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			Chapter 1 Conscription

			 

			        Alden woke up in his attic and a feeling of nervousness immediately settled over him. Today was the day that he would deal with the conscription in Youngston, a city to the north of where they lived. The Army couldn’t go to every town in the Kingdom of Cinder but they wanted everyone they could get. The solution force people to bring their sons to them. 

			        The Conscription was a one way trip into a soldier’s life. All for one gold crown to the ones who got taken. And nothing to the ones who didn’t. The rail would be the only reasonable way to get there and while most companies offered a discount for conscription they couldn’t operate for free. One silver scepter, a tenth of a crown, which was nearly half of what his father made in a year. The old farmer dealt mostly in copper pennies.

			        The young man struggled to his feet and drifted over to the window. Alden looked out at the giant oak tree in the yard and found himself smiling.He used to be chased by his brothers, and James, and Alden would hide in the top of the old tree. They were both engineers and lived in The Lake City now. Alden didn’t care for the cramped quarters of the city. At one point they might have been luxurious that was before the Cataclysm.

			        Alden dressed and then his mad dash downstairs. His mother, Isolde, looked exhausted. She probably hadn’t slept at all worrying about whether or not her youngest son would be taken from her. The young man felt a surge of anger rush through him but it faded quickly. Losing his temper would get him absolutely nowhere today.

			        Isolde turned and smiled at Alden but the expression just made guilt course through the young man. The green eyed teen took his seat as his sister appeared from the next room. Jessica looked like she hadn’t slept very well either. Alden felt a strange mix of anger and guilt. The kitchen was quiet today and Alden missed the regular chatter that took place between his mother and 16 year old sister.

			        A few minutes later Alden’s father, Tristan, drifted into the room. The older stretched and his face formed an easy smile. Alden silently wished he had nerves like his father but the truth was that his stomach churned.

			        Alden snapped back to reality as his mother served breakfast and the young man ate without much thought. He didn’t even notice what he was eating. Serving in the Army, even though he would be paid well for his years of service, didn’t sit well with the young man. Returning home, going to the Academy and becoming an engineer seemed like a better idea. Even if he had to live in a city. Or he could go to a nearby town and learn a trade or craft. He wouldn’t make as much but he could stay near home and avoid the cities.

			        Before the teen knew it breakfast was over and Alden was standing at the door, boots on his feet with his father at his side. His mother hugged the young man and pressed a cowlick down into his sandy hair, her bracelet dangling in front of his eyes, “Come home as soon as you can.”

			        Alden just nodded his head, “Of course mom. I’ll be back ’fore you know it.”

			        Jess hugged him next but didn’t say anything. Isolde spoke again instead, “Remember we love you. We’ll always be right here.”

			        Alden smiled at her, “I love you to, mom. Don’t worry ’bout me.”

			        Tristan placed a hand on his son’s shoulder and smiled at his wife, “If anything happens go to Geoffrey at the temple.”

			        Isolde’s face formed a sad, nervous smile and Alden let out a breath. Geoffrey had always let them borrow whatever books they wanted from the temple library even though they believed in the Maker and not the Three Masters of the Triad and their court. The priest was a servant of the Lady of Truth and Alden had always liked him. The young man turned and followed his father out the door .Tristan set a brisk pace that Alden matched effortlessly. They would reach the rail station in a half hour and then it would be about an hour and a half to the city of Youngston. Alden wasn’t looking forward to this at all.

			        The rail was a series of three metal strips, sitting on artificial risers every few feet. The center rail had electricity coursing through it which would provide power for the rail car to move. The rail itself was powered by either a Wizard on duty or by a crystal battery a Wizard had charged. The rail car drifted to a stop and Alden stepped into the metal box behind his father.

			        The Cataclysm had changed the way the world worked. Earth had crossed paths with another version of the same planet in an alternate reality and a tear had opened. Magic had poured through, overloading technology and making the systems of the human race crash. Once the first rift had opened others had torn as well. Elves, dwarves, orcs and a dozen other creatures had poured through including a race known only as the Others. No one knew exactly what they were but they had laid waste to humanity’s cities and towns leaving them in ruins. Humanity and its new counterparts had outlasted the Others though and began to rebuild. Youngston was built on the ruins of one old city and some of the original structures remained, even if they stood uninhabited.

			        Alden eyed the city of Youngston with distaste as the rail arrived in the station. He would rather spend a hot day in the fields then an hour in the city. The device slowed to a halt and rattled loudly before the door opened and Alden drifted down to the plaza below with the rest of the nervous families. The air felt thick and heavy and Alden glared at the conscription officers below.

			        The mob somehow formed a half decent line as the officers went about their business. Some people left happy with all of their sons while others left worried over the fate of their children. Some of the later were proud of their children but they were all clutching a single gold crown for each of their children.

			        Alden felt his anger surge at the site of these people losing their children to the Army. There hadn’t been a war for seventy years but the King had to keep the ranks filled in case something ever happened. But why did they have to force people to give up their children for a year of training and seven years of service of watching the borders for a lousy crown? A crown was four years wages to his father but for eight years of a person’s life it was nothing. Plus they could be called back into duty until they turned 40. So eight years and a chain for twenty some more for one crown. It irritated the young man people had to join the Army.

			        The line trickled forward until Alden and his father reached the desk. The man looked up at Alden and asked in a tired voice, “Family name?”

			        The young man replied, “Flint.”

			        The man flipped through his papers, “Number of children?”

			        This time Alden’s father replied, “Four, three sons and one daughter.”

			        The conscription officer looked up, “Your other sons?”

			        Tristan swallowed nervously and answered, “Engineers.”

			        The officer eyed the old farmer for a moment longer before nodding his head, “Very well. Step over here young man.”

			        Alden moved to where the officer told him to as his father looked on. The young man was circled once and the officer slapped his chest once and grabbed his shoulder giving it a squeeze. The man nodded to himself and slapped Alden on the back once, “Your first name?”

			        The young man answered nervously, “Alden.”

			        The next question was just as brief,“Age?”

			        The green eyed teen sighed, “17.”

			        A doctor began to examine Alden as the officer continued, “Very well. Go join the others on the other end of the plaza as soon as the doc is done. You’ll be issued everything later. Understood?”

			        Alden’s stomach sank as he bobbed his head, “Yes.”

			        Tristan placed a hand on his son’s shoulder as the doctor stepped back, “It’ll be over before you know it. Makes me feel kinda proud I raised my son well enough to be a soldier. Do the family good you hear me?”

			        The young man felt a little bit of pride at his father’s words and he smiled as he said, “I will. Let mom know I love her and I’ll write soon as I can.”

			        His father smiled back, “I will son. Do what you gotta for king and country.”

			        Alden turned away from his father as the older man took the one gold crown that was four year’s worth of wages to his family. The one good thing to come out of the day.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 2 Enlistment

			 

			        Warren rolled over as he woke up and grumbled to himself. Sunlight was streaming in through the open, second floor window and had been shining in the young man’s eyes. There was a tap on the door and Warren groaned as he sat up and popped his neck. Today was the day he would get out of his father’s home and the old man couldn’t be prouder of him.

			        Warren stood and stretched as a manservant swept into the room and bowed, “Good morning, Master Faulkner. I trust you slept well?”

			        Warren smiled, “Of course, Joseph, and it is a very good morning.”

			        Joseph moved over to the armoire, “Any preference on today’s attire, sir?”

			        The young heir moved over to the window and looked down on his father’s property. There was a small lake with a few ducks in it and a well trimmed flower garden around it.

			        He let out a sigh, he would miss the view before he replied, “Something that shows how trim I am.”

			        Joseph didn’t skip a beat as he pulled an outfit from the armoire and laid it on the bed, “Of course, sir.”

			        After a few minutes of struggling Joseph managed to fit Warren’s large form into the suit the young man thought made him look thin. The young man smiled at himself in the mirror as he pushed his black bangs away from his dark gray eyes. He could strike a figure when he wanted to.

			        Joseph bowed again, “Will that be all, sir?”

			        Warren nodded, “Yes, thank you, Joseph.”

			        The manservant moved towards the door and opened it before replying with a bow, “Of course, sir.”

			        The young man studied himself in the mirror a moment longer before he stepped out of the room himself. He wove through the grand hallways of his father’s estate until he reached the sitting room. His father. Wayne, was there, as always, managing papers. The old man looked up as Warren knocked but today he set down his pen and smiled.

			        Wayne Faulkner stood and studied his son for a moment before asking, “I guess you will be leaving shortly?”

			        The son bowed his head in acknowledgment, “Yes, father. I was getting ready to leave now.”

			        Wayne stepped over to stand beside his son as he led the younger man out of the room with an arm around his shoulders, “Warren, I know I have never said it enough but I am proud of you. You are going to bring the Faulkner name honor and the respect of the Crown. You know your mother is not happy about this but I will handle her. Now go, son. Wear our crest with pride as you serve King and country.”

			        Warren smiled up at his father and replied, “I will, father.”

			        The young man stepped down off of the front steps of the manor and across the yard to where Joseph was waiting with the carriage. Wayne turned and stepped back into the house as soon as Warren had left his side. Being the head of one of the richest Merchant houses within the Kingdom was not easy. The young man smiled as he watched the country roll by. Today was the day he would join the Army.

			        An hour later Joseph parked the car outside of the Army office in the capital of Cinnati. Warren climbed out of the car and burst through the front door. His gait was smooth as he sauntered up to the counter and leaned on it.

			        The woman sitting behind it raised her eyebrows and looked at him for a minute before she said, “Well?”

			        Warren answered, “I am here to enlist with the Army.”

			        The secretary rose and Warren saw her roll her eyes as she turned and knocked on the door beside her desk and call in, “I have a young man here who wants to join the Army.”

			        A man’s voice said something and the secretary waved Warren inside. The room was an examination room and the man was dressed as an Army doctor. He motioned Warren over, “Decided it was time to serve the Crown?”

			        Warren smiled, “Yes.”

			        The doctor looked back at Warren and said, “If you’re going to join the Army you better get used to saying ‘Yes, sir.’ young man.”

			        Warren stepped further into the room and replied, “Of course, sir.”

			        The doctor started to look Warren over as he talked, “I am Doctor Crayford. I have a few questions I need to ask you. First off, what’s your name?’

			        Warren kept his eyes forward as he replied, “Warren Faulkner.”

			        Crayford sat down by his desk and started scribbling on his paper, “Your age, and father’s name?”

			        The young man answered, “18, Wayne Faulkner.”

			        The doctor mumbled under his breath, “Who would’ve thought, they have the same last name,” before continuing in a regular tone, “Are you wanted by the King’s Law?”

			        Warren shook his head, “No.”

			        Crayford finished writing and said, “Go wait in the lobby. The conscription officers will be back shortly and you’ll be issued everything with the recruits.”

			        The young man turned and left the room feeling disappointed that he’d be stuck with everyone who got conscripted but he was also happy. He was a soldier of the Crown now.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 3 The Crystal

			 

			        Alden spent the night in the barracks of the Youngston City Guard. The conscripted soldiers were ignored for the most part and the majority of them just sat around in numb silence. None of them had wanted to leave home, if they had they would’ve went and enlisted. What they wanted was secondary though so there they were. Alden was quiet but his eyes roved the room wondering what was held in store for them. His fingers tapped a steady pattern out on the steel bed frame. It was the only sound in the room but it was ignored.

