you know him well?”

“We’ve met.”

The guards at the gate saw us. They were tall, grim-faced barbarians wearing crudely made clothes, mostly of animal skins, with some metal embellishments. They looked rather amazed at the sight of us.

“Whoa!” one exclaimed, offering no civilized greeting. “Who are you and how did you get past the smoke screen?”

“Ah, so you’re responsible for all that perfume,” I replied, eliciting a chuckle from both Cassandra and Kellemar. “Go tell your master that Lord Arkus of Blackriver
Castle and Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna wish to see him.”

I could just about imagine what kind of a reaction such an announcement would bring. By now pretty much everyone in the Villains League knew how Kellemar and I felt about each other.

Noticing signs of a considerable mental effort on the guard’s face, I tried to make the task easier. 

“All right, if that’s too much to remember, just say Lord Arkus and Prince Kellemar.”

He nodded and went inside. We didn’t have to wait long. In a matter of minutes not only the guard but also Morgard himself strode back out, the latter with the expression of impatient curiosity on his angular, hawkish face. He wore fabric clothes, mismatched and not very well fitting, which gave a good indication of where they had come from. Unlike his shaggy warriors, Morgard had his head cleanly shaved. Overall, he was somewhat refined, for a barbarian, but a barbarian still.

“Lord Arkus!” he roared, loud as always, grinning from ear to ear. “And this—is this truly Prince Kellemar?”

“Yes, this is him,” I answered. “Hello, Morgard.”

“Well, now I’ve seen it all! The two of you showing up together on my doorstep! I thought Grugden here was drunk! Wanted to send him straight to the kitchen, haha!”

“May I have quick a word with you in private?” I asked, before he’d blurt out too much and make Kellemar either alarmed or suspicious or both.

“Of course!” he agreed with enthusiasm. “I am dying to hear what all this is about! But first,” he turned to the prince, “I want to have what His Highness has brought me. I’ve been waiting too long.”

The prince looked at me for advice.

“Go ahead,” I nodded. “That’s what we’re here for.”

Kellemar reached into his inner pocket, produced the leather case and offered it to Morgard. The chieftain snatched it from his hand. He opened the case, and his eyes lit up with greedy delight.

“Yes!” Morgard grabbed the shard and turned it over. “Yes, this is it! Ha! Excellent, Your Highness! I will even forgive you for making me wait until the very last day!”

Kellemar once again looked at me, puzzled. I saw he was about to ask a question, so I interfered again.

“Uh, Morgard?”

“Yes, our little private talk,” he nodded. “I remember. Come inside, everyone.”

We entered the gate. The inner yard was just as disorganized as the fortress itself, cluttered with everything from carts to tools to rusty weapons.

“Grugden, take His Highness and this other fellow to the main hall, let them wait there,” Morgard ordered. “Guard them well. Prince Kellemar is a very special guest. Follow me, Lord Arkus.”

I felt a little uneasy about separating from Kellemar, but I knew the beast wouldn’t make it here so fast.

“I won’t be long,” I said, mostly to Cassandra. Then I remembered what happened when I had last said these words to her, and it made me cringe. Hopefully, this time there would be no surprises.

“So!” Morgard said, rubbing his hands, when we entered some small room. “I’m all ears, haha! First off, Grugden tells me they had the smoke on, how did you get through? Who told you the remedy?”

So there was another remedy. That’s good to know.

“I have means of obtaining information,” I smiled. “And not all of us have gotten through unharmed. The prince was knocked out. I used no remedy on him.”

“Ha!” Morgard plopped on a chair. “You do know stuff! So you had his memory wiped, and then?”

“Told him I was his best friend.”

“Aaaaahahahaha!” The chieftain kicked his legs in the air, roaring with laughter. “His… his… Arkus, you’re killing me! That’s brilliant, whatever you have in mind! So that’s why you weren’t at each other’s throats!”

“Precisely.” I paused, letting him catch his breath. “There is something I don’t know though, and I need your input here. Will his memory return?”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know that myself. They usually don’t live long enough to find out, haha! My guys set the smoke up and then go pick up whoever they find knocked out or wandering empty-headed.”

“Hmm. I see.”

“Why, is that important?”

“Somewhat. I can’t tell you all the details of the scheme I’m working, but it is in my current interest to see him safely home. Alive and well.”

“Oh.” Morgard grew serious. “We might have a problem here. I wasn’t exactly planning on letting him go.”

I was afraid of that.

“May I ask why?”

“You’ll see, I’ll show you everything. It has something to do with this little thing here,” he gave a loving pat to the leather case still in his hand. “I bet you don’t know much about this one, no matter how sneaky you are.”

“You’re right about that,” I admitted. “All I know is that the prince was bringing you a mirror shard.”

“Yes. Secret knowledge, you see. I paid a fortune for it. Shall I show you right now? I can’t wait to try it…” Morgard sat clutching the case, his impatience clearly written across his face. “Ah, no, we will celebrate first! I can wait a bit more.”

He rose and gave me a clap on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry about the prince thing, I’m sure we can work something out. The League has regulations about such conflicts of interest. This is too great of a day to worry about anything! I want to celebrate! I’ll order a feast. You are invited, together with your best friend the prince, haha!”

“Thank you, Morgard, this is most generous. I don’t think I care for the menu though.”

“Now why does everyone think all we do is eat human flesh here, for breakfast, dinner, and supper? Could you eat only chicken all day, every day? No? Don’t worry, it will be what you’d call a normal meal, with a variety of dishes. Even salads. Will that suit you?”

“A salad will be all right, yes.”

Morgard was quick about getting the feast organized. He took me to the main hall—a large gloomy chamber with two long tables—where Cassandra and Kellemar had been waiting and ordered his servants to bring food. He said his cooks worked at all hours and always had something ready to go. Since the servants didn’t have to worry about table cloths, napkins, fine tableware or any other such nonsense, it took them less that fifteen minutes to have the tables covered with pots, bowls, and platters, some steaming, others not.

“Don’t eat anything that looks like meat,” I whispered to Kellemar, taking a seat across from him.

He gave me a surprised look. “Why?”

“Just do what I say. You’ll thank me later.”

I saw Cassandra taking a position behind my chair, obviously intending to serve. I wouldn’t have that.

“Morgard, I wish my manservant Archibald to join us at the table as well. Would that be a problem?”

“No problem at all,” the chieftain replied, “I don’t have strict rules here. Sometimes I dine with my servants myself when I’m bored. The thing is though, they always get spooked when I say, ‘I want you for dinner,’ hahaha!”

I smiled, out of politeness, ignoring Kellemar’s slightly raised eyebrows. Morgard caught the prince’s expression and choked with laughter again. He obviously found Kellemar’s cluelessness most amusing.

“So, Your Highness!” the chieftain went on, doing his best to look serious. “It’s a great honor to have you here. How is King Ramian these days?”

“My father is fine, thank you,” Kellemar replied. “He sends his regards.”

Morgard snorted but managed to keep himself in check.

“Does he? That’s very civil. And how was your journey here? I want to hear all about it.”

“Unfortunately, there is not much to tell. It was rather uneventful.”

Morgard picked up a turkey leg and hid his grin behind it. I gave him a displeased, I-think-you’re-having-too-much-fun look. He eased off and switched to talking about hunting, one of his favorite subjects.

“I might get to hunt some serious game this season,” he said, working hard on that turkey leg. “Perhaps you would want to join me. My men keep reporting seeing this strange beast in the valley, they even call it a monster.”

The monster, yes. That might be a card I’d have to play later.

As I sat carefully picking at my plate of salad, I thought the situation over. Despite Morgard’s assurance, I wasn’t quite certain we would be able to “work something out.” I’d better have a plan of escape ready, as soon as I could. We still missed key pieces of information, but I assumed after the meal Morgard was going to reveal the secret of the mirror shard and what he intended to do with Kellemar. Right now, I couldn’t figure out why he would possibly want to keep him here—or kill him. Vengeance? I didn’t recall Morgard having any conflicts with King Ramian. Further blackmailing? Possibly. If that was the case, I could warn the chieftain that he was walking a fine line. He couldn’t milk this cow forever. Ramian had already gone far enough, agreeing to send a valuable item and his son. Push him a bit more and he could snap. He had a good army and enough allies to come down here and level the place. In fact, it was rather surprising he hadn’t done that.

My thoughts were interrupted by Kellemar suddenly throwing down his fork.

“Arkus, you treacherous wicked schemer!”

“Ah, his memory’s back!” Morgard squealed in glee and burst into another fit of wild laughter.

Kellemar jumped to his feet, knocking over his chair, glaring at both of us.

“I hope you’ve enjoyed this farce,” he said through his teeth. “Now that the game is over, and my business here is done, I wish to leave this despicable place.”

“Not so fast.” Morgard grabbed a servant standing near him, pulled him closer and wiped his hands on his clothing. “Since you’re no longer in the mood to feast, let’s go see whether the mirror shard works. If Ramian sent me a fake one…”

“He did not!” Kellemar’s face burned with indignation. “He sent what you demanded, and whether it ‘works’ or not is none of our concern!”

Morgard gave a sly wink. “I bet you are curious to see though. Neither you nor your father have any idea what this mirror is.”

I could tell that Morgard was right, but Kellemar’s pride proved stronger than his curiosity.

“I don’t care to know! We’re leaving!”

“We?” Morgard asked, arching a brow.

“Yes, this snake here,” he nodded in my direction, “and I!”

“But this snake here wants to see what the shard does,” I said.

“At any rate, I’m not releasing you yet, Highness.” Morgard stood up. “Are you coming or do you want to be dragged?”

Kellemar found the sense to spare himself further humiliation.

“Fine.”

Morgard led us out of the hall, through a number of confusing corridors and down steep stairs. We stopped before a massive metal-encased door. As he pulled out a key, I guessed we were about to enter his treasury. I was probably right, but the treasures weren’t many, if any at all—just a couple of medium sized chests in a corner. The lids were closed, so I couldn’t tell. In the middle of the room stood a low table. Stepping closer, I saw a large broken mirror on it. Mirror shards, some larger, some smaller, were arranged together, the way they used to be, forming an oval shape with just one gap left. That’s where Kellemar’s shard was supposed to go—and ours, only Morgard didn’t know that yet.

“As you see, yours is the last piece that completes the puzzle,” he said, closing the door behind us. “Yes, I have gone through the trouble of collecting all fifteen of them. Spent a fortune on it, too, as I’ve already told you, Arkus. But it will be worth every penny. I’ll get a thousand percent return on investment here. Two thousand, or a million, haha! Watch this.”

He pulled the leather case out of his pocket. I braced myself for what was coming.

Morgard opened the case, took the shard and placed it in the gap. It nearly closed it, but not quite. A small, narrow gap remained—precisely in the form of the shard I had tucked away somewhere in my bag.

“What?!” The chieftain looked up, instantly furious. “It’s not the whole thing!”

Kellemar shrugged. “Well, obviously it’s not the last piece, there is another one missing. Nothing I can do about it. Can I go now?”

“No, you can’t!” Morgard leapt to him like a tiger, his true nature now evident, no more hahas. “Ramian did this on purpose! He broke a piece off and kept it! And he’ll pay for it! Dearly!”

“He did no such thing! Get your dirty hands off me!” Kellemar yelled as Morgard grabbed him.

I had to think quick here.

“Calm down, Morgard,” I said, intercepting his fist that was about to slam into the prince’s face. “I want him unharmed, remember? Ramian isn’t stupid. He has already risked enough by sending his son here. Why would he trick you this way? What would he possibly achieve by it except making you mad and getting Kellemar killed?”

Morgard considered that.

“For once, the snake speaks the truth,” the prince said, complimenting me with a glare. “My father has sent the shard he had. We have no knowledge where the other one is. Up until this moment, I had no idea the others even existed.”

“Well. Your father will have to find it. Until he does, I’m keeping you here. I suggest that you write him a letter. Sorry, Arkus.”

The prince stared at him. “But this is ridiculous! How is he supposed to find it?”

“That’s his problem, not mine.”

That was not good at all.

“Morgard, with all due respect, this might not be the best solution,” I said. “Ramian won’t have a clue where to start. You have collected fifteen, you must know it’s not an easy thing, even with the secret knowledge you possess.”

“Tell me about it,” the chieftain grunted. “But I’m at my wits end with this one. I have searched everywhere. I was convinced this was the last one. I am out of resources, I could use some help, and I’m using Ramian’s.”

It was then that I made a somewhat rash decision. Oh, how I regretted it later. I should have played along, pretended to agree, told Morgard I’d leave in a day or two, and then escaped with Kellemar using the berries. But I didn’t think of that. All I could see was, Morgard wouldn’t release the prince until he got the shard, and Ramian would never find it. I thought I was solving everything when I said,

“All right. Suppose I helped you to get this last shard. Will you let Kellemar go when you have it?”

Morgard turned to me, disbelief struggling with greed in his eyes.

“Now, I hope you are serious, Arkus. I hope you’re not trying to invent something just to get the prince out. The only way I will even consider it is if I’m holding the shard in my hand. No empty promises. No tricks.”

“Of course not. I get you the shard, you release the prince. Deal?”

He studied me. “I release him a week after I have the shard.”

This strange condition should have made me suspicious as well. Alas, it didn’t.

“Do I have your word?”

“Yes.”

I opened my bag I still carried around, found the mirror shard, took it out and handed to Morgard.
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Morgard grabbed the shard.

“Well, Arkus, aren’t you full of surprises!” He laughed. “I should have known you’ve got something to do with it!”

“Indeed,” Kellemar hissed. “Always plotting, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. “Comes with the profession.”

“No matter.” The chieftain hurried back to the table. “Now you’ll get to watch a real miracle.”

He carefully placed the last piece of the mirror in its spot. The oval shape flickered, and the sixteen shards merged together. The mirror was whole.

“Aha!” Morgard cried out, elated. “Wait, that wasn’t the miracle yet!”

He rushed to the chests, opened one of them and pulled out a large golden platter. Putting in on the table next to the mirror, he held the mirror up.

“Do me a favor, Your Highness. Reach into the mirror, take the reflected platter, and pull it out.”

“I will not,” Kellemar snapped.

“Do it or I’ll break your arm.”

Morgard certainly knew how to persuade. We all watched in awe as the prince stepped closer to the mirror and slowly reached out his hand to its surface. Instead of touching it, the hand went right through. Astonishment written on his face, Kellemar closed his fingers on the reflected platter, lifted it, and took it out of the mirror, as if through an open window. Now there were two identical golden platters on the table.

Morgard beamed in triumph.

“See?! What do you say to that?” 

“Most impressive,” I answered. “Now I understand why you wanted it so bad.”

I understood something else as well, or perhaps I should say guessed at that point, but I had a strong feeling my guess was correct. A bad feeling, too. Because in that case it was very unlikely that Morgard would ever release Kellemar.

“Does one have to be of royal blood to be able to do this?” I asked.

Morgard looked startled. “Why, yes. How did you know?”

“Just a guess. The way you insisted on him doing it gave me a hunch.”

“One can’t be too careful around you, Arkus,” the chieftain grinned. “You’re too smart.” He turned to Kellemar. “Try again.”

The prince didn’t argue this time. He reached out his hand again—but it stopped as the fingers touched the surface. The “window” wouldn’t open.

“I can’t… It’s not working.”

Against all expectations, Morgard didn’t fly into a rage.

“I thought so,” he nodded. “There are all sorts of rules and limitations on what you can pull out, how often and such. They are the strictest regarding gold.”

I figured that was a good thing. Otherwise, whoever owned the mirror would have devalued gold in no time.

“Morgard, we have an agreement, right? One week,” I reminded.

“Right, right.” He wouldn’t meet my eye. “His Highness will help me multiply as many useful things as he can for seven days. Then he can leave.”

I didn’t believe him. For now though, I chose to say nothing.

“If you think I’m going to work for you…” Kellemar began.

The look Morgard gave him was pure menace. “Yes?”

The prince swallowed. “You can’t expect me to pull stuff out of this thing for seven days straight.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I need to rest, eat… It’s just unrealistic.”

Morgard grinned. “I’ll spoon feed you. And you will have breaks. Now, let’s not waste time. See if you can do this one.”

He pulled out a dagger and placed it before the mirror.

“Arkus, do you want to watch or should I tell my servants to show you to your room?”

“I’ll watch for a while.”

The prince was able to duplicate the dagger twice. Morgard tried his hunting knife then, but the mirror rejected it. Apparently, it regarded daggers and knives as the same. The chieftain had servants bring vegetables and bread from the kitchen; those were reproduced three times. A live chicken was rejected, and so was a duck. A large silver chalice worked only once, just like the golden platter. It seemed that smaller and simpler items were allowed more duplications, but other than that, the mirror’s logic was hard to catch. Morgard had to work by trial and error, which he seemed content to do all day long.

I left in about an hour. A servant took Cassandra and me to our rooms. They were right next to each other, mine a large but dusty chamber, hers much smaller and dirtier. I hated for her to be in it, but she waved it off.

“No big deal. I’m probably not going to be spending much time here, anyway,” she said.

“So what do you think of this whole mess?” I asked. “It looks like I’ve goofed, haven’t I?”

“By giving him the shard? I probably would have done the same. It seemed like the only option.”

I shook my head. “I should have suspected something. Well, never mind now; we’ll have to see how things go and work with it.”

“I take it Morgard’s word doesn’t mean much?”