			        The only other person in the room who seemed to have any interest in the world around them was a young man with unruly brown hair and hazel eyes. He was shorter then Alden and had a few extra pounds on him but at least he was holding things together. His name was John Shaw. Alden laced his fingers together and leaned his head back into the pillow. It was going to be a long night.

			        The next day Alden and the others were woke early in the morning and led down to breakfast where they ate a meal of thick gruel and then continued on their way. The officers formed them into a line and a man wearing black leather armor over a chain mail suit appeared. Alden grit his teeth as he reached into a bag. The man was a member of the Special Forces, lovingly referred to as the Blood Fists behind their backs by the citizens of the Kingdom. The nickname had to do with the gauntlets the Special Forces men wore. They were leather but the knuckles were coated with iron barbs that ripped and tore at skin whenever they stepped into a fight which was often. Many thought it was too often. The soldiers acted as the King’s interrogators and had a plethora of other heavy handed uses.

			        Alden hid his scowl, no reason to draw attention to himself, as the line filed past the soldier. He held the crystal steady as each of the young men touched it. Nothing happened until Shaw touched it and a pale green glow filtered out of it. The soldier grunted and sent Shaw to a nearby desk and the line continued. The crystal stayed dead to the world as each young man walked by and then it was Alden’s turn.

			        For some reason the young man hoped it would stay dull and he reached out, placing a finger on it’s surface. A blinding, crimson light filtered out of the stone and Alden jerked his hand away from it like it was burning. The special forces soldier was quiet for a moment but then he grunted, “Head to the desk.”

			        The young man stepped away from him and over to the table. A man in plate armor was sitting there and smiled up at him, “I am Knight Sergeant Malcolm Hunter. And you are?”

			        The green eyed teen stared down at the Knight for a minute before responding, “What was that?”

			        Sergeant Hunter leaned back, “Nothing serious. Everything will be explained later. Now, your name?”

			        Alden blinked and then answered, “Flint. Alden Flint.”

			        The Sergeant nodded and wrote a note down on his sheet, “Thank you, Alden. I will explain everything to you later but for now go ahead and rejoin the others.”

			        The young man stared at the Sergeant and then opened his mouth before shutting it again. Alden turned and walked away, deciding it would be best to not irritate the trained warrior in armor with a Blood Fist he could order around. The green eyed teen took his place in line again as another long wait began. After all the young men had touched the crystal Sergeant Hunter pulled them out of the crowd and led them over to one of the wheeled transports that the King’s men used on special occasions.

			        Alden eyed the vehicle suspiciously but the Sergeant answered his unasked question, “Normally, we would ride horses back to Cinnati but Youngston’s Conscription took place later then it should of so to get back on schedule we need to use a transport.”

			        Alden shut his mouth as Sergeant Hunter opened the door. The Blood Fist climbed in followed by John and finally Alden. A black haired man in his forties wearing the robes of a Wizard was sitting in the back of the vehicle. Alden could see another Wizard sitting in the upper chamber, ready to power the vehicle with magic when they left. Sergeant Hunter entered the vehicle, shut the door and climbed into the top with the Wizard. A half minute later and they started to move, fast.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 4 Proving Talent

			 

			        Warren arrived at the army testing ground and was greeted by a Special Forces soldier carrying a large crystal shard. The soldier just grunted and thrust the crystal towards Warren. The big boy stared at it numbly for a long moment and the soldier grunted, “Well? Are you going to touch it or stare at it all day?”

			        The big teen jerked into motion and smacked the crystal shard with a heavy hand and the soldier nearly dropped it. The crystal lit up with a brilliant golden light that did make the soldier drop the crystal to the ground. The Special Forces soldier scowled at Warren as a man in plate armor stepped into the room.

			        Warren stepped back away from the angry soldier as he snapped, “Now look at what you did, you ape!”

			        The man in plate armor cleared his throat, “That’s enough. I saw the result of the test. You are dismissed.”

			        The soldier glared at Warren for a moment and then collected the crystal from the ground. Warren watched the man go and inclined his head toward the man in plate armor, “Thank you.”

			        The Knight nodded at him, “You’re welcome. I am Sergeant Malcolm Hunter. If you would follow me, we can begin your test.”

			        Warren followed the Sergeant into another room where a few others were waiting and then into a large courtyard where an obstacle course was set up. The Sergeant gestured toward the course, “I think you get the idea. Start whenever you’re ready.”

			        The big teen nodded and swallowed. This was his chance to prove just how capable he was. His chance to make his father proud. The course started with a balance beam set over a pit of mud. After that was a line of bars he would have to move across with just his arms. The third obstacle was a wall and Warren couldn’t see anything beyond it. He would be one of the best runs of the day. That much was certain.

			        He extended his arms to either side as he wobbled across the balance beam and almost fell once but recovered. The large boy reached the end of the beam and bent at his knees, launching himself at the rope hanging there and barely managing to catch it. Warren landed with a grunt and fell to one knee as he jumped off the rope. The young man thought to himself how the course had been made for trained soldiers. Most of the others had probably fallen down into the mud.

			        Warren pushed himself back up onto his feet and moved towards the monkey bars. He could hold himself up easily enough but swinging along was hard. His arms shook and his face flushed red as Warren forced himself to move across the bars. The young man never slipped though and he dropped back onto solid ground with a breath of relief. He shook his arms to get some blood back into them as he jogged down the ramp. Warren came face to face with a wall made of rough beams. Most jumped for the edge that was about a foot out of their reach. The young volunteer was a tall individual though and stood at six foot four.

			        The young man took two steps back and then lunged forward and up. He barely latched onto the top of the wall and wiggled and struggled to pull himself up but his grip slipped and Warren fell again. He ground his teeth together in frustration before walking backwards again. He rushed down one more time and jumped, higher this time with anger and adrenaline running through his system and managed to get a firm grip. Warren struggled for a minute before finally managing to lever himself over the wall. The young man fell down the other side with a hard thud and he let out a breath. 

			        Warren struggled back onto his feet and turned towards a net. He jogged over to it and started up it, tangling himself in the net at least six or seven times. The young man was red in the face and covered in sweat by the time he reached the top. They were obviously trying to see which of them could handle being soldiers by giving them a task a trained man would struggle with. He would be accepted though, there was no doubt of that.

			        The husky teen came to the final obstacle. A steep ramp that would dump anyone moving along it into the mud below. Warren studied the ramp, his mind trying to come up with another way across but there was only one: the direct way. He sprinted and jumped onto the ramp, leaning his upper body uphill trying to keep his balance and not slide down. Warren jumped at the last possible second and caught himself by his forearms on the platform where he was headed. His legs dangled down towards the mud. He hefted himself one more time and rolled onto the surface and let out a breath. He was finished.

			        Sergeant Hunter was quiet for a minute and then he said, “You did well. Now, if you would head through those double doors you’ll be given a written test.”

			        Warren nodded, “Thank you.”

			        The big man made his way out of the courtyard and into the next room. A woman in half-plate was waiting there and handed him a packet of papers and a pen. She motioned him over to a desk without a word and the big man sat down and opened the test. Another young man with sandy-brown hair sat chewing on the end of his pen, fingers drumming against the desk. Warren began to read and smiled, this was going to be easy.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 5 A Short Run

			 

			        Sergeant Hunter dropped them off and led them to a small waiting room with a few other people about his age. One was a giant man with scars crisscrossing his arms. Another was a young blonde woman sitting next to a man who could be her twin. His arms had the pale scars from working with metal and fire and he had the muscles of someone who swung a hammer all day. Alden sat down by himself and ignored the cold stare of a young man with black hair and royal blue eyes from across the room. It was beginning to irritate him when Sergeant Hunter appeared and took the dark haired young man through a different set of doors.

			        As far as Alden could tell they were in Cinnati and not far from the castle. They weren’t on the palace grounds yet and it seemed like they were in a type of barracks. No one was watching them though but Alden knew there was no sense in leaving. He shook his head to clear it as Sergeant Hunter reappeared. Alden looked up at the older man as the Knight Sergeant motioned for him to come over.

			        Alden rose and stepped through the doors behind the Sergeant and studied the obstacle course waiting there. Sergeant Hunter looked over at the young man, “I think you get the idea. Start whenever you’re ready.”

			        He took off at a sprint. The first part was a mud pit with a single wooden beam over top of it. It was narrow, wide enough for him to just fit his foot on. The young man lowered his stance and stretched his arms to either side but kept his momentum. He wouldn’t be able to correct if he stumbled but his natural balance was better if he just kept moving. From that beam he had to jump and grab onto a rope and swing across onto another platform. From there he moved across another mud pit with monkey bars over it. That was the tricky part. The young man almost fell once but managed to latch onto the bar with his stronger hand before he fell.

			        Alden reached the other side and went down the ramp and to the beam wall. The conscripted soldier looked up the wall and bit his lip. It worried the young man he wouldn’t make it as he took five steps backwards and then rushed forward, jumping up the wall and managing to latch onto the ledge above it with his fingertips. The young man sucked in a breath and planted his feet on the wall and shoved himself up a little more to get a better grip before he started pulling himself over with his hands.

			        The young man rolled over the wall and dropped with a thud to the bottom. The green eyed teen had thought it was a raised platform to climb onto and not an actual wall. Alden levered himself back onto his feet and moved towards the next obstacle, a large net. The young man scampered up the side of it was with little difficulty. All that time spent in the trees was paying off. The next thing on the list was a mud pit but along one half of it was a steep slope about ten feet long that would dump anyone on it into the mud. Alden sucked in a breath and sprinted towards it. He leaned uphill as he moved but he could still feel himself sliding down the slope as he moved. At the last moment he jumped and landed firmly on solid ground again. That was where the course ended.

			        Sergeant Hunter smiled, “Well done! Just head through those double doors to take the written test.”

			        Alden inclined his head and stepped through the doors. A woman with brown hair and blue eyes wearing half plate armor looked up at him and held out a packet of papers and a pen. The dark haired young man was not in the room. Alden sat down and opened the test and let out a slow hiss. None of it made any sense. He began to chew on his pen and tap his fingers against the desk and tried to take educated guesses on the structure of the Army, Royal Guard, City Guard, Special Forces and Nobility.

			        The young man noticed a large teen enter the room and began the test, writing down answers. Alden scowled and wrote, “I don’t know” in the next blank, got up and handed the test in. No sense in wasting anymore time worrying over it.

			        Alden entered a sitting room with the dark haired young man who sneered as he entered but didn’t say a word. The green eyed teen sat down on the opposite side of the room and took a seat and five minutes later the big boy walked into the room. The new comer looked at the dark haired teen and half hid a grimace as he moved in the opposite direction.

			        The big teen stepped up to Alden and said, “Mind if I join you?”

			        Alden gave a half shrug and the big man sat down, “What did you think of that obstacle course?’

			        The smaller teen answered, not wanting to talk, “It was easy enough. Written part was a pain.”

			        Warren smiled, “I thought the written part was easy. Where are you from?”

			        Alden sighed, might as well attempt conversation, “Little place you’ve never heard of called Pleasant. Did you touch the crystal when you came in?”

			        The big boy nodded, “Yes and when I did it lit up like a golden bonfire.”

			        The smaller boy grunted, “Same with me but in red.”

			        Warren followed Alden’s glare and swallowed, “You should probably stop glaring at him.”

			        Alden shrugged, “Why? Way I see it is if he wants to keep glarin’ at me I can return the favor.”

			        The big teen shook his head, “That is Reginald Blackfeather. He has more money then he can spend and he has no scruples about making your life miserable.”

			        The smaller boy snorted, “Let him try. I’ll knock a tooth out and maybe beat some manners into him.”

			        Silence filled the room as the others began to filter in. 8 people in total and they waited together for a long time in silence.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 6 A Meeting Of Knights

			 

			        Malcolm sat across the table from Captain Fox. Fox was a large, dark-skinned man withsilver hair. His parents had traveled to Cinder from the Isles in the southern Ocean but had died before Fox had learned where he was from exactly. He had grown up to become a Royal Guard and later command those Guards.

			        Fox leaned against the table and started flipping through the files in front of him. He grunted out a question “What did you read?”

			        Hunter cleared his throat, “Of all the recruits John Shaw had the lowest Light signature and I’d mark him at about a four. Warren Faulkner had the highest signature I’ve ever encountered. I’d place it a nine in all honesty. Also, another recruit, Alden Flint, had an extraordinary Fire signature.”

			        The Captain looked up at his Sergeant and said, “We aren’t worried about Fire. Our only concerns are Light and Dark signatures. We’ll have to make sure Faulkner gets paired with the right person to draw out his full potential. Anything out of the ordinary with the Dark signatures?”

			        The Sergeant shook his head, “No, Reginald Blackfeather had the highest and its only a 2. All the others are lower then that.”

			        Fox rubbed his chin as he spread out the files from the folder and scanned them, “Looks like Faulkner has a sharp mind but is lagging behind in the physical activities department. This Blackfeather has the best physical test scores and some of the best exam scores as well. I’m thinking that the two of them might be a good pair.”

			        Hunter spoke up, “With all due respect, Blackfeather has a meanness to him not to mention the bad blood there is between their families. I believe that pairing him with Faulkner will only damage his self-confidence.”

			        The Captain glared at his subordinate but asked patiently, “And who would you pair with Faulkner, Sergeant?”

			        The Sergeant swallowed and replied, “Flint, sir. The young man lacks the exam scores that Faulkner does. That would give Faulkner the confidence boost he needs plus Flint has the second best physical scoring and the second strongest Light signature at a solid 7. They could bring out the most potential in each other and cover each other’s weak points at the same time.”

			        The Captain leaned back in his chair and chewed on the corner of his lip, “And the others. How would you pair them?”

			        Malcolm let out a breath he’d been holding and continued, “I’d pair the twins together. Their signatures are almost identical with Light at a high 5 or a low 6. Her exam score is a little higher then his while his physical score is just above hers. Skorri, I would pair with John Shaw. Shaw placed just ahead of Faulkner in the written exam but Skorri got the lowest score. However, John received a terrible physical while Skorri stands just behind Flint. Hawkes would go with Blackfeather, largely because I think Hawkes could curb that mean streak Blackfeather has.”

			        Fox studied the ceiling as he listened to Hunter and after the Sergeant had finished he rose to his feet and said, “I’ve made up my mind.”

			        The Sergeant climbed to his feet and followed his Captain out the door and down the hall toward the recruits.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 7 The Royal Guard

			 

			        Warren looked up as a dark skinned man in plate armor stepped into the room and cleared his throat, “Listen up! I am Knight Captain Derek Fox. From this moment you are all under my command and members of the Royal Guard. As members of the Royal Guard you will work in pairs from now until you retire. Only under extreme, and I mean extreme, circumstances will you be given a new partner. First though, I will explain how your training shall go. Sergeant Hunter will get you all in shape and then give each of you to a Knight who will train all of you as they see fit. Throughout the coming months you will go through 3 Trials. Those Trials shall be explained to you as they become relevant. Once you complete all 3 you will continue training but be given the rank of Knight Corporal. Any questions?”

			        There was silence in the room and the Captain nodded, “Good. I will announce who you will be working with now. You and your partner will head through these doors behind me which will take you into the Castle Wall. From there you will be led by a Knight Corporal to your room. You will find uniforms waiting for you there as well as a list of further instructions.”

			        There was silence again and the Captain continued, “Reginald Blackfeather and Alexander Hawkes!”

			        The black haired youth with royal blue eyes who had been glaring at Alden rose to his feet. The blue eyed teen was thin and tall but not as tall as Warren. The other was shorter then his new partner but still taller then Alden. He also weighed more. Fox continued, “Elise Colbert and Enzo Colbert!”

			        The girl Warren had noticed earlier and another boy that the big teen had marked as her brother rose. Both were blonde with vivid, blue eyes. She was small and stood four inches shorter then Alden while Enzo was Alden’s height. Alden turned his attention back to the commander as he called out the next names, “Warren Faulkner and Alden Flint!”

			        Warren wasn’t sure if he should be happy or sad Alden was his partner. The thin teen seemed to have a lot of angerin him. On the plus side though they could skip the introduction phase. It beat being partnered with Reginald. Alden rose to his feet alongside the husky youth and the pair moved towards the door. 

			        Warren followed Alden through the doorway and into the Wall. A Knight was waiting for them in the leather half armor they seemed to wear when they weren’t on active guard duty. He inclined his head toward the duo, “Faulkner and Flint?”

			        Warren smiled, “Yes, sir.”

			        The Knight turned on his heel and set off with a brisk stride forcing the younger trainees to keep up. The Wall was wider then Warren had expected and had a sub-floor. Multiple sub-floors actually. They were led down to the second sub-level and to a door marked 13. The large boy grimaced at the number but shrugged off his reaction. It was just a number after all.

			        The Knight turned and held out a pair of keys and said, “This is your room. Dinner is in an hour. The mess hall is back down the hall that we came from and a left at the stairs. Don’t be late. Don’t lose your keys.”

			        Warren and Alden both nodded their heads in acknowledgment and the Knight dropped the keys into their hands. The thinner of the pair unlocked the door and stepped inside. The room was smaller then Warren expected. He could cover the length in seven steps and the width in six. In each corner on the far side of the room was a single bed with white sheets and blankets on it. A single pillow sat on each bed and on top of the covers was a pale gray, almost white, uniform. On the right shoulder was a silver crown insignia. The Knight’s uniforms had been marked with a gold crown.

			        Alden studied the room for a moment before saying, “Bigger then I expected.”

			        Warren looked up at the statement and grunted, “I was actually expecting bigger to be honest but I guess we are only trainees. They will probably give us nicer rooms as we pass the Trials.”

			        Alden shrugged with one shoulder and grunted as he turned towards the desks at the feet of their beds. Warren looked around the room, wondering where a bathroom or shower was and noticed a door to his left in the corner of the room. He looked through it and found a small bathroom.It was as simple as the main room. A mirror hung on th wall over a sink. A toilet sat in the corner.

			        When Warren stepped back into the room Alden was sitting at his desk sideways reading. The larger boy asked, “Are those our instructions?”

			        Alden nodded his head and said, “We gotta be in the mess hall in them uniforms in an hour. Fox is gonna talk some more and then it says we gotta be up on top the wall tomorrow mornin’ at 7. Breakfast will be at 8. There a bathroom in this place?”

			        Warren motioned over his shoulder, “The door is in the corner. We’ll have to find the showers later.”

			        Alden rose to his feet and brushed past his partner and shut the door behind him. Warren moved towards the beds and stripped off his regular clothes and yanked on the uniform. He looked around the room and noticed there were two more uniforms under his bed. The husky youth rolled his neck and then stretched. The room was fairly sparse and they didn’t have a window. He turned as he heard the bathroom door click open and Alden stepped back out into the room.

			        The smaller teen moved towards his bed and said, “The way I was reckonin’ it they’d have a big public bathroom for all of us along with the showers. It is nicer this way though.”

			        Warren nodded his head, “I am going to take a look around outside. Try and find a few things”

			        Alden waved his hand in acknowledgment as he went about dressing and Warren stepped out into the long hallway. He looked to his left, the direction they had come from, and to his right before setting off in the foreign direction. A short walk later and he found an unlabeled door. The youth shoved the door open and found a line of fifteen shower stalls looking back at him.

			        The large boy stepped back out into the hall when he heard Reginald’s voice, “Faulkner. Its been a while.”

			        Warren turned to face the shorter boy and nodded, “It has, Blackfeather.”

			        Reginald stepped into Warren’s personal space and smirked, “Tell the idiot hick partner of yours to climb back under whatever rock he came from. People like him don’t deserve to stand in the presence of royalty let alone protect it.”

			        The husky boy felt a cold settle over him and Warren suppressed a shiver. He stepped backwards and felt the chill dissipate and he replied, “You can tell him yourself. I am not your errand boy, Blackfeather.”

			        Warren turned on his heel and strode away with all the confidence he could muster. He could swear he had seen the royal blue eyes of Reginald fade to black as the room had cooled. He shook the feeling off and went back towards his new room.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 8 The Highest Honor

			 

			        Alden looked at himself in the mirror on the wall in the new bathroom. Warren still wasn’t back yet from his expedition but the young man wasn’t concerned for his new partner. They were in the Wall of the Castle in the heart of the Kingdom of Cinders. If this place wasn’t safe then nowhere was but something in Alden’s stomach told him that something was wrong. Maybe it was just the wealthy brat from earlier giving him the evil eye. Alden dismissed his feelings of trepidation and moved out into the main room just as the door clicked open.

			        Warren stepped back into the room with a frown on his face and Alden asked, “Everything where it’s supposed to be?”

			        The large boy nodded absentmindedly and Alden cocked an eyebrow, “Something you didn’t see comin’ then.”

			        Warren snapped out of his brooding and looked up with a smile, “No, it was nothing. The showers are down by room sixteen.”

			        The thin teen nodded his head, dismissing the subject since Warren wasn’t talking, and popped his knuckles, “We oughta get goin’ to the mess hall. Give us a little time to find the place.”

			        Warren nodded in agreement as he reopened the door and stepped back out into the hall. Alden trailed behind him a moment later. The young man studied the lights on their way out. Most of the places he had been had natural lighting, even the Army relied on it. Lamps created by Light or Fire Wizards were expensive and hard to come by. The Army had a few but the Wall was lined with them. Their room had one that could be controlled with a dial by the doorway. The young man felt a certain sense of wonder at the technology but also a hint of anger at the King’s use of the common people’s taxes. They were the ones who funded the Crown so why did the Crown get all the say in everything?

			        Alden shook his anger away and moved on. Having a bone to pick with the King of Cinders would only lead to trouble now that he was one of the people tasked with protecting him. Perhaps the Prince wouldn’t be as dismissive of the people’s needs when he was on the throne. One could always hope for the future.

			        The pair ran into a new set of partners in the empty mess hall. One was a hulking brute with blue eyes and dirty blonde hair. He was taller then Warren and had enough muscle to punch a hole in a brick wall. He had the palest skin Alden had ever seen. The other was the hazel eyed young man Alden had met in Youngston.

			        The large one’s face seemed to split in two with a grin when he saw Warren and he called out, “Finally, someone who can enjoy the weather up here with me.”

			        The tall boy in question smiled, “I know the feeling. It seems like we always have to give reports. My name is Warren, this is Alden.”

			        Skorri shook Alden’s hand with a crushing grip and then slapped a grip around Warren’s shoulders, “I think I will like you. And your young friend there seems to have a fire to him as well. Mine on the other hand, eh, he needs work but if a few years with me can’t turn him into a warrior my name isn’t Skorri Hafsson!”

			        Alden smiled at the life in Skorri’s voice as he turned towards the future warrior and asked, “What do you have to say ‘bout you becomin’ a warrior?”