“Technically, he shouldn’t be able to just go back on it, the League does not allow that. But rules have been bent before. I’m sure he’ll try.”

Morgard found me some time later, after I’d taken a tour of the castle and taught his barbarians to respect my manservant by sending one of them through the wall of a shed. Not that Cassandra couldn’t stand for herself; it was the noise of her giving a lesson of her own that had attracted my attention to begin with. She was considerably smaller in stature than Morgard’s brutes, which tempted them to pick on her, as soon as she’d left my side. Cassandra’s curved blade expertly slashed the offenders’ clothes, leaving no mark on the body and nothing to cover that fact. The onlookers howled with laughter. I turned to see what the merriment was about; at first it seemed that no intervention was necessary, but then a twin brother of one of the disgraced warriors tried to sneak up on Cassandra from the back, club in hand. He was the one who ended up in the shed.

Morgard showed up just then, laughing and applauding. It turned out he watched the performance.

“Your Archibald sure doesn’t carry his blade just for decoration, haha!” he commented. “Did you train him yourself?”

“No, I was lucky to hire him already trained.”

The chieftain shooed away the remaining spectators.

“So what do you think of my place?”

“It’s bigger than mine.”

He was flattered. “Really? Bigger than Blackriver
Castle?”

“Not by far, but yes. Where’s my best friend? Still working?”

“He is, haha! I left a couple of guys with him. Nothing seems to go through anymore, it appears that the mirror is done for the day, but I told them to keep trying.”

“So there’s a certain number of duplications the mirror allows each day?”

“Something like that; nobody knows for sure. This was the hardest information to obtain.”

“Well, you’ll find out tomorrow.”

Morgard nodded. “I will. Can you tell me where you found that last shard? I can’t believe I had missed it. Several sources said there were fifteen.”

“Someone might have broken a larger piece in two later on.”

I saw no reason to keep the location secret, so I told him about the island. He was most amazed.

“An island in the middle of the Scorpian sea? This just makes no sense. How in the world could it get there?”

I shrugged. No good villain ever shares all the info.

“How do you like your room?” Morgard asked.

“It is good, thank you.”

“I assume you’ll visit at least for a couple days?”

I knew what he was probing for.

“I would actually like to stay for the whole week, if you don’t mind,” I answered.

He didn’t like it, I could see.

“You don’t trust me to keep my word?” he asked upfront.

You bet. That was not what I said though.

“It’s not that. There is a circumstance you are not yet aware of.”

I played the beast card. As I expected, Morgard found it hard to believe.

“You’re telling me the creature my guys keep seeing is following Kellemar?”

“That’s right. He will haunt the place as long as the prince is here.”

The chieftain narrowed his eyes. “It doesn’t scare me, you know.”

“Oh, I’m not trying to scare you. Just relaying the facts. The beast is after Kellemar, only I can protect him, so I must stick around. And you need to know something else, Morgard: I would not recommend trying to hunt that thing. No weapon will harm it.”

“Now you’ve made me all curious.”

“I’m serious. Don’t risk your life and don’t waste your men.”


 

***


 

The week dragged on, with nothing for us to do except wandering over the castle and watching Morgard’s barbarians do their chores, quarrel, and fight. It dragged even more for Kellemar, I’m sure. Morgard worked the prince without mercy, allowing him only a few hours of sleep each night after hundreds of failed duplication attempts, when he was certain the mirror would do no more. Kellemar was placed into a room not far from ours, with two guards at his door at all times. Morgard was not comfortable with crowds of servants frequenting his treasury, so he had the prince work there. The guards also followed him everywhere on the rare occasions the prince would be permitted to leave the room. I checked on him several times, but we didn’t talk. Kellemar must have felt too humiliated.

Morgard did not heed my warning regarding the beast. One day he was gone all morning, then he came to me, pale and flustered.

“You weren’t kidding about that… that monster,” he said.

“Ah, so you have made his acquaintance.”

“Me and ten of my men. Only five survived. Three unhurt.”

“Could have been worse.”

The chieftain shook his head. “I threw a spear at that thing. It bounced off like…”

“A match?”

“Yes.”

“I told you it would.”

“What in the world is it?”

“A supernatural creature from a different realm, stuck in ours and mad about it.”

Morgard stood there, rubbing his chin, processing it. “And you say it’s after Kellemar?”

“That’s right.”

“Does that mean it might try to get in the castle?”

“He most certainly will at some point.”

I wished the beast would do it that very night, to help prove my words since Morgard seemed to think I was trying to scare him again, but he didn’t. The chieftain made no more hunting attempts, but he was not frightened enough to kick Kellemar out. His greed outweighed caution. And the greed was growing with each piece of gold he managed to reproduce.

“It looks like we might have to make a run for it,” I told Cassandra on the sixth day. “The week is nearly over, and I don’t think Morgard has changed his mind.”

“Do you have a plan?” she asked.

“We must wait out the remaining days, to give Morgard a chance to keep his word—that’s a League regulation. After that, it’s berry time.”

“Invisibility?”

“Yes, at first. I’ll go to Kellemar, give him one, then walk out and tell the guards he’s not there. When they start running around looking for him, you and I eat invisibility berries as well, pick him up and get out. We might fly, too. What do you think?”

“Good plan. You’ll need to let the prince in on it.”

“I’ll go do that right now.”

I had free access to Kellemar’s room. Somehow, Morgard did not find it necessary to restrict our communication. He probably thought his guards numerous enough to not worry about an escape. And if it wasn’t for the berries, it would have been so.

I entered the room, closing the door behind me. The prince glanced up and went back to his work. He was going through a pile of coins, mostly copper with a few silver ones. The mirror continued to reject them, but obviously Morgard had ordered him to try each one anyway.

“The week ends tomorrow,” I said, keeping my voice low.

Kellemar glanced up again, just as briefly. “He won’t let me go, you know that.”

“Most likely. We’ll have to escape.”

“How?”

“There is a way. I’ll need one thing from you. You must promise to do what I say and eat all berries I give you, without question.”

He looked uncomfortable. “Oh.”

“You have a problem with that?”

“N-no.”

“Good.”

I proceeded to share the plan. Kellemar listened, eyes down on the coins. For now, I only told him about the invisibility, leaving the flying ability out. One thing at a time. He was surprised, of course, but asked no questions.

“Is everything clear?”

He nodded. It seemed that he wanted to say something, but didn’t.

“Do I have your full cooperation?” I asked, to make sure.

“Yes.”

“All right then. I’ll talk to Morgard tomorrow, see where he stands. We run either that very evening or on the next day, depending on circumstances.”

I returned to my room and went through the plan again. Did I miss anything? It did not seem so. Morgard was probably expecting me to try something when he announced he was keeping the prince, but he certainly couldn’t expect what I had up my sleeve. He would have no clue what happened and how we disappeared. If he complained to the League and they started investigation, I’d have a strong case. We had an agreement, he gave me his word; I waited the week out. He broke his promise, so I left. I didn’t think we would hurt any of his men in the process, that was also going to be a plus. The League would see I had done my best to deal with this civilly. As to the means of my escape, I was under no obligation to disclose them. The Swirgs’ secret would be safe.

I rose, wondering how to kill the rest of the day, when Cassandra burst in.

“My berries are gone!”

“What?...”

She was holding her traveling bag.

“I never took them out. The pouches were here, under my spare clothes. They’re gone. All I have left is the handful I had in my pockets.”

I rushed to my own bag in the corner. I hadn’t paid much attention to it lately, having taken out all the items I needed; I saw right away the bag had been messed with, it was not in the position I’d left it in—and it looked smaller.

I opened the bag. The berry pouches were not there.

“Mine are stolen as well.”

“Who would have done it?”

Kellemar’s uneasy expression surfaced before my eyes.

“I have an idea. Wait here.”

I went back to his room.

“Has he ever entered my chamber when I wasn’t there?” I asked the guards in the corridor.

“The prince? Yes, about three days ago. Archie’s, too.”

I stormed in and slammed the door shut.

“What have you done with the berries?”

Kellemar must have seen murder in my eyes, for he backed away.

“Arkus, I’m sorry…”

“What have you done with them?!”

He stepped behind the table. “I—I threw them away.”

“You what?!”

“I’m sorry! I don’t know what came over me… I panicked…”

“Why, you pathetic idiot?! WHY?”

“I feared you’d escape without me.”

I threw up my hands. “Morgard is not holding me captive, you imbecile! I’m here voluntarily, and for your stupid sake!”

“Yes, I realize that now! I didn’t then. I thought Morgard held us all, and I saw he wouldn’t release me. With the beast prowling around… if you left… You’ve got to understand!”

I don’t know how I kept back from strangling him.

“And didn’t I say I would not betray you? Have I not been true to my word all this time?”

He looked miserable, shrinking under my glare.

“Yes, but… You must understand!”