			        The hazel eyes focused on green ones for a second before darting to Warren and then away, “I, well, I suppose it would be nice to be strong like all of you are.”

			        Another sharper voice broke into the conversation, “No, you shouldn’t get stronger. Weaklings like you shouldn’t be permitted in the presence of these Knights let alone train under them.”

			        Alden’s head snapped up as he grit his teeth and snarled, “And who the hell are you to decide who’s worthy, jackass!?”

			        Reginald smirked at the conscripted soldier’s outburst and replied, “I volunteered for one. I wanted to protect my country and didn’t have to be bribed to come here. Secondly, I know how to use proper English. Third, my parents have the respect of the king while you were raised by a country bumpkin and his whore.”

			        The enraged youth jerked toward Reginald and grabbed him by his shirt collar but Reginald made a clicking sound with his tongue before Alden could do anything else, “Physically assaulting another student on the first day. I don’t think the Guard could stand that at all. So, I suggest you let go of me before one of them arrive.”

			        Alden released Reginald with a rough shove and snapped, “Leave my family outta this. You wanna pick a fight pick it with me.”

			        Blackfeather chuckled as his partner chewed on his lip watching the scene. Alden continued to glare daggers at Reginald until the young man, smirk still on his face, said, “So much anger in you. Maybe you could do the King some good on the border. You’d probably kill a few of the munchkins before they managed to put you down. That’s if you make it through this, hick. Now then, we all understand you don’t belong here and I will be very upset if you’re still here tomorrow. Have a nice life, idiot.”

			        Blackfeather turned and strode away with his partner following along behind him wearing an apologetic smile. Alden’s smoldering glare followed the dark haired teen as he moved to the next table and sat down. His partner taking the seat next to him. Alden felt a hand on his shoulder and snapped his head around to see Warren.

			        Alden closed his eyes and Warren said, “You should not let him get to you. Reginald has always been a mean person and it seems like he has only become meaner with time. He only wants to get you riled up.”

			        A pair of emerald eyes cracked open and fixed themselves on the dark gray of his new friend and he replied, “If it was just against me I wouldn’t give a damn. But he brought my family into it and that’s somethin’ I can’t forgive. If he’s got a problem with me he can take it up with me.”

			        Warren’s mouth formed a glum smile and he gestured with his head towards the nearby round table, “We should sit down and just forget about it.”

			        Alden nodded his head after a moment and took a seat. Warren sat immediately to his left and Skorri sat to the left of Warren. John took the seat furthest from the furious trainee and the group waited in stony silence as Alden kept his eyes shut and tried to focus on calming down.

			        He didn’t have long to meditate before his thoughts were broken by the voice of Elise Colbert, “That was quite the display.”

			        Alden snapped his eyes up and the fire flashed back into them as he growled, “What about it?”

			        She shook her head and smiled, “Nothing, about time someone put that creep in his place.”

			        The young woman took the seat on Alden’s right while her twin sat down beside her and he started to speak, “I’m Enzo and this is Elise. I don’t think we caught your name.”

			        The table went around and introduced themselves as Alden tried to relax again. Elise spoke the most and Enzo just leaned back in his chair with crossed arms and a tired expression on his face. Alden noted that Reginald sat alone with his partner ranting about something. The young man scanned the five other faces around his own table. Something in the young man’s gut told him that Blackfeather’s partner couldn’t be trusted either. The scars Skorri wore marked him as the son of a warrior. Not to mention the dangerous balance he moved with his physical fitness. Shaw was hard to ping. He wasn’t wealthy, Alden could tell that much from how he studied the lights and technology in awe. But his weight pegged him as someone who didn’t move much but still had a decent income. A tailor was the best guess Alden could make.

			        If it weren’t for her brother Alden wouldn’t be able to guess what Elise’s father was. The large arms and solid chest of her brother and the small white burns on his forearms made Alden label him as working in a smithy. The other thing that made him believe that was the way he cocked his head to listen to people like his hearing had been ruined.

			        Warren was the odd man out of the group. The child of a wealthy family who was out of shape but gifted with a massive frame made for power. He would be a force to be reckoned with as soon as he was in shape and trained and that was one thing the Guard and Army had probably wanted out of him. They could whip him into shape but it was hard to have someone grow an extra six inches.

			        Sergeant Hunter entered the room in the white uniform of a Guard. He had a gold crown and scepter design on each of his shoulders. He had a silver sword design set in the heart of the crown and he jumped on top of a nearby bench and crossed his arms surveying them. The man cleared his throat and Alden looked up and studied the Sergeant for the first time. He was slightly taller then average, with dark hair buzzed short and dark brown eyes that had a hard edge but there were laugh lines around them.

			        The Knight Sergeant started to speak, “The first thing you will find here is that the Royal Guard is much more informal then the other branches of the military. You won’t have to yes, sir and no, sir us but you are expected to do as you are ordered. You will pass or fail with your partner so support each other. As Cadets you will answer to every other Knight here and the Royal Family. However, you are ranked above most Army personnel, the Nobility, and the Special Forces. For the time being if someone gives an order do it. There are three ways out of the Royal Guard: dismissal, death and retirement. None of you will be dismissed if I have any say in the matter. Discipline will be taught in the classroom and I’m not going to waste time going over it now. Just remember we do not take these things lightly. Any questions?”

			        Elise spoke up, “How many different Knight ranks are there?”

			        Sergeant Hunter nodded, “Most of that will be gone over in the class room as well but I’ll give the basics since you asked. A Knight Commander ranks above everyone within his command but the Captain. A Commander within his own unit ranks above the Commander of another unit. A Paladin, Sergeant, Medic, and off-duty Bastion are all equals with different duties. A Corporal is above a Cadet while a Cadet is the lowest. The only person higher then the Captain is an on-duty Bastion when a member of the Royal Family is in danger. Understood?”

			        There was a long silence until Alden said, “I’m assumin’ that the Bastions actually protect the Royals. Sergeants are trainers, Medics are healers but what about Paladins?”

			        Reginald rolled his eyes at the young man’s accent and the Sergeant responded, “They venture out into the Kingdom to solve various problems for the King. Anything else?”

			        A second silence filled the room and this time Sergeant Hunter nodded, “Good, be up on the wall at 7. Don’t make me come find you. Stay in the Wall until you are given permission to leave. Dismissed.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 9 Rude Awakening

			 

			        Warren snapped awake as his uniform was tossed onto his head and he shot upright, startled, “What’s happening?”

			        Alden was pulling on his uniform as fast as he could, “We’re runnin’ late. Get dressed and let’s get rollin’.”

			        The large youth jumped out of bed and scrambled to get dressed as Alden finished and looked out the door in either direction. A minute later Warren was ready and the pair rushed out the door and to the nearest flight of stairs. It took a few minutes to reach the surface but they found it….and Sergeant Hunter waiting on them.

			        The Sergeant checked his watch and chuckled, “Flint, Faulkner. Good to see you. Another 13 seconds and you would’ve been late. As it is, congratulations on cutting it the closest I’ve seen in 9 years.”

			        Warren let out a breath of relief and stood up straighter. Malcolm seemed more amused by how close they were to being tardy then anything but on time was on time. Reginald glared at the pair again and said something to Hawkes but Warren didn’t let it bother him. He was better then them.

			        The Sergeant drew Warren’s attention back as he started to speak, “The first few weeks of your training are going to be rather dull. You may think you’re going to learn how to duel and battle strategy. And you will. Just not yet. For the first few weeks I am going to whip the lot of you into shape. You have to be stronger, faster, more capable, and have more endurance then anyone else out there. You have got to be the best of the best. And you will be if I have anything to say about the matter. Now, to start things off, if you look out across the Wall you’ll see a flag pole. Or maybe you won’t see it since it’s a half mile away and it is foggy, I don’t know how good your eyes are nor do I care. Go run down there and touch it and then run back. Have fun.”

			        Warren squinted off along the grey stone of the Wall toward the point Hunter had indicated. The Sergeant snapped the young man away from his gazing with a bellow, “Get going!”

			        The group started to move, Skorri racing out ahead of the others. Warren kept pace with the group as they moved the half mile toward the flag through the fog. Alden and Reginald stepped out ahead of the others as Skorri’s pace started to lag. Warren’s sides ached and his legs were burning. He started sucking in great gulps of air and dropped behind the others. He wasn’t a distance runner, big deal.

			        Reginald bumped into him going the other direction and Warren looked up as he almost ran into the flag pole. He sucked in a deep breath and kept moving, his eyes on the back of John Shaw. His forehead was covered in sweat and he sucked in great breaths as fast as he could. Shaw pulled away from him leaving Warren alone with only the sound of his own heavy breathing for company. He had been left so far behind by the others. How was he this out of shape? Or maybe, just maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe he wasn’t the perfect man to be a soldier or Guard? He slowed to a stop and doubled over, falling to one knee.

			        The husky youth studied his bulky frame for once and then thought about Alden. Reginald. They were both so much thinner then him but he had always attributed that to him being all around larger. Warren thought he was in as good of shape as them. Then he thought about Skorri, his equal in height, but not girth. It was in that moment Warren realized just how big he really was.

			        A hand clapped down on Warren’s shoulder as the sound of heavy breathing found his ears. The husky youth looked up into a pair of emerald eyes. Alden smirked down at him and Warren asked, “Why are you back here?”

			        Alden shrugged one shoulder and answered “We got told that we succeed and fail together. So, I thought I would come back here and make sure you weren’t slacking.”

			        Warren pushed himself back onto his feet, “Sorry, I’m not in the best shape.”

			        Alden chuckled, “Maybe not today or tomorrow. But you will be. Let’s get movin’. They’re probably waitin’ on us.”

			        The husky youth started off at a jog again as Alden kept pace just behind him. The thinner youth seemed worn at this point and Warren kicked himself for it. He had made his partner run an extra half mile because he’d been weak. Weak and overweight. The husky youth jerked to a stop as the group came into view with Alden right beside him.

			        The Sergeant studied the worn pair and asked, “Flint, Blackfeather told me you turned around halfway back. Why?”

			        Alden made eye contact with their instructor and replied, “I was told my partner was my first priority behind the King. So I went back to find my partner.”

			        Hunter stared into Alden’s green eyes and then nodded, “Fair enough. Take a breather all of you and then you can head down and get breakfast. Report to Room B13 at 10. Dismissed.”

			        Warren moved to edge of the wall and flopped down. The action was repeated by most of the others. Reginald and his partner disappeared back down into the Wall. Alden sat down a few feet from Warren and closed his eyes and leaned his head back. The larger of the two tried to settle his racing heart and managed after a few minutes. After that, the pair went down to find breakfast.

			        Then they moved to an actual classroom where they learned about the structure of the military and where the Knights fit into it. It was dull and Warren continued to pick at himself until lunch. After that they moved onto something that made Warren feel better. Strength training. For a few hours they lifted weights and Warren was second only to Skorri. Alden fell into the middle of the group but didn’t seem to mind.

			        The day ended with dinner and showers. Reginald sneered at Warren and the others as much as possible, except for Elise it seemed. He reserved hungry looks for her which made her brother bristle. But Warren thought his first day was just the first of many, many long days.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 10 Break In Routine

			 

			        Alden formed a daily routine by his fourth morning. He would get up early and dress and head down to the kitchens to talk to the staff and help. They had started off as being stiff and tense in his presence but eventually a few started to relax. The majority still seemed uncomfortable but Alden knew they would accept him in time. A few minutes before seven the thin boy would head back to his room to wake his partner and make sure they were up on top of the Wall five minutes early.