I turned on my heels and marched out.

“Where are you going?”

“To find the beast and tell him that I’m done and he’s welcome to have you!”

“Arkus, no!! You promised!!”

The sheer horror in his shriek told me he fully believed it. It was a harsh joke; perhaps he deserved it, but, having been in his shoes, I knew better.

I stopped, half-turning, not looking at him.

“Just kidding, relax. I’m off to think of another plan.”


 

***


 

Without the berries, there was no sneaking away. We’d have to duplicate what Cassandra and I had in our pockets, and at the rate the mirror was working, it would take a long time before we had a sufficient supply. The earlier we started, the better, so I sent Cassandra to the prince right away. I didn’t trust myself around the idiot, so I didn’t go in, distracting the guards while she was in his room and watching out for Morgard.

Cassandra returned with just slightly more berries, not even double the little amount we had.

“This is all that went through today,” she said. “I think the mirror knows these berries have special powers and treats them as valuable items. Like gold.”

“So it only reproduces, what? One of each?”

“Yes, except for the whites. The white one duplicated twice. Kellemar tried to do them all together, the mirror wouldn’t let him. So he had to pull out one purple, one red, one pink, one white, separately.”

“And we need three times more of the white ones.”

“Yes. But the mirror doesn’t care, it allows only two.”

“That’s not good. It will take days to get enough whites for all three of us, and I don’t know how long Morgard will let me stay here.”

I was strolling in the yard, mulling it over, when I was summoned to Morgard. He sent a servant this time instead of finding me himself, as he usually did, making it somewhat official.

Well, let’s see what he has to say.

The chieftain received me in the main hall, he must have considered it impressive.

“Thank you for coming so quickly, Arkus. Have a seat. We have a bit of business to discuss.”

I followed the invitation.

“Tomorrow the week we have agreed on ends,” Morgard began. “Having seen how valuable Prince Kellemar is to me, I am sure you will understand my reluctance to release him.”

Here goes.

“I certainly do,” I nodded. “However, you gave me your word. And you know where the League stands on that.”

“Precisely. That’s why I had contacted the League and filed a conflict of interest report.”

He looked very pleased. I didn’t like that.

“And?”

“I’ve just received their reply. I am sorry, Arkus, but they want you to back off.”

“Can I see it?”

“Of course.”

He handed me a parchment.


 

The Villains League has looked into the matter of conflict of interest between Lord Arkus of Blackriver
Castle and Morgard, Chieftain of Pergalacks. It is the League’s opinion that Lord Arkus is in violation of its policies. Lord Arkus is therefore required, under the penalty of being expelled from the Villains League, to relinquish his claim on Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna and leave Morgard’s castle upon request.


 

Lovely. And I thought things couldn’t get worse.

“Well.” I rolled the parchment and gave it back to him. “There’s not much I can say about it. I wonder what they consider a violation, but I guess I’ll have to contact them myself to find out.”

“The messenger is still here, waiting to have a word with you. He will probably explain.”

“When do you want me to leave?”

“I will not rush you. You were working on a scheme, now that it fell apart you’d need to rethink your further steps. I understand completely. Let’s say, tomorrow, just as you had planned.”

He wouldn’t rush me to leave sooner, but he definitely wanted me out of here.

“Thanks, Morgard. Where is the messenger?”

The chieftain rose. “I’ll send him in. He has asked to speak with you in private.”

I stood up as well, preferring to face the League’s representative on my feet. Morgard walked out.

This was a hard blow. I couldn’t begin to think how to deal with it, but one thing was clear. If I left, it would be only a matter of time before the beast broke into the castle and got Kellemar. So much for the Second Deed.

The messenger entered. I did not recognize him at first, so I wondered why he was grinning. A disinterested courier wasn’t supposed to do that. Then I noticed that the lean features looked familiar. 

“Ragnar.” I had never seen him in a human form before. “So this is your doing. Well, that explains things. I wouldn’t be surprised if the League’s notice is fake.”

He shook his head. “It is not. I am sure you have examined the seal and signatures. And really, once again I can’t take all the credit. All I did was inform the League exactly what scheme you were working. When they learned you were actually trying to do a heroic deed, the rest easily fell into place.”

“And you volunteered your services as a courier.”

“Couldn’t resist.”

“Hoping to compensate for your failed bluff at the island?”

“I think I have, wouldn’t you say? You’ve lost.”

“So you said the last time.”

He gave me a condescending smile. “Your optimism is most amazing. Care to tell me how you plan to work around this one? You’re not thinking to defy the League, are you?”

“Whatever I’m thinking or planning is none of your business. Now, is there anything of substance you have to say to me? Besides gloating?”

“Uh, no, actually. I just wanted—”

“Then get lost.”

Ragnar’s eyes narrowed, but he knew better than to keep testing my patience.

“I will inform the League that their notice has been received and read.”

He turned around and left the hall.

I went to my room. Cassandra was in hers, with the door ajar. I knocked, entered, and told her the news. She looked at me in silence for a few moments, taking it in.

“What are we going to do?” she asked at last.

“No idea.”

She thought some more. “I remember you said the League is not to be trifled with. What happens if you disobey?”

“I’ll lose my membership, that’s for sure; it was stated in the letter clearly enough. There was no mention of other sanctions, but that doesn’t mean there wouldn’t be any.”

She kept looking at me. I saw a question in her eyes, but she wouldn’t put it into words.

“I think I know what you want to ask. Will I do it? Am I prepared to part with the League? Am I afraid of them?”

“I know the answer to the last one. You are not afraid.”

I forced a smile. “Well, thanks for that. As to the rest… I’d do it, for Jarvi’s sake. And to show them I won’t be ordered around, too. But the question is, how? We don’t have enough berries, and now there’s no time to make more. Kellemar will only be able to try again in twenty four hours, right?”

“At least.”

“Morgard will not let me stay that long. So we’ll get no more berries, and what we have is not nearly enough. The escape is too risky.”

“Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Cassandra took out the little pouch and poured the berries out on the table. We counted them. Five purples, seven reds, ten pinks, and thirteen whites.

I shook my head. “Five purples, that’s not even twenty minutes of invisibility for each of us. Someone will have to have only ten.”

“I can be the one,” she volunteered.

“No. I have the sparkling’s sword, I can handle more danger. I’ll do it.” I looked at the berries again. “Seven reds—twenty minutes of flying for each. Combined with invisibility, that could get us out of the castle, but then the white ones will be nearly gone. And if they have that smoke on…”

“We’ll be back in no time with our memories wiped.”

“Exactly. Unless we find out what the other remedy is. The one Morgard’s patrollers use.”

Cassandra’s face brightened. “Hey, I think I know! I’ve seen them prepare to go out, they all have this little box, like a snuffbox, that they fill up with salt. I wondered why they would carry salt with them.”

“Regular salt?”

She thought about it. “Now that you’ve asked, I’m not sure. It’s in the large barrel that stands in the kitchen. It looks like regular salt, and tastes like it, but who knows.”

“Tastes like it?” I couldn’t help grinning. “Did Archie’s curiosity take him so far as to actually try some?”

She grinned in return. “Of course it did. I saw them put some in their mouth, so I knew it was safe.”

“We’ll need to make sure we get some out of that barrel. Well, this is a big relief. At least we know we’ll get past the smoke.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“How dangerous is it? Is the barrel guarded or watched?”

“No, it doesn’t look like it. No one was around when I’d tasted the salt.”

“Thanks, Archie.”

Despite having one problem solved, I still wasn’t comfortable with our insufficient resources. Experience had taught me that things rarely worked out exactly as planned, and if you took just enough supplies, you would most likely run out. And here we didn’t have “just enough,” we were lacking, severely. If one little thing went wrong…

Cassandra noticed my unease.

“Is something else bothering you?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. After everything you and I have been through together, this escape does not seem the hardest, and yet… I have a bad feeling. I wish we could reduce the risk.”

Cassandra sat looking at me, the overgrown whitish bangs falling on her eyes. She had a firm, determined expression, as if she’d made a decision.

“We’ll see what tomorrow brings,” she said. “Let’s get some rest. We’ll both think about it overnight, maybe we’ll come up with something.”

I doubted it, but what else was there to do?

“Very well. Good night, Archie.”

“Good night.”

I was at the door when Cassandra called after me.

“Lord Arkus?”

“Yes?”

“Have I been of any help to you on this quest?”

“More than you can imagine. Why do you ask?”

She gave a shy smile. “Just wanted to know.”


 

***
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I did not sleep well and woke up early. Trying to think about it overnight, as Cassandra had suggested, didn’t do much except giving me strange dreams of fighting, flying, then discovering I had no more berries and falling. I hoped she had better results.