			        The Wall had a wonderful view the young man hadn’t been able to appreciate the first day because of the fog. He could look out and see High Town on one side and the Market on another side. On some days the site of the opulent districts frustrated him as he thought about the conditions some of his friends at home had lived in. His family was successful compared to most when it came to farming. They were still poor miserable wretches compared to the sums of money the bastards down in High Town had. Not to mention some of the fancier shops in the market sold goods that cost four times what his made in a year. The view itself was still beautiful though.

			        The run remained mostly the same but the first day was the only day Warren fell to one knee. Every other day he stayed upright and kept moving the whole distance. Alden would finish his run and then head back and keep pace with his larger companion. Offering encouragement when he was at the end of his strength.

			        The large boy slid ahead of his peers with little effort in the classroom and Alden caught up and sat in the middle of the class. But he was still moving forward and understanding more and more of the material. Warren helped him learn the more complicated lessons like battle tactics and the conditional clauses of when they outranked whom and in what regards and what authority they had and who could order them around. Knights might be equal to each other in their eyes, but the army didn’t recognize a Paladin and Bastion as equals.

			        Warren became a titan in the weight room, rivaled only by Skorri. Alden worked but it was impossible to keep up with his partner. He would get stronger though, just like Warren would lose weight and build his endurance. They ran every day because a mission wouldn’t wait because they were worn out. They had to be able to get up and move at a moment’s notice, even if they had just ran three miles in full armor an hour ago. Alden knew that Sergeant Hunter had a point although it was hard not to be irritated with the man after a hard run.

			        The sixth day was the day the routine broke. Alden and Warren made their way into the shower room and drifted into adjacent stalls and started to scrub off the sweat of the day. Alden would change into another uniform after. There was a laundry hamper in the shower room and somehow they knew which uniforms belonged to who because they would show up the next day on their beds cleaned.

			        Alden scrubbed out his hair then shut the water off and closed his eyes, trying to relax his aching muscles when he heard the outer curtain of his stall swish. Green eyes rolled and he said, “Already occupied. Bounce down one.”

			        Alden’s eyes snapped open as a voice he recognized spoke, “I know.”

			        The green eyed teen spun as Blackfeather swung a bag stuffed with something down towards Alden’s head. The young man’s sudden spin made the heavy wad of material thud onto Alden’s shoulder. The young man grit his teeth and felt the air rush out of him as Hawkes punched him in the stomach. Anger flared and Alden grit his teeth as he sucked in a breath through the pain and hit back. The green eyed teen punched Hawkes in the face and made the wealthy boy’s head snap backwards. Reginald shoved Alden’s chest and smashed the bag of material across Alden’s face. The assaulted teen’s head jerk sideways and he lunged forward but Reginald punched him in the face again making Alden stumble back into the wall. The teen grit his teeth as he was punched in the stomach again and then punched in the mouth again. Alden felt his nose break as he was hit again and then Blackfeather planted a right hook across his face knocking a tooth out. Alden surged forward again, shoving Blackfeather away from him and making the blue eyed teen fall. Hawkes grabbed Alden’s hair and slammed his head down, bashing Alden’s forehead against his knee.

			        Alden fell back against the wall, blood running down his chin. Reginald kicked him in the side and laughed, “I told you to leave, hick. We won’t be as gentle next time.”

			        Blackfeather and his friend left snickering, leaving Alden sitting on the floor. The young man spit blood before he felt the aching hole where a molar had been knocked out with his tongue. His head felt like it was full of cotton and he could hear a ringing sound. Alden reached up and touched his broken nose and jerked it sideways with a hiss. It would still be crooked but they hadn’t shattered it, just broke the tip. He would have a scar along the ridge of his nose. His ribs felt bruised but not broken. Alden spit again and sighed, he would recover with enough time.

			        Warren’s voice broke through Alden’s fog of pain, “Alden? What happened?”

			        The thin boy felt a surge of anger, his partner, a six and a half foot tall giant, had just stood there while he was beaten senseless? And he wanted to know what happened? Alden spit again before he snapped, “I got the shit kicked outta me no thanks to you.”

			        Warren was silent for a minute before he answered, his voice filled with regret, “I’m sorry.”

			        Alden’s only reply was a grunt as he stood back up. He winced as he moved and turned the hot water back on, washing the drying blood off his face. His nose had almost stopped bleeding already but the young man had to spit a third time as the hole where his tooth had been flooded his mouth with blood again. Alden jammed his tongue into the opening even though it made his aching jaw flood with pain. The next few days were going to be even longer ones.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 11 Broken Bonds

			 

			        Warren’s thoughts kept drifting to the sounds of the assault on Alden he had heard the muffled thuds and sharp cracks as the three had fought but it was a two on one fight. The thin boy hadn’t stood a chance by himself but Warren had stood there and listened to it happen. He was big and strong and he could have helped, could have at least tried to help.

			        The large teen rolled over in his bed as he listened to the sound of Alden’s heavy snoring. The thin youth hadn’t said anything all evening and his green eyes seemed to be dark and brooding. Warren knew that Alden was angry, very angry, with him and the husky teen didn’t blame him for it. It was a long time before Warren fell asleep.

			        The next morning came too soon and Warren woke up to a boot being tossed into his bed. The large teen let out a grunt on impact as he felt the pain. The thinner boy in the room snapped with a thick, slurred voice, “Get up. I’m heading to the Wall.”

			        Warren heard the door snap shut as he climbed out of bed. Alden was still mad which was understandable. The big teen sighed and got dressed and ready to face the dreary day. The sky was grey and it kept spitting down rain on the cold recruits. Warren found Alden in the back of the group and sidled up beside him, hoping the skinny teen would calm down as the day wore on.

			        Warren saw his partner clearly for the first time. His right eye was black and swollen and his nose had set crooked. The thin teen had a gash over his right eye brow and another gash on the bridge of his nose. His lip had been split and it looked like his whole jaw was tender. Reginald seemed surprised to see the pair there but wiped the look off of his face with a smirk as he surveyed Alden’s injuries. Skorri looked at Alden and then Reginald and back to the thin teen.

			        Skorri pointed at himself, punched his fist into his palm and then gestured toward Reginald. Warren saw his partner shake his head and mouth the word “no”. Skorri shrugged and turned back to his partner. Alden kept clenching his fists and Warren would see his head tilt towards Reginald every few seconds before snapping back straight ahead. The large boy wondered what was running through the smaller teen’s mind.

			        The rain started coming down harder as Elise and Enzo arrived, the last to show. Elise saw Alden and her eyes widened but Warren shook his head and she took her place in the group. Enzo studied the injuries and then stood by his sister. A moment later Malcolm arrived and he surveyed the trainees, eyes settling on Alden.

			        The Sergeant frowned and asked, “What happened to you, Flint?”

			        Alden snorted, “Decided gravity needed a quick test while I was walkin’ down the stairs.”

			        Malcolm glared at the teen and said, “Go ahead and be a smart ass. Get running. Missions don’t wait because of the weather.”

			        The group started to move through the rain. Warren could see Alden ahead of him,dropping back further then normal but he still kept within the top four of the class. Warren lagged behind after they turned around. He was improving and he made it further then before but he still had to work to get where he needed to be. Alden didn’t come back today though. Warren shook off his injured feeling at the reminder of Alden’s anger and finished his run. His partner moved into the Wall before they usually did.Alden was staying near Skorri and John today. Warren sighed and followed the three, catching up to them a moment later.

			        Lunch was a stony affair and eaten with their usual companions. Warren sat by Alden’s side as always but the thin teen didn’t say anything to him. He talked to others and Warren did as well but the pair didn’t say anything to each other. The large youth resigned himself to this treatment and accepted it. The group traveled to class together as they always did and then to the weight room. Skorri and Warren worked together, being the only pair who could match each other in strength.

			        Skorri grunted as he worked, “What happened to your friend?”

			        Warren’s face formed a sullen smile as he replied, “Blackfeather and Hawkes ambushed him in the showers last night.”

			        The blonde youth continued to pump the heavy iron bar and a few seconds later he asked, “That don’t tell me why he’s pissed with you, friend.”

			        The husky teen looked down at his feet as shame filled him and he mumbled, “I could have stopped it but I froze. I have never been in a fight before and I heard them jump him. I had no idea what to do and I froze.”

			        Skorri set the bar back in its rack and turned to face Warren, “Listen. My dad told me a man will freeze the first time he’s confronted with a choice to truly put his neck on the block for a friend. The second time he’ll make a choice and that’ll tell you what kind of man he is. Don’t beat yourself up too much but next time, make sure you act.”

			        Warren turned Skorri’s words over in his head for a minute before answering, “Thank you. I will do better. I will act on what I think is right.”

			        Skorri shook his head and stood, motioning for Warren to take his place, “You don’t do what you think is right, friend. You gotta act by what’s in your heart. A man acts best when he feels what he’s doing is right. Not when he thinks he’s right but when he feels it. Do you understand me?”

			        The husky teen lifted the heavy bar from its rack as he considered Skorri’s words and he finally answered, “I think I do. It is kind of like what they taught us about someone defending their home. That person is going to fight harder because they have something to protect.”

			        The blonde youth grinned, “Something like that.”

			        Warren started to sweat with exertion as he thought about everything his friend had told him. Sure, Alden was angry and that was understandable but Warren would make it up to him somehow or other. That much the husky youth knew for certain.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 12 Shattered Steel

			 

			        Malcolm rushed down the stairs causing a racket as he barreled towards the meeting room. It was odd that the Captain had called for him to be in full armor, especially on a day off for a meeting but the Knight didn’t question his superiors. Malcolm arrived in the meeting room at nine as he was told and found Knight Captain Fox waiting on him. Four other Knights were present including Paladin Booker, Bastion Cole, and a Corporal Malcolm thought was named Solace. Fox motioned towards the last chair.

			        The Sergeant sat down as his brain ground away, wondering why the others were all here as well. He had assumed the meeting would be about the recruits but things must be much more serious then he had thought. Fox took in a deep breath and said, “As of today Corporal Solace will be promoted to Inquisitor.”

			        Malcolm’s mind froze at the title and he managed to stammer out, “Inquisitor? Why do, why does the Guard need an Inquisitor?”

			        Fox shot a glare over at the Sergeant and he answered, “I was getting to that, Sergeant. The reason I have reinstated the Inquisition is because late last night Corporal Rogers was found murdered within the wall. He was in uniform but not in his armor. The Corporal was stabbed twice and from the Inquisitor’s findings it appears that there wasn’t a struggle and that the Corporal was stabbed from the front. Based on that I feel I can safely say that we have a traitor amongst us.

			        “The Inquisition will be the fastest way to perform an investigation into the betrayal. This could be a simple case of someone having a problem with the Corporal. Or it could be someone who has developed a grudge against the order or a the Royal Family. You are all my delegates to your branches of the Guard. The Inquisitor outranks all Knights except for myself and the Bastions when a member of Royal Family is present. Bastion Cole, make sure all your Knights are on alert and ready. We can’t afford to let any harm befall a member of the King’s family. Understood?”

			        The serious Jessica Cole bowed her head, “Of course, sir.”

			        The Captain turned to the Paladin, “Booker, bring in a few Paladins, those experienced with espionage and night operations. They’re going to be patrolling the Wall after the sun goes down.”

			        The Paladin nodded his head solemnly, “It will be done.”

			        Fox turned his attention to Malcolm, “Don’t let the Cadets know about this but have your Sergeants keep an eye on them. Rogers wouldn’t have his guard up around trainees and it could be one of them. Double check the conscripted soldiers from the Army.”

			        Malcolm bobbed his head, “Understood, sir.”

			        Fox waved a hand, “Dismissed. Inquisitor Solace, a word.”

			        Malcolm rose and left the room, wondering who the killer could be.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 13 A Day Away

			 

			        To everyone,

			        I’m doing alright here. I don’t know if they told you or not but I got transferred out of the Army and into the Royal Guard. It’s been a few weeks now and nothing has really happened. Everyone is friendly enough, Sergeants get a little worked up once in a while but that’s to be expected. The food is good and I’m eating enough so you don’t have to worry about that, Mom.

			        With love,

			        Alden.

			        Alden folded the paper in half and tucked it away into an envelope. He hadn’t mentioned how Reginald had attacked him two weeks ago mainly because the young man didn’t want his family to worry. The green eyed teen rose to his feet and stretched as he turned towards his bed. The other half of the room was empty leaving Alden feeling more relaxed then normal. He wasn’t truly angry with Warren but he still felt a resentment towards the larger man. Who let their friend get the snot beat out of them while they sat idly by and let it happen?

			        Alden shook the thought away and fell onto his bed. Tomorrow they had a day off at last and the trainees had been given five crowns each. More money then he had ever held in his life and he had earned it in a month. The Royal Guard were the best soldiers of the Kingdom and they would earn ten crowns a month once they were full fledged Knights. Warren had seemed surprised by the amount as well but for the opposite reason. He had expected more but in the end he shrugged it aside and thought that someone doesn’t expect much when they were a public servant. The thinner of the pair had felt a flash of anger at the careless way Warren dismissed the money. It was what many people could make in a whole year.

			        The young man made a mental note to put one of his crowns in the envelope in the morning and to seal it. He closed his eyes and relaxed. Tomorrow would be an excellent day. Some fresh clothes to wear besides the uniforms he was provided, food not from a cafeteria. Alden fell asleep with a smile on his face.

			        The next morning arrived and Alden tossed on his clean uniform, grabbed his letter and left the room. Warren could wake up whenever he decided to get around to it. The large boy had lost some weight over the past few weeks and Alden had seen him heading back up to the wall after the others were finished. He could keep up with the others and was stronger then Skorri now. There was no doubt that Warren was determined to do better.

			        As the green eyed boy thought of the blonde giant Skorri appeared ahead of him and offered a wide grin, “Alden, there you are. John and I were just heading down into the Market. I figured you’d be tagging along though.”

			        Alden smiled back, “I was plannin’ on it. I reckon Warren can get up at his own time.”

			        Skorri nodded his head, “Aye, that he can. You two still aren’t talking to each other are you?”

			        The smaller boy frowned at the question, “What makes you say that?”

			        The giant teen laughed, “You got a thing or two to learn about hiding grudges. You and Warren haven’t said a word to each other in two weeks. And before you go denying anything Warren told me about it and why as well. I was just hoping you could figure it out between the two of you.”

			        Alden grimaced, “Well, it’s not your business if we settle anything.”

			        Skorri shrugged with one shoulder and turned towards the door, “Suit yourself. But he is your partner and communication is key to teamwork.”

			        Alden snorted, “John don’t say much either.”

			        The large boy nodded, “Aye, but I’m figuring out how to read him.”

			        The teen in question bit his lip and answered, “I talk. I just don’t say much to people.”

			        Alden cocked an eye brow as he followed Skorri out the door but didn’t say anything else. The main street of the Market was a crowded intersection. Alden noticed a woman haggling over a gold necklace. The merchant wanted twenty crowns for it. Twenty. The woman paid eighteen for it and the green eyed teen’s nosrils flared. Alden turned away before he said anything about the sheer opulence of the scene and flowed down the path Skorri’s massive figure cut in the crowd.

			        The trio went straight to a tailor so they could find clothes that weren’t issued by the Guard. Alden didn’t like all the looks he was getting from the people. Some were nice and seemed to like the uniform. Others were angry, hateful, and envious. The young man could understand why.

			        Alden and Skorri shopped off the racks of prepared clothes in the store while John went to the tailor himself. Both men favored simpler clothing although Skorri had a hard time finding anything in giant size. In the end Skorri ended up with two pairs of light pants and three black t shirts. Alden bought two pairs of heavy jeans made of a material he hadn’t seen before. When he asked the tailor the man said it was from a design from before the Cataclysm. He called it denim.

			        With the denim pants in hand two short sleeved grey shirts and a leather duster Alden stepped into the changing room after paying one crown for everything. The prices in the capitol were infalted beyond compare and the green eyed man scowled as he handed oer the money. 

			        Alden stepped back into the main room, bag under one arm with his coat over his other shoulder. Skorri changed after he did and John bought one outfit from the racks and ordered two more. The wealthier boy ended up paying a crown for the single outfit he bought and six more for the ones he ordered. Skorri reappeared wearing his shirt and light grey pants and John changed into a deep red shirt with black trim and a collar. A pair of pants that were dyed black with a red line running down one side. He left his boots on though.

			        Skorri slapped the pair on their backs and laughed, “I think it’s time to find us a meal and a strong drink. Who’s with me?”

			        Alden cocked an eyebrow and replied, “Skorri, it’s only 11. Isn’t it a little early to be drinking?”

			        The large teen shook his head and answered, “Nay, it’s never to early to start drinking. It’s just a little early to get drunk. A little buzz never hurt anyone though.”

			        John rolled his eyes as Skorri laughed and Alden shook his head, “Let’s go then.”

			        Skorri led the way out of the tailor and onto the street. Each teen had a package under their arm containing a mixture of new clothing and their uniforms. The uniforms served a purpose, but out on the street they attracted too much attention for Alden’s taste. The young man pulled the duster on over his shirt and followed his giant friend through the streets again. The long coat had been dark brown but had faded over time. It hung to just above Alden’s knee.

			        Alden paused along with John as Skorri took a deep breath outside a tavern called The Weeping Oak. The giant let out his breath and said, “Don’t that smell wonderful.”

			        Skorri moved into the tavern while the others followed. Alden couldn’t smell much of anything but he was at least half sure Skorri at least half knew what he was doing. This couldn’t be completely awful. As it was, the tavern was dark and Alden felt it was dingy. Most of the patrons sitting around at the tables seemed worn, with their clothes covered in various forms of filth and their eyes were dark from long hours. Laborers, probably fresh from work on lunch.

			        Skorri strode toward the bar but John leaned over toward Alden to whisper, “Are you getting the same vibe I am?”

			        Alden bit back a shot of anger at the suspicion and he replied, “No, I’m not. Let’s get over there with Skorri.”

			        John reached the bar right after Skorri and Alden took the seat on the other side of the giant. Skorri had ordered for them in the ten seconds it has taken them to reach the bar and before Alden knew it he had a plate of ham, biscuits and mashed potatoes in front of him beside a mug of ale. Skorri waved Alden off when he offered to pay and said, “Eat, this is on me.”

			        Alden tucked into his food and realized just how hungry he was. The young man was hesitant to drink the ale because his father had never let him drink.The young man watched Skorri down one mug and then the other of the dark liquid and finally Alden lifted his mug and drank. It burned the backof his throat but tasted decent enough. Once he got past the initial bitter taste. Something told Alden it wasn’t good ale.

			        Twenty minutes later Alden was full and his head was swimming in a very pleasant way. He had drank one mug and was working on a second. John’s eyes were vacant but Skorri’s were still clear and he smirked at his partner and then saw Alden watching him. The giant’s grin stretched some and he said, “You hold yours a little better then him.”

			        Alden grinned and swung his focus back to his mug and took another gulp. He finished the second mug and waved off an offer for a third. Skorri drank a fourth and then stood, helping John to his feet, “Up we go, we can finish up later tonight.”

			        John grunted in response and Skorri led the man out the door. The rest of the day wasn’t planned for. The giant decided it would be a good time to head back to the Wall to drop off John and Alden remembered the letter he had to deliver. The pair made plans to meet back up at 6 at The Weeping Oak and Alden offered the large teen his packages. Skorri took them and gave Alden directions to the post office which the shorter teen forgot as soon as he heard them.

			        An hour and a half, five wrong turns and two sets of forgotten directions later Alden stepped through the doors and into the post office. Mailing the letter cost him three scepters which was outlandish. Back home mailing a letter cost a few pennies although the young man did pay for extra insurance if the carrier got robbed. Alden moved back out onto the street and looked up at the sun. It was about two o’clock and the Market had thinned out. It seemed like most business was done early in the morning and then the people retired to their homes for the afternoon hours. The streets were still crowded, just not packed elbow to elbow.

			        The young man started to drift through the Market and found himself approaching Low Town. Something about the grittier atmosphere appealed to the young man and he felt a tension ease as he moved among the people with dirty pants and shirts, hands covered in callouses. Alden knew his clothing stood out to these people. He could tell from the way they watched him. They were nervous and the young man understood why.

			        He pulled his duster closer around him as someone rushed down the street in the opposite direction. Alden spun out of the way of the young woman, and her two pursuers. They were young men dressed in finer clothing, lower Nobility or rich Merchants from the looks of them but the look Alden had seen on the young woman’s face was one of pure, overwhelming, terror.

			        Alden’s mind made itself up before he could think and his legs moved. He caught up as the pair cornered the woman in a dead end side alley. The one had her pinned against the wall with his hand over her mouth. Alden felt his mouth go dry and then anger flooded his system.

			        Before he knew what he was doing Alden’s mouth opened, “Hey, let go of her, you bastard!”

			        The two young men looked at Alden and the one pinning the girl against the wall snarled, “Leave, rat. My friend and I were just about to have some fun with the lass here.”

			        Alden’s hands clenched into fists and he growled, “Leave. Now.”

			        The chief thug snorted, “Take care of him.”

			        His friend was happy to oblige and he moved towards Alden, cracking his knuckles, with a cocky grin plastered across his face. Alden lunged forward first and his fist slammed into his would be attacker’s face, wiping the grin off of it. A second punch connected with his stomach and a third across the jaw sent him sprawling to the ground. Alden continued forward, grabbing the other teen by the back of his shirt and dragging him away from the woman and tossing him back down the alley.

			        The young man fell to the ground and rolled back to his feet. His friend got back up rubbing his jaw. Alden grit his teeth and lunged forward again, not allowing any conscious thought for the moment. He slammed shoulder first into the cronie and knocked him back to the ground. The chief thug punched Alden across the face for his effort but Alden didn’t feel the pain as it flared through his jaw.

			        He spun and punched the thug in the face twice before being tackled by the one he had knocked down a second time. Punches started landing on Alden’s face and after about the fourth hit the pain broke through the uncontrollable rage he was in. Pain flooded him as his tender eye was blackened again and then it stopped after the fifth hit. Alden lunged back to his feet as the weight on his chest was lifted.

			        Warren tossed the attacker who had been on Alden aside and was punched by the other. Alden returned the favor and started battering away at the lead thug while Warren handled the other. A few minutes later the rich pair of scumbags fled the alley way with bruised ribs and missing teeth.

			        Alden had a black eye again and a few bruises. Warren’s jaw was sore where he had been punched but the teen was mostly unscathed. The shorter of the pair turned his attention back to the girl, “You alright?”