I thought she was still asleep, but when I walked out into the corridor I saw her door ajar again. I knocked; there came no response. Was she out and about already? I knocked again and peered inside. The room was empty. I figured she decided to sneak into the kitchen as early as she could. Good idea; if someone saw her and reported it to Morgard, it would raise his suspicions.

I went back to my chamber and packed, making sure the bag was as light as possible. I knew I might regret getting rid of some of the stuff later on, but if I wanted to live to see the “later on,” it was best to leave it behind.

Fifteen or twenty minutes later I was set to go. Cassandra still hadn’t returned. I was getting worried.

“Have you seen Archibald?” I asked Kellemar’s guards.

“No,” they both answered.

“Have you been here all night?”

“No, Your Lordship. We’d taken the post about two hours ago.”

“And you did not see Archie leave his room?”

“No.”

So she’d snuck out before that, in the middle of the night. My heart sank. Did she get caught?

I went to the kitchen, out to the yard, and back inside. No sign of her. No one I asked saw Archibald this morning. I tried to keep the panic down, but I was not managing that well. Something had happened, it was clear now.

“Where are the men who were here before you?” I questioned the guards again.

One of them chuckled. “Probably being flogged.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Got drunk and fell asleep on the job,” he explained. “Morgard caught them.”

So those two wouldn’t have seen her, either.

I went in search for the chieftain. By the time I found him eating breakfast in the main hall, I had a strong suspicion he was somehow involved.

“Where is my manservant?”

“Archibald? Why, is he missing?”

His response seemed rehearsed, and so did his surprise.

“Yes. I can’t find him.”

Morgard shrugged. “He must be doing his chores, packing, or getting you breakfast from the kitchen.”

“I’ve just been to the kitchen, they haven’t seen him.”

“I would have suggested he’s out chasing girls, but I don’t have any pretty girls here, haha!”

The laugh sounded forced as well.

“Morgard, this isn’t funny.”

“Why are you worried? Have my guys threatened him or something?”

“It’s not like Archibald to suddenly disappear, telling me nothing.” My alarm got the best of me, I could no longer keep up the pretense. “I know something has happened… and I think you know where he is.”

The chieftain stopped eating and acted all offended.

“What are you accusing me of? Arkus, this is rather insulting. If this is how you repay for my hospitality—”

He was interrupted by a crashing noise from the outside, followed by clinking of metal, screams—and the growl.

We both rushed to the window. The beast had climbed over the wall, bringing down a part of it, and was now plowing through Morgard’s men, breaking spears, swords, and shields. I knew where he was headed. He only needed to cross the yard to get inside, if he chose to use the door. If not, there were plenty of windows or easily breakable wooden patches.

“You weren’t kidding about that, either!” Morgard snapped.

He turned around and ran out of the hall. I followed, only instead of going outside I raced to Kellemar’s room. At least I knew Cassandra was not in the yard. The prince, on the other hand, must be going insane if he heard the growl. Not seeing me around, he would think that I made good on my threat.

I reached his chamber. The guards were gone from his door, and they had even forgotten to lock it. With all the commotion, this would have been a perfect opportunity to escape, but I wasn’t leaving without Cassandra.

I went inside. The prince was there, pressed into a corner, his temples glistening with cold sweat. He was clutching a dagger, which we both knew was useless—unless he planned to use it on himself when the beast got to him.

“Good thing you had enough sense to stay here, where I can easily find you,” I said. “Come with me.”

He followed without a word. I rushed through the corridors, opening all doors, breaking down those that were locked. I didn’t expect Kellemar to be coherent enough to be of any help, but I still gave him a sword as soon as I came across one. If we found Cassandra and tried to run, he was going to need it.

“Stay close to me.”

He probably didn’t need the reminder, but I wasn’t sure he was all there. I knew what fear could do to a person.

“What are you doing?” he asked when I kicked yet another door open.

“Looking for Archibald. He is missing.”

“Morgard’s got him.”

I span around. “You saw it?”

“Yes. I woke up to them fighting in my room.”

That didn’t make any sense.

“What exactly did you see?”

Kellemar was trembling, his eyes darted all over the place, but he managed to answer me.

“They were fighting. Morgard overpowered Archibald and dragged him away.”

Oh no.

“Was he wounded?”

“No. Morgard disarmed him, but never struck him after that.”

“Where did he take him?”

“I didn’t see.”

Right. He couldn’t have seen that.

“Well, Archibald is more than a servant, he is a friend, and we’re not leaving without him.”

Much to my surprise, the prince nodded. “I know.”

I continued the search, listening to the mayhem outside. Once in a while I would look out a window to check whether the beast made it into the castle yet. He got a little sidetracked. Unused to any kind of opposition, the monster was ticked off at Morgard’s men and indulged in chasing them over the yard, crashing everything in his path. Good; that would keep them occupied.

Why would Cassandra be fighting with Morgard in the prince’s room? The question pounded in my head. I couldn’t find any answer.

The castle was large, and I did not know it that well. Cassandra could be locked up anywhere. Fighting despair, I ran down a staircase. More doors. Thicker, heavier, all of them locked.

“Archie!” I yelled for the umpteenth time. “Are you here?”

“Over here!” came a muffled response from somewhere on my right, followed by the banging of fists against a door.

I rushed to the sound. The door was encased in metal, like the one to Morgard’s treasury. 

“Are you hurt?”

“No. Maybe just a couple of bruises.”

The door was so thick, Cassandra’s voice was barely coming through. There was no way I could break this one open.

I still tried, nearly smashing my shoulder. No. No way.

“What does Morgard want with you? What were you doing in Kellemar’s room?”

“I wanted the prince to try making more berries. I’d thought of something that might work. But Morgard walked in before I could even wake the prince.”

So she was trying to help, to make our odds a little better. My faithful Archie was caught hoping to get five more berries—probably because I had allowed a moment of weakness last night and whined about the risk.

I snatched Jarvi’s sword and hit the door with it. Alas, while it could break the magic of a secret passage in rock, it could not cut through metal. I concentrated on wooden parts, hoping to chip enough of a hole to get Cassandra out. That could actually work.

“How did you find me?” came Cassandra’s voice again. “Where’s Morgard?”

“Outside, playing with Kellemar’s beast.”

“The monster is here?”

“Yes. For once, he’s being helpful.”

“Is the prince with you?”

I kept hacking at the door. “Of course. Why?”

“Lord Arkus, you two must run! Get the salt and go, don’t worry about me.”

Yeah, right. Like I had trusted friends to spare.

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Please, don’t waste time, run!” She sounded most insistent. “There won’t be another chance like this! I’ll escape, I know how!”

I hit again and took a larger fragment of wood out. Still no hole, but I was getting closer.

“Oh? Then you should tell me, and we’ll do it all together.”

“It’s—it’s complicated. It will take some time, but I will escape, I promise!”

“Don’t bother making stuff up, Cas—” Oops, nearly slipped. “‘Cause you’re not a very good liar.”

Stone and wood came crashing down somewhere close, the sound reverberated through the corridor.

“Arkus.” Kellemar’s voice was barely above a whisper.

I knew what it meant. Leaving the door alone, I turned to face the beast.

He slithered down the stairs and stopped. The glowing red eyes shifted from me to the prince and back.

“Have you… perhaps… changed… your… mind?”

“No. I am still protecting him.”

“What… will it… take… for you… to… do it?”

“Nothing you can offer. Go away.”

He looked at the sword in my hand, at the pieces of wood on the floor.

“I can… open… that… door…”

“That would be very nice of you. But I won’t give up the prince.”

The beast’s eyes narrowed in hateful frustration. There was nothing he could do, and he knew it. Slowly turning around, he climbed back up the stairs and disappeared from view.

I attacked the door again. We were running out of time; knowing the beast, I was certain he wouldn’t mess with the castle or Morgard’s men anymore, he’d just leave. And it would not take Morgard long to start searching for the prince.

I was right. The chieftain showed up in no time, followed by dozens of men. His jerkin was torn, left shoulder and chest bloodied. He must have gotten too close to the beast.

“Here you are,” he greeted me, his face dark. “I thought so.”

I had Jarvi’s sword sheathed as soon as I’d heard their footsteps, to avoid drawing attention to the shiny blade. If this turned into a fight though, I’d have to use it.

“Morgard, your detention of my servant is outrageous,” I said. “If something he did has upset you, you should have brought it to me instead of locking him up and lying about it. Release him this minute or I will report to the League.”

The chieftain smirked. “But you no longer are in the League. Your expulsion is only a matter of time now that you’ve disobeyed their order.”

He was right. But it never hurts to bluff a little.

“I don’t see how I disobeyed. My planned departure was interrupted first by my servant missing, and then by the attack of the beast.”

Morgard was no fool, of course.

“Don’t give me that.” He pointed at the prince. “Here is the proof, standing right there. Try to deny that you were attempting to escape with him.”

And you try to prove it, Morgard.