			        She nodded from where she was sitting in the back of the alley and that was when Alden noticed her ears. They were pointed and then he noticed the whorls of lighter skin around her eyes. She was an elf. Alden blinked twice to make sure his eyes were working and they were. The young man had always thought elves, being who lived to be 200 years old and aged at half the rate of a human, were just a myth. But here one was.

			        Alden broke his stare away and stood, offering the elf his hand, “Here, let me help you.”

			        The elfin woman stood on her own and darted out of the alley as fast as she could. Alden didn’t bother chasing her. She was frightened and had been assaulted and then witnessed a brawl. Odds were she just wanted to get home and Alden couldn’t blame her.

			        Alden stood and moved towards the mouth of the alley, offering Warren a sheepish grin, “Thanks. I, well, they probably would have beaten me unconscious if you hadn’t shown up.”

			        Warren shrugged, “I’m just happy I could make things up to you this time.”

			        The smaller teen’s grin became a bit more relaxed and he pinched his nose, “Yeah, I been a real dick lately.”

			        Warren smacked a hand on Alden’s back, “I deserved it. Let’s get out of here though. This is a rough part of town.”

			        Alden hesitated at those words but shook off the stab of irritation. The town wasn’t rough. The people weren’t rough. It just attracted bad people because the guard wasn’t there and most people were dirty and deemed untrustworthy when they went to the Guard. But Warren didn’t know any of that and Alden let it go.

			        The husky teen led the way out of the alley and Alden almost walked into Elise as he rounded the corner. Enzo was standing just behind her and Alden asked, “What are you two doin’ here?”

			        Elise smiled at him, “We spent the day with Warren and he saw you dart into the alleyway and followed you in. Are you alright?”

			        Alden brought his hand to his face unconsciously and then offered a smirk, “As well as you could expect.”

			        Enzo pushed off the wall and the four started walking back towards the Market. Elise looked over at Alden again and said, “I’m surprised you’d stick your neck out for an elf like that.”

			        The young man frowned, “I didn’t know she was an elf at first but what does that matter?”

			        Enzo answered in a dry tone, “Elves aren’t citizens of the Kingdom. They aren’t like us.”

			        Alden’s eyes darted over to Enzo, “In what way?”

			        The youth replied calmly, “They don’t have children of their own. They steal ours and turn them into elves.”

			        The teen’s twin huffed and she reprimanded her brother, “That’s just a child’s tale. Elves have children, just not as often as humans do.”

			        Enzo droned, “Have you ever seen an elfin child?”

			        Elise rolled her eyes, knowing her brother wouldn’t be convinced and Enzo continued, “Exactly, that and they suck the life out of grown men and women to live longer and become young again.”

			        Alden cocked an eyebrow, “How do you know all of this?’

			        Enzo shrugged, “Same way you know water flows downhill.”

			        Alden opened his mouth to argue but Elise made a motion for him to not encourage Enzo. Alden’s mouth snapped shut and he was left wondering where Enzo had gotten such ridiculous ideas. Or were they ridiculous. That was the first elf he had ever seen and if half the stories were true they possessed magic no human could ever wield. They could make plants come to life and command the beasts of the forests. They could split an arrow with another arrow at a hundred yards while sprinting. The young man shook the thoughts away and decided he would worry about it later if at all. He had met one elf in his lifetime and would probably only meet a handful of others.

			        Warren spoke from ahead of them, “What did you have planned for the rest of the evening?”

			        Alden snapped his attention back to his partner and then answered, “I told Skorri I’d meet him at this tavern later at 6. You all can come to if you want.”

			        Elise smiled, “Sure we will. It’ll be fun.”

			        Enzo grunted in reply and Warren just bobbed his head in agreement. Alden’s mouth formed a lopsided grin as he took the lead toward The Weeping Oak.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 14 The Weeping Oak

			 

			        Alden led the group to a tavern on the lower end of the Market. Warren’s brow furrowed at the sight of it. This part of the Market was known for cheap goods and rough patrons. He swallowed his distaste though and followed Alden into the dim bar room. The main floor was spacious enough but Warren would have preferred better lighting. The patrons were rough. They were dirty and they stayed hunched, like they didn’t want to be seen. The large teen stuck close to his friend as he moved through the room.

			        The young man found Skorri within a few minutes of their arrival, the teen with his dirty blonde hair and massive frame stuck out like a sore thumb. The big man had a red mark across his face like he’d been punched but he still smiled that broad grin of his and shouted across the room, “Flint! I was wondering when you’d get here! And I see you found friends!”

			        Alden smirked and moved to join Skorri, Elise falling into step between Warren and his partner. The husky youth glanced down at her and followed along, jumping as Skorri caught Warren in a bear hug. The blonde giant smelled a lot like cheap ale but Warren returned the hug and tried to crush Skorri’s ribs as the giant tried to crush Warren’s.

			        The pair released a moment later with sore chests and all the breath gone out of them. Enzo settled for Skorri’s powerful grip and Elise hugged him from the side so Skorri could only reach her with one of his massive arms. It was easier to preserve ribs that way.

			        Skorri slapped Alden on the back and shouted, “We need four more specials out here! You’re just in time. They have music at 7 tonight and that means we’ll have a chance to woo the ladies.”

			        The giant laughed as he elbowed Alden in the side, almost knocking him over and then the large boy noticed Elise and coughed, “Uhhhh, no offense to the lady of course.”

			        Elise smirked, “You didn’t offend me. But every lady in this bar heard you.”

			        Skorri seemed to shrink at that and the dinners came out a moment later. Five large bowls of stew with bread and corn and a mug of ale for every one of them. Warren took a sip of his ale and grimaced, it was very cheap ale, but he drank it anyway. The stew was good but not incredible. The place was about what Warren had expected, cheap and dingy.

			        Alden drank his first mug quickly and his second just as smooth. Warren wasn’t much of a drinker and he knew it. The big man downed one mug of the cheap ale and started to work on a second. Elise drank one and then stopped. Enzo seemed to make it his personal mission to match Skorri drink for drink. Needless to say the former blacksmith passed out after the sixth mug. Skorri had long since lost most of his senses and began to refer to Warren by the name ‘Ulfrik’.

			        As Alden finished his third the music started and Skorri nudged Warren with his elbow and leaned over and said in a loud whisper, “Hey, Ulfrik, why dontcha ask Hilde to dance?”

			        Warren shook his head as the band started to play a lively tune the sober teen thought was unfit for dancing and he replied, “Skorri, I’m not a dancer. Besides, my name is Warren.”

			        Skorri looked the other way and then back at Warren, “Don’t start that again, Ulf. Now get up and dance before someone else does. She’s moving.”

			        Warren followed Skorri’s gaze straight to Elise. Alden was with her and he had a look on his face that said he wasn’t sure about this but it might be fun. Skorri snorted, “Bah. Look at what happened now. You waited and now Sven is dancing with her.”

			        The big boy put his hand on the blonde giant’s shoulder, “Skorri, you’ve had too much to drink. Maybe we should head back to the Wall?”

			        Skorri shrugged Warren’s hand off and said, “You don’t know anything.”

			        The giant fell into a brooding silence and Warren watched as Alden and Elise danced. He had never seen it and the teen assumed it was a dance that the common people practiced. The movements seemed confusing as people switched partners and spun around and through each other but it always ended with Alden by Elise. Even after drinking three mugs of ale in quick succession the thinner teen possessed a rhythm that Warren knew he couldn’t match sober.

			        Warren studied the movements and felt a brief wisp of anger as Alden said something and Elise laughed. The large boy shook it off and let his dark grey eyes wonder the room, studying the others’ movements. He felt out of place but Alden in his t shirt and denim jeans, while dressed finer and cleaner then everyone else in the room still seemed to blend in with the others. Elise always stood out with her long blonde hair that seemed rare amongst the brown and black haired women in the room.

			        Warren finished his second mug by the end of the dance and after the third he determined that he would learn the country dances. Although when he tried he tripped over his own feet and caused a large amount of chaos. The young man reddened as the crowd laughed but then a pair of hands latched onto his shoulders and lifted him back up. The hands belonged to a man in a worn white shirt and worn black pants. A woman dusted his shirt off and then several others, Alden and Elise included, walked him through the movements at a slower pace.

			        Eventually, the young man found the music and managed to keep up with the others, although he was clumsier and less sure footed then anyone else. Skorri found his place amongst the the dancers and laughed loudly at his own failed attempts at grace. It didn’t take long for the patrons to simply accept the two giants as friendly ones. The night began to blur together and from what Warren could remember of it, it was a happy night.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 15 Change In Pace

			 

			        Alden woke up the next morning with his skull pounding. The young man groaned as he sat up and tossed Warren’s uniform onto his bed, “Get up. Gotta get up to the wall.”

			        The sound of his own voice made Alden’s head throb painfully and Warren grunted, “Okay, just keep it down.”

			        Alden sat up and changed into his uniform at half his usual speed as Warren struggled out of bed and did the same. The smaller of the pair rose to his feet and leaned against the wall as his head swam. Today was going to be hell.

			        Warren’s face took on a nauseated look as he stood and Alden would’ve laughed if he hadn’t felt the same way. Alden managed to move towards the door and open it, letting the pair out. The duo staggered and stumbled their way to the top of the Wall and made it on time, barely.

			        Skorri seemed to be in better shape then Alden or Warren while John seemed worse. Enzo scowled at them and just looked miserable while Elise seemed grumpier then normal but in better spirits then any of the others.

			        Malcolm’s voice bellowed out over them, “Did you enjoy your day off?”

			        Alden and his hungover friends winced at the loud voice and Malcolm laughed, “Maybe you’ll learn something from this, maybe you won’t. But today your training gets harder.”

			        Malcolm noted Alden’s freshly bruised face and his voice dropped off. He let out a breath and shouted, “Flint! What the heck happened to you this time and don’t just shrug at me!?”

			        Alden winced as he was singled out but managed to slur, “Got into a fight in town.”

			        The Sergeant glared down at him until Alden explained, “I saw some thugs chase a woman down a dead end alley where Low Town and the Market come together. I followed them and they had her trapped and pinned against the wall. I took care of them and she went home. Warren was there.”

			        Malcolm swung his gaze over to Alden’s partner and the large youth sighed and said, “I was with Elise and Enzo and we were at the edge of the Market. I saw Alden rush down an alley so I went to see what was happening. One of the thugs had Alden pinned down beating him so I removed the problem. The woman took off before we had a chance to talk to her.”

			        The Sergeant studied the pair for a moment longer before turning to the twins, “That true?”

			        The twins both replied crisply, “Yes.”

			        Malcolm frowned and shook his head with a sigh, “Flint, quit picking fights you can’t win. That’s all I have to say. Now, onto your new training.”

			        The Sergeant opened a cupboard that had been brought up sometime since the group had been there last. Inside was a pile of full body harnesses laden down with heavy weights.

			        Their trainer turned back to face them and said, “Two things have changed. First, you won’t be running to the flag pole. You’ll be heading past it to the first tower beyond it. An extra quarter mile. Second, you will be wearing these harnesses as you do it. We don’t have armor for you yet and won’t until after your First Trial. But the weights on these harnesses have been designed to simulate what wearing a full suit of armor would be like. Get suited up and move to the starting point.”

			        Alden pulled one of the harnesses on, every motion making his head thump. Still, the night before had been fun and he would repeat it again given the chance. The harness weighed on him and he could tell that this run wasn’t going to be easy. Warren and Skorri seemed to be the only ones not bothered by the weight strapped to them. It actually made sense given that the two of them were giants.

			        The group moved to the start of their run and as soon as Malcolm gave the word they were off. Alden could feel the burn in his legs and chest and arms within the first few hundred feet but he kept moving. He was strong and he forced himself to stay ahead of Blackfeather, letting his anger fuel his movements.

			        Warren and Skorri moved out ahead of the others, the weight didn’t bother them as much but as they hit the one mile mark Warren started to drop behind Skorri and Alden caught up to him as they reached a mile and a quarter. The husky boy was breathing hard and he was coated in sweat but Alden wasn’t in much better shape. The pair ran side by side the rest of the way back and they dropped the harnesses with relief.

			        Alden fell to a sitting position with his back to the wall as Warren tossed both harnesses back into the cupboard. The giant fell into his spot beside his partner and the pair sat there as the rest of the group caught up. Alden felt like it was the first day all over again, although Warren was in much better shape then he had been before.

			        The young man looked over at his partner and smirked. Warren hadn’t noticed but his uniforms had been modified to fit his frame. Whoever had done it was an excellent tailor and Alden had barely noticed the seam marked in the side of the large teen’s uniform.

			        The smaller teen snapped back to reality as Malcolm cleared his throat, “You’ll get used to the weight in time. Now go get breakfast and then report back here. There are some other changes to your training routine. Flint, stick around, I have a few questions.”

			        Alden grunted in acknowledgment as the others struggled back to their feet and made their way down the stairs. The young man climbed to his feet and walked over to the Sergeant who sighed and said, “Flint, the first time you got attacked. I need to know who it was.”

			        Alden furrowed his brow, “Sir, I thought this issue was resolved.”

			        Malcolm closed his eyes and said, “I thought so to. But it might be connected to something else. So who attacked you?’

			        The young man studied the Sergeant for a minute before he replied, “Blackfeather. But I don’t see what it could be connected to.”

			        The Sergeant waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, “I doubt it is. But thank you. I understand you want to handle the situation on your own so I will let you unless things get….extreme. Unless there’s anything else, you are dismissed.”

			        Alden bowed his head, “Thank you. And I won’t let things go too far.”

			        Malcolm waved his hand in acknowledgment as Alden turned to leave. The Sergeant seemed worried about something but the young man had no idea what it was.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 16 A Knight's Way

			 

			        Warren stood on the first landing of the stairs as he waited for Alden to come through. His head throbbed with pain from the cheap ale. He wasn’t going to be doing that again anytime soon. The young man looked up as he heard steps coming down and Alden came into view.

			        Warren failed to hide a grimace as he asked, “What was that about?”

			        Alden answered absently, “Just some advice about usin’ my face as a weapon. Let’s grab breakfast. I’m starvin’ and it might help this pounding in my skull.”

			        Warren grunted in response and the pair made their way down to breakfast which was a silent affair that morning. Skorri was the only one in a decent mood but he just sat there and smirked at his friends suffering. Warren was happy to return the look with a heated glare.

			        Alden was right though and breakfast, especially some coffee, helped to douse the hangover Warren was dealing with. His head still throbbed but it wasn’t as painful as it had been when he first woke up. After breakfast the duo made their way back up to the wall where Malcolm and four other Knights were waiting for them.

			        The Sergeant smiled, “Good of you to join us. Now, given the number of times that young Alden here has decided to have his face rearranged I think it’s time for all of you to learn how to defend yourselves. You will each be trained under different instructors. This makes sure that each pair has as much one on one time with an instructor and that you each receive the best training possible.”

			        The Sergeant picked up a few pages and handed them to his fellow Knights and kept one for himself. Each Knight began to call out names. The twins went to the Knight farthest from Warren on his left. Skorri and John were immediately to his left but the large teen couldn’t hear what the Knight said to them. Alden and Warren were assigned to Malcolm while Reginald and Hawkes were called over by the Knight to Warren’s right.

			        The large boy heard the Knight Reginald had gone to state his name as Solace but then Malcolm started to speak, “I chose to train you two personally. The reason is, partially, because Alden can’t keep his head out of the way of people’s fists. The real reason is because you two have a lot of potential and I want to make sure that it is brought out to its fullest. Now before you two have your heads inflate too much from that we’ll head downstairs and I’ll knock you back down to size.”

			        The Sergeant led them off the Wall and down into the sub-levels again where the mess hall and cafeteria were and then down another level to a collection of arena-like rooms. Malcolm spoke once they entered one of the rooms, “Most of the others will be focused on combat skills and we will be as well for the first few weeks. You will attend regular classes after lunch and then return here for the few hours before dinner. For now I will teach you how to duck or block. You should find those very useful, Flint. Once I think you’re getting the hang of things I will start teaching you some other skills the other Knights don’t teach. Tracking, herb lore, you’ll work with bestiaries some and a few other things. You are now directly my trainees and I want the two of you to act like it. Anything you do from now on reflects back on me. Understood?”

			        Alden and Warren both bowed their head in acknowledgment and Malcolm smiled, “Good, now we can get started. Before you learn how to use a weapon you need to learn how to use your body as a weapon. Square up and come at me. I want to see what you can do.”

			        Warren’s eyebrows went up and he stuttered out, “W-what?”

			        Alden lunged forward though, his right fist coming around in a wide hook. Malcolm caught the blow with one hand and swung his arm up, palm open, into Alden’s chest tossing him backwards.

			        The Sergeant shook his head, “I expected as much. Flint, you need to think more. Faulkner, you need to think less. Now, I want you to attack me.”

			        Alden climbed back onto his feet and circled off to the Sergeant’s right. Warren decided they should work together since they were outclassed and circled to his left. The Sergeant backed up as the duo moved away from each other so he could keep them in view and he smiled, “Good, always use the fact that there are two of you.”

			        Warren started marching forward as Alden did the same, making Malcolm back up further and further. The Sergeant lunged towards Warren and the big boy tried to jump backwards but wasn’t fast enough as Malcolm’s palm smacked into the big man’s stomach and knocked the air out of him. A second blow sent Warren to the ground. The large teen heard a muffled thump as Alden hit the sand nearby and he heard a growl of frustration from the smaller man.

			        The Sergeant stepped back again, “While you have the advantage of numbers it’ll only work if you can get to your partner fast enough to help them if they need it. Try again. There’s this thing called talking that might help with strategy.”

			        Warren rolled back to a sitting position, the throbbing in his head renewed but he ignored it. The large teen managed to groan, “You have any ideas?”

			        Alden cracked his knuckles as his green eyes glared at the Sergeant, “I reckon if we both rush him one of us might get an openin’.”

			        Warren grunted “I doubt that works but we can try it. I don’t have a better idea.”

			        The two climbed back onto their feet and charged forward. Warren threw a fist at the Sergeant’s skull as Alden kicked at his knee. Warren watched in awe as the Sergeant twisted out of the way of both attacks and continued his spin, sweeping Warren’s legs out from under him with a kick and then stepping forward to grab Alden’s arm and toss him onto the sand again. The Sergeant moved back out of the way and shook his head, “A frontal assault will work sometimes. If you’re not light years behind your opponent in terms of skill. Try again.”

			        Once again Warren levered himself upright as Alden spit sand out of his mouth. The big boy grumbled, “He’s faster then us and stronger. We can’t beat him head on and if we wait he’ll come after us.”

			        Alden scowled, “He’s playin’ with us. Wants to know how clever we can be. Let’s force him to attack first, and counter. He’s not makin’ a mistake defendin’, maybe he’ll make one attackin’.”

			        Warren nodded his head, “That’s sort of what I was thinking.”

			        The pair rose to their feet and moved to stand within a foot of each other and the Sergeant. The Sergeant stepped and they stepped in. He smirked as they moved and nodded, “Decided to force my hand. I won’t make you wait.”

			        Malcolm stepped towards Warren only to pivot and hit Alden with a backhand as he moved to help his partner. Warren rushed in and managed to duck Malcolm’s first punch but felt his feet lift off the ground as Sergeant Hunter grabbed him and tossed the large boy backwards.

			        The Sergeant stepped back and the pair struggled back to their feet again. Warren grunted, “Well, that could have gone worse.”

			        Alden snorted, “Fight dirty. We’re gonna hit this guy one way or another.”

			        Warren shook his head, “No, we need more then that. Remember what he said. You need to think more.”

			        “You need to think less. Let’s go,” Alden snapped in response.

			        Warren sighed as Alden stepped towards the Sergeant and kicked the ground sending sand flying through the air towards the Sergeant. Malcolm lunged in and knocked Alden down before the young man knew what was happening. Warren didn’t have a chance to respond because he had already been knocked down by Alden’s falling form.

			        Malcolm chuckled, “I was waiting for dirty fighting. I think it’s time you two start being taught how to fight. First off, open up with a sudden fast attack. Not a big swing. The first punch in a fight often decides the winner.”

			        The rest of the morning passed with Malcolm running the pair through different punches, kicks and throws that were quick enough to catch an opponent off guard. He explained how to use them and had them practice on each other. The pair sparred back and forth across the sandy arena until lunch arrived and they went back up to the cafeteria sporting fresh bruises and pounding headaches. But they had learned.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 17 Edge Of A Cliff

			 

			        Alden woke up the following Sunday and almost groaned from all of his bruises but at this point he was used to it. Malcolm wasn’t gentle with them but he knew what he was doing and the pair were learning a lot from the Knight Sergeant. Sundays had been given to them as a day to relax and rest since their training had taken on a new intensity. The young man rolled out of bed and onto his feet. He dressed quickly in his jeans and shirt instead of the pale gray uniform he wore day in and day out. The duster was pulled off of his bed post and he pulled it on around his shoulders before jotting a quick note for Warren: Warren, I didn’t want to wake you so meet me at The Oak for lunch. -Alden.

			        The Market was bustling with people as Alden weaved his way through the town, a breeze pulled at his coat and sent a chill across the young man’s neck. Summer was coming to a close and the final round of harvest would be coming in during the next month and a half. Alden didn’t look forward to winter, he hated the cold and the snow and the wind. Especially the wind. The green eyed teen let himself wonder about his family for a moment before he let himself smile. His father would simply accept the fact that he wasn’t there and move on. Jess and his mother would be worried about him but the extra money he was sending them would solve the problem a short harvest could present.

			        Alden drifted with no real goal in mind until he saw a crowd gathering nearby. The young man weaved his way over to it and slipped through the people. In the center of the crowded ring was a man pinned to the ground, his arm twisted behind his back and Elise holding him down. Enzo stood nearby with his arms crossed and the blonde man sighed, “You really should apologize to her. It’ll make your life easier.”

			        The green eyed teen glanced over at the blonde man and then back at Elise. He set his jaw and said nothing as Elise applied more pressure and the man yelped, “Alright, alright! I’m sorry!”

			        Elise relaxed some of the pressure, “Are you going to do it again?”

			        Alden raised one eyebrow as the man on the ground continued, “No, I swear I won’t even look at you again if you don’t want me to!”

			        The blonde girl put some of the pressure back onto the man’s arm, “Not just me. Any girl. Understand?”

			        The man moaned, “I won’t! I swear! Please let me go!”

			        Elise released her victim and stood, “Beat it before I change my mind.”

			        The blonde’s victim scrambled to his feet and ran off through the crowd. Elise glared after him and then seemed to notice the crowd for the first time as she flushed bright red. Enzo cleared his throat, “Show’s over, folks. Let’s get a move on.”

			        The crowd dispersed slowly as Alden walked over to the twins and glanced back and forth between the two of them. The green eyed teen finally asked