“I had the prince with me to protect him from the monster. We are here, we haven’t escaped. Nor were we attempting to when you found us—with plenty of witnesses, if I might add. You found me trying to release my servant, to which I have the full right. Is it not so?”

I actually cornered him here. I had no idea how I was going to end this, but at the moment, Morgard couldn’t dispute my statement.

“Speaking of the monster,” he said after a pause, glaring at me, “you had knowingly brought that thing with you to my castle. This is something I should report. You endangered me, my men, and my home.”

“I did no such thing. You summoned Prince Kellemar here. I had told you right away that he was being haunted by a monster, and warned you how dangerous that monster is.”

Once again, I was right. Morgard gritted his teeth.

“I’ve had enough of this.” He motioned to his men. “Throw them out of my castle.”

I stood ready to snatch both swords and fight, but what he’d just said stunned me into immobilization. Throw them out?

Dozens of strong hands grabbed me and the prince and dragged us away.

“Don’t hurt or disarm them,” I heard Morgard’s voice, “I don’t want any problems with the League. Just kick them out and lock the gate.”

I tried to break free. “Morgard, you have no right to detain my servant! I’m not leaving without him!”

He just laughed. “Yes, you are.”


 

***


 

Morgard’s order was carried out quickly and efficiently. Before we knew it, Kellemar and I were outside the castle’s wall. I just stood there, trying to collect my thoughts that were shattered to pieces with this last turn of events. It seemed like it was going to be a while before I could gather the pieces and make something out of them.

I sat down on a flat mossy rock. After all the trouble Morgard had gone through to lure Kellemar in and keep him, he’d just discarded his gold-bearing goose as if there was nothing to it. True, he had learned that the goose came in a package with a dangerous monster, and learned it the hard way. Still, the stakes were too high and the prize too great. I could see Morgard try to barricade Kellemar inside, pull in all his forces to guard him or even hold me captive in order to keep the prince safe. But giving up on the whole idea and throwing the prince out? No. That was unexplainable.

Kellemar’s nervous pacing was distracting and getting on my nerves.

“What are you all jumpy about?”

“The beast is out here,” he answered.

“Big deal, he can’t touch you. Sit down.”

“He can’t touch you,” the prince pointed out. He did, however, comply, lowering himself onto the ground.

“Well, I’m not going anywhere, am I?” I grumbled. I knew what he meant though. The fear the monster instilled was beyond rationality. All safety seemed relative, and just knowing he was nearby would mess you up, no matter how well you knew he wouldn’t attack at this particular moment.

“For what it’s worth, Arkus…” Kellemar paused, hesitant. “I can’t imagine how you’d lived with that creature after you for years.”

I gave him a narrow look. We had to be thinking of the same thing now—the fateful day he had tried to achieve his hero dream by setting me up to be trapped by the beast.

“Is this an apology?”

“It is… If you’ll take it.”

This was quite a bit out of character.

“Did you breathe some of that smoke again, by any chance?”

He gave a weak smirk. “No.”

An arrow whooshed through the air and hit the ground near us—a hint from Morgard that he didn’t want us here.

“All right, Morgard, we get the message.” I rose. “Let’s go find some spot where he can’t see us.”

We walked away, heading back to the valley. The prince followed me in silence, staying close and asking no immaterial questions like what we were going to do. For now, all I knew was that we weren’t leaving. I had grabbed some “salt” from the barrel that morning, so we did not have to worry about the smoke. Morgard’s patrols would be easy enough to avoid if we kept an eye out for them; besides, after the beast’s impressive performance today, something told me they wouldn’t be so eager to roam about any time soon.

I stopped in my tracks as the only logical explanation dawned on me. Morgard had thrown out his gold-bearing goose because he now had another one.

“What?” Kellemar asked, instantly alarmed.

“Nothing.”

I resumed walking, barely seeing or hearing anything around me as pieces of the puzzle were falling neatly in place. Cassandra did not go in there to have Kellemar bring out more berries—she planned to use the mirror herself. She knew she could do it. Kellemar’s limit was reached for that day; she probably didn’t even bother waking him. Morgard walked in and saw her using the mirror. That’s why he seized her and kept her.


 

 “If only her father knew.” — Triar’s voice.

“You know her father?”

“I do. But she’ll bite my head off if I say anything about it.”


 

Who was she? A princess? Of what land? What was she doing traveling all alone, dressed as a highwaywoman? And, most importantly, why would she want to stick around helping a villain lord in a ridiculous quest, being treated like a commoner?

I halted again as the name hit me. Litinia.


“Arkus, is something wrong?” Kellemar’s worried eyes searched my face. “You’re walking in a strange pattern.”

I bet he’d be walking in a stranger pattern if he knew. Princess Litinia of Ulkaria. Osmund’s daughter. Prince Philip’s sister. And Kellemar’s former bride. No wonder she worried he’d recognize her.

It seemed impossible; the manner, the looks, the proficiency with the sword—everything was so genuine, and so different from the princess. And yet, now that I’d put the two faces together in my mind, I knew it was her. Princess Litinia’s face was a bit blurry in my memory, I’d never gotten to know her that well—which had to be exactly what she counted on. That and the perfect disguise. Her transformation into Archie only proved yet again how good she was at acting.

Arkus, you’re one blind fool, the whole world seemed to say. The mountains, the river, the mist. And they were quite right.

“Just remembered something,” I told Kellemar who kept staring at me. “Never mind. Let’s go in there,” I pointed, noticing a small cave.

It was relatively dry inside. We sat in silence for a while. The prince must have sensed I was not in the mood to talk and left me alone.

“Arkus, if I may ask…” he began some time later. His manners definitely improved. I supposed the proximity of the beast might have something to do with it.

“Go ahead.”

“You are still friends with sparklings, are you not?”

“In a way.”

“Can’t you summon them to help Archibald?”

“No. They can’t be ordered around.”

“I was under the impression that the one who was with you in Ulkaria did your bidding.”

“The one who was with me in Ulkaria is… no longer able to do much.”

Because of you, Kellemar. 

He knew it, too. The prince looked away and said nothing.

“Trust me, if there was a way to call on a sparkling, I wouldn’t be sitting here now doing nothing.”

There was something about what he’d just said though that got me thinking in a new direction. Summoning a sparkling was not possible, but how about…

“What river is this? Do you know?” I asked.

“Ferriman. Why?”

Ferriman flowed to the Scorpian sea. It would be a long shot, but worth a try.

“Come with me to the shore.”

Once again, the prince followed without a word. He was becoming quite good at not getting on my nerves. We passed through the reeds and reached the murky water. I took off the tartina bracelet.

“Swim fast,” I said, throwing it into the river.

The golden fish came alive and hurried back to its master. I gave a sigh of relief. At least it worked; I was a little worried that the fish only swam in sea water.

“What was it that you just did?” Kellemar asked, looking at me as if I was some sort of a wizard.

“Called on a friend for help. It won’t be instant; he is far away.”


 

***
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I had no idea how long it would take the tartina to reach the Scorpian sea and find Lord Leomaris there, whether he would be able to send the promised help outside of the sea limits, what sort of help it would be, or when it would arrive. At any rate, I figured it would be at least several days—plenty of time to escort Kellemar back to his white tower and return. The prince, however, surprised me yet again when I suggested it.

“Do you think I could be of any assistance in rescuing Archibald?” he asked.

“Well, I could certainly use another practiced sword,” I replied, eyeing him with a degree of suspicion. “But there is one problem: we might get separated in battle. And the beast will be watching.”

Kellemar looked away. I had considered his unexpected offer of help withdrawn when he suddenly said, “I’ll take the risk.”

I couldn’t believe it.

“Are you serious?”

He nodded.

“Well.” I did not know what to say. “Let’s get to work, then. We’d better make our shelter a bit more comfortable and find us something to eat.”

We had nothing to hunt or start a fire with, so it would have to be whatever edible plants or fruit we came across. The valley didn’t offer much. After hours of searching, we only found one scrawny wild apple tree with four small green apples.

“Looks like we’ll have to go on a diet, Your Highness,” I commented.

We cut some reeds and cattails for bedding and spent the night in the cave, shivering—this was no tropical island. In the morning we went in search for breakfast, ending up with just a handful of blackberries.

“I heard young cattail stems are edible,” I said. “Are you up to try?”

Kellemar looked doubtful, but agreed. We went to the river. I picked a small cattail, pared off the green outer layer, revealing the white inside, and took a cautious bite. It was crunchy and sweet. Not bad at all, especially after a whole day without food. The prince followed my example and seemed to like it as well. He was reaching for his second plant when the water stirred before us and Orman’s head popped up.

“Yikes!!” Kellemar jumped back, nearly falling in the water.

“Greetings.” The merman smiled. “I apologize if my appearance was startling.”

I hoped he didn’t see me chewing on the cattail.

“Orman! How did you get here so fast?”

“You were lucky, Lord Leomaris happened to be near the river mouth when the tartina arrived.” He spat. “The river water is yuck, by the way. So what’s the problem? How can we be of help?”

I did not know exactly what mermen warriors could do on land or how many of them Lord Leomaris would give me, but I hoped they would know how to breach the castle from the river.

“Archibald has been captured,” I said, “he is being held in that castle. I only have two swords, and the place is well protected—except for the northern side. They use the river as natural defense, as you see. I thought you guys might have some ideas.”

Orman turned in the direction I pointed. Morgard’s castle was clearly visible from here. I watched the merman’s face as he gave the structure an evaluating look.

“Well.” He turned back to me, grinning. “I believe I’ve brought just the right tool.”

He lifted his right hand and made two quick splashing movements. A few seconds later Merwyn’s head surfaced next to him, making Kellemar gasp.

“Merwyn!” I was ready to kiss the ugly thing right in the nose. Now we could get some serious work done.

“Welcome aboard,” Orman said as the serpent’s back surfaced, tail curling to the shore so that we could walk on it.

“Are we going to… ride this?” Kellemar asked.

“My apologies, I forgot to make proper introductions,” I said. “His Highness Prince Kellemar of Dalvanna. Orman, a personal attendant of Lord Leomaris of the Scorpian sea. And Merwyn, the finest sea serpent I’ve ever had the honor of meeting. To answer Your Highness’s question, yes, we will ride him. Please follow me.”

I stepped on the serpent’s tail.

“Is he safe?” Kellemar asked, still unconvinced.

Safer than the other beast, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue.

“As any weapon of war, Merwyn is dangerous yet safe in trained hands,” Orman answered. “Do not worry, I am a licensed serpenteer.”

I proceeded to “board,” Kellemar had no other choice but to follow. There were no chairs this time, we had to sit on the wet scaly neck with our legs in the water. I didn’t mind. Making Morgard remember this day for the rest of his life was well worth getting soaked.

I saw Orman whisper something to the serpent, pointing at the castle.

“Ready?” he asked us. “Hold on tight!”

The merman jumped onto the serpent’s neck as well, and Merwyn took off like an arrow. We reached the castle in no time. Making a sharp turn at the wall, the serpent lashed at it with his powerful tail. Stone and woodwork came crushing down, but we were already out of the way; Merwyn swirled back in the river, getting ready for another attack. The river was wide enough to allow him all the maneuvering he wanted, and he used it well, amazing me with his speed and efficiency. Another smashing blow of the tail, more falling debris; this one left a gaping hole wide enough to lead an army through. Morgard’s stunned men were running around, pointing and shouting. It did not look like they had any plan of defense in mind.

“Go in after this round!” Orman said. “We’ll distract them from here.”

“Watch out for archers,” I told him, noticing a group of them taking positions on top of what remained of the northern wall. Merwyn probably wouldn’t care, protected with thick scales, but the rest of us were excellent targets.

Orman brought the archers to the serpent’s attention. Merwyn dashed to the right and made a big splash, spoiling their aim, then placed his next hit right under the spot they were standing on. The rest of the wall collapsed, taking the archers with it into the river. They began scrambling out in panic, clearly disliking the prospect of swimming with Merwyn.

The serpent slowed down a little, bringing us to the pile of debris.

“Go!” Orman shouted.

Kellemar and I jumped off and climbed into the castle, snatching our swords. I held both blades ready. Taking a moment to figure out where we were and where Cassandra (I continued to call her so) was locked, I headed that way, the prince following close. We did not encounter much resistance at first, everyone and everything was thrown into a chaos by the serpent’s attack; but as we advanced farther inside, Morgard’s men began popping up, making disorganized attempts to defend the place.

We had to act fast. It wouldn’t take long for them to gather their wits and realize that there were only two of us, and the serpent, formidable as he was, could not make his way inside.

I fought off two large brutes, Kellemar handled two more. He was a good swordsman, I had to give him that, although his skill appeared a little rusty. That’s what happens when you rely on bodyguards a bit too much.

“Careful,” I told him, pausing to catch my breath. “You just had your left side unprotected, good thing the fellow was too slow to take advantage of it.”

The prince looked embarrassed; he knew I was right.

We proceeded to fight our way in. I wondered where Morgard was; I had no glimpse of him so far, and I didn’t like it. I reached the stairs. The lower floor seemed abandoned. My heart dropped as I saw Cassandra’s chipped door opened wide. Where did he move her?!

I rushed inside and halted at the sight of Morgard sprawled on the floor, hands tied behind his back; his sword laid a couple of steps away. He was conscious… or at least partly so. Judging by a large bump on his head, he was hit pretty hard. The mirror stood on a small table in the corner, with a few valuable items piled before it, confirming everything. Morgard had Cassandra do Kellemar’s job now, duplicating things for him.

“Where is my servant?” I demanded, grabbing the chieftain by the shoulder.

“Whoever he is, he’s no servant of yours, you liar,” Morgard replied.

“I’m here,” said Cassandra’s voice, startling us all. She was invisible; she must have been able to keep a few berries—and probably make a few more. How unlucky for Morgard.

“Give me your hand, let’s get out of here.”

Cassandra’s invisible hand took mine.

“You will answer for this to the League, Arkus,” Morgard growled, sitting up.

“And so will you.”

“Don’t you dare take the mirror!”

I had no such intention, but the prince was obviously tempted.

“Leave it,” I told him. “We won’t be able to fight our way out with it.”

“Perhaps if we break it again into shards?” he suggested.

“There’s no time for that, let’s—”

“Don’t you dare!!” Morgard leapt to his feet. His hands were somehow untied.

He grabbed the sword and struck. Kellemar was holding his blade rather awkwardly, his attention focused on the mirror he was trying to lift. Unable to parry, he held the mirror out as a shield. Morgard’s blade shattered it, slowing only a little; it proceeded on its deadly course and cut across the prince’s side. I knocked Morgard out in the next second, but the damage was already done. Kellemar staggered, bleeding profusely.

Why, oh why did he have to be such a fool?!

I rushed to him. “How bad is it? Can you walk?”

“I—I don’t think it’s deep,” he answered, wincing in pain. 

He could walk, yes, but he was in no fighting condition.

Cassandra showed up standing next to me, her invisibility gone. 

“Here, use these.” She was handing me two flying berries and two white ones to activate them.

“What about yourself?”

“That’s all I have.” She took the sword from Morgard’s hand. “You fly, I’ll cover your backs.”

“No. We will both fly and carry the prince. We only need to make it to the river, I’ve got Merwyn and Orman waiting there.”

Cassandra didn’t argue. The mention of Merwyn brought a grin to her face.

“So that’s what they meant by ‘dragon attack.’ That makes things a little easier.”

We made it on foot as far as we could, which was up the stairs. As we headed towards the broken northern wall, Pergalacks swarmed all over us. I swung both of my blades, hitting, parrying, and hitting again all over the place. Cassandra fought hard as well, whirling her sword with blinding speed. Kellemar still held his blade; he attempted a few strikes, too, but only one of them was successful. Having earned ourselves a few seconds to pop in the berries, we grabbed Kellemar and flew up, much to the astonishment of both Pergalacks and the prince.

As we flew over our attackers’ heads, I looked through the gaping hole and saw Merwyn still circling outside, splashing, diving and surfacing. He did a great job, looking very threatening and keeping most of the attention on himself. There was still a good distance separating us from him, but ten minutes would be enough to cover it.

I did not see the archer hiding in the ruins. Neither did Cassandra. We were rather annoyed at Kellemar when he suddenly lurched to the left, nearly making us drop him; then we heard the arrow whoosh through the air, barely missing us. The archer was quick to fit another arrow. The prince lurched again, this time hurling his sword. I saw the man drop his bow and collapse.

“Hey, good throw,” I said.

Kellemar didn’t respond, biting his lip in pain. The exertion must have made it worse.

We flew out of the castle. Merwyn saw us and headed our way. He was nearly all underwater, but he surfaced when we were right above him, Orman still clinging onto his neck. We landed on the serpent’s wide back, trying to handle Kellemar as carefully as we could. Once again making a sharp turn, Merwyn sped away.

“Up the stream?” Orman asked.

“Yes. There will be a white tower, take us to it. Please hurry, the prince is wounded.”

Kellemar was growing weak from the loss of blood, but he was still conscious.

“Yes, just take me there,” he said. “My men might not be the best or most loyal bodyguards, but they know how to treat a wound.”

I checked his side. He got lucky, the gash was not deep.

“The wound isn’t bad,” I told him. “Hang on. Merwyn’s fast, we’ll be there in no time.”

“Serves me right for trying to take that stupid mirror.”

Cassandra gave me a surprised look. Yeah, she was not yet aware of the disturbing transformation Kellemar had been obviously having. Offering me an apology, then offering help.

Her former fiancé.

I chased the thought away.

“I can certainly understand the temptation,” I said, “but I have to agree, it wasn’t the wisest choice.”

The prince smirked. “Thanks for putting it so nicely. Here I was, trying to be of help… only to mess things up yet again.”

He still had some of that smoke left in his head. Definitely.

“Listen, uh… I’m not that good at comforting enemies, but you did help—you took care of that archer. He would have shot us if it wasn’t for you.”

“I suppose.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t talk, Your Highness,” Cassandra interfered. “Save your strength.”

The prince wouldn’t look at either one of us. “You’re right, Archibald. I’ll shut up.”

By the time we reached the tower Kellemar slipped into unconsciousness. Merwyn swam up as close to the shore as he could. Cassandra and I jumped off, I took the prince into my arms. I’d have to charge Ramian for carrying him this time.

“Thank you, Orman. And Merwyn, of course,” I added, noticing the serpent’s indignant stare. “You did all the work. I’m sorry to rush off like this, but this guy needs help.”

“I understand,” the merman nodded. “Go take care of him. Merwyn and I were happy to be of service.”

“Please relay my deepest gratitude to Lord Leomaris.”

“I will,” Orman nodded. “Farewell. Let’s go wash this icky river water off of us, Merw.”

They went underwater.

I carried Kellemar to the tower. His guards ran out of their tents; the looks they were casting at me indicated they thought I could be very likely responsible for their master’s condition. I didn’t care. As far as I was concerned, I’d kept my end of the deal.

“A slash wound, long but not deep,” I reported. “He said you know what to do.”

“Yes, Your Lordship.”

Two of them took the prince from me and carried him into one of the tents. The third one turned to address me.

“There’s someone here waiting to see you, Your Lordship.”

I wondered what this was about. Had the League already made their next move? They knew I’d be here.

“He did not give out his name,” the guard continued. “Just said he’d be expecting Lord Arkus of Blackriver
Castle. He is in the tower.”

At least I knew it was not Ragnar; he wouldn’t dare to come inside.

I caught Cassandra’s concerned look; she must have thought of the League as well.

Well. I’d have to face them sooner or later.

“Let me see who that is.”

I walked to the tower. I did not see anyone as I entered; then I noticed a figure in a corner, a man, sitting on the floor hugging his knees. The pose looked familiar.

I stepped closer. He rose. The flaming orange hair was unmistakable.

“Jarvi?!”

He stood in front of me, alive and whole, grinning from ear to ear.

“What, you haven’t yet checked the sword?”

“But…”

I drew the blade. It shone in full glory, illuminating the tower with bright orange light, making me squint.

“But this was the Second Deed,” I muttered. “Wasn’t it?”

“It was,” the sparkling nodded. “And you had accomplished the third one saving Reggie. Who says they can’t be done out of order?”

I stared, taking it in. The third one, the Deed of Noble Heart, was supposed to be the hardest. Not that the island adventure was in any way easy, but I did so many things wrong: I did not have the sword with me, I had all kinds of people—and creatures—helping. Cassandra, Triar, the Swirgs, Lord Leomaris. It was not supposed to work, and I wasn’t surprised when it didn’t. Now it turned out that the whole thing actually counted?

“So… It is done? I have accomplished all three?”

“You sure have.” Jarvi grinned even wider. “Well, are we going to stand here like strangers?”

“If you suggest some sentimental foolishness like hugging—”

He didn’t suggest anything, he just grabbed me in the most unceremonious manner, flew up and began circling the room.

“Jarvi! How dare you, stop it this minute!!”

He didn’t listen, of course, releasing me only when he thought he’d had enough fun. His strength was restored all right, and so was his mischievousness.

“Come on!” he laughed. “Technically, I am still in your service, but we are not just a master and servant anymore, we are friends, aren’t we?”

“Well, yes. But that doesn’t mean all kinds of disrespect is allowed.”

“Of course not.”

It was hopeless, I knew. The playful glint in his eyes told me I’d never be able to keep him in check now. Oh well.

“Would you allow me to go check on the prince?” Jarvi asked, his face growing serious.

“Yes, go ahead. Are you going to heal him?”

The sparkling shook his head. “No instant healing, but I will make sure the wound is clean and properly taken care of.” He looked me in the eye. “And if you give your permission, I will release the beast from the physical world.”

I frowned. “Why do you need my permission? That’s Faradin’s business.”

“Faradin, king of spirits, thinks Prince Kellemar’s offer to help you despite the danger he was in deserves a reward. He has authorized the beast’s release, but he is giving the decision to you.”

I did not like this at all. What sort of a game was this?

“I don’t want such decisions forced upon me. Do what you wish, keep me out of it.”

“But I can’t. I must carry out the order. If you say yes, I’ll go get rid of the beast; if you say no, things will stay as they are. Either way, I must report to Faradin.”

“As if he doesn’t know stuff already,” I grumbled.

Why did Faradin always mess with me? So he thought the prince deserved to be set free from his nightmare; fine. Why did a poor tired villain, now in trouble with the League, have to be involved?

“So what do you say?” Jarvi prodded.

“Release the ugly thing, I won’t miss him. Just don’t tell anyone, especially Kellemar, that I had anything to do with it.”

Jarvi smiled. “Very well. No public announcements.”

We left the tower. Jarvi headed straight to the prince’s tent; I didn’t follow. I had no intention of seeing Kellemar before I left to Arkusville.

Cassandra stood waiting nearby. Her eyes nearly popped out at the sight of Jarvi; she had met him back in Ulkaria and most certainly recognized him.

“That—that’s Jarvi, isn’t it?!” she exclaimed, running up to me. Then she caught herself. As Cassandra, she wasn’t supposed to know him. “You said he had bright orange hair,” she hurried to add.

So she still hoped I hadn’t figured her out.

“Yes, it’s him,” I answered. “Imagine that, Reggie counted as the Third Deed.”

Still not fully believing it myself, I proceeded to tell her everything Jarvi said. Except for the beast thing, of course.

She listened in excited astonishment. Then she said the very same thing I had earlier.

“So it is done? You have accomplished all three?”

“Yes. With your help. Actually, it would be more correct to say that we have accomplished it.”

Cassandra smiled. “Thank you. And thank you for getting me out of Morgard’s place. With everything happening so fast, I haven’t yet had a chance to say it.”

“You are very welcome… Princess Litinia.”

She looked startled, then pained. “You’ve recognized me.”

I shook my head. “No. You were unrecognizable. I had no clue all this time, and wouldn’t have any clue still if it wasn’t for the mirror.”

She stood biting her lip, eyes searching my face. “I hope you are not angry.”

I shrugged. “Not angry, no. But I can’t say I like being made a fool of.”

“Oh no, that was not my intention!”

“What was it, then? Why did you do it?”

“Well…” The princess sighed. “I had overheard you and Philip talking. I heard you reveal your identity; I couldn’t believe you were Lord Arkus. I was intrigued, there was so much I wanted to ask about, but I wouldn’t dare. I also knew you’d never tell me anything. You were leaving so soon, there was no time to think. I came up with the crazy idea to join you. I had to do it in secret, and use a disguise, of course. Otherwise it just wouldn’t have worked. My father would never allow it, and you wouldn’t have taken me with you, either.”

That was certainly true.

“How did you manage to get away from the palace?”

“I was lucky, I had a trip planned. I was supposed to go to Mellenburg. It was to be a long trip, so I had plenty of time. I sneaked away shortly after Madame Clementina and I had left. I gave her a bunch of letters to my father that she would be sending from Mellenburg every week. He thinks I am there.”

Poor, kind-hearted, trusting King Osmund.

“So when were you going to tell me?”

She shook her head. “I wasn’t. If you… became friends with Cassandra and wanted to have her around, I would have remained Cassandra for you. And if not… I would have returned home and cherished this adventure. Nobody would have known.”

So she wasn’t kidding when she talked about becoming a mermaid.

“You were prepared to be Cassandra for the rest of your life?” I asked. “To leave the royal palace for good? Abandon your station? Your family?”

She nodded. “I would have written to them, of course, to let them know I was all right. I would also make sure they couldn’t trace the letter.”

My, she had thought of everything.

The princess averted her eyes when she spoke again.

“So if I may be so bold as to ask… Would you still like to be friends with Cassandra, Lord Arkus?”

I waited until she looked at me.

“No. I don’t want to be friends, I want her to be my wife.”

As she stood there rooted to the spot, wide-eyed, with a hint of a smile forming on her lips, I looked over the boyish face with those overgrown bangs, the jerkin, slightly torn in the recent battle, the breeches, the boots, still wet after the serpent ride.

“I will, however, have to wait until Cassandra returns before I can officially ask for her hand. I am not proposing to Archibald.”
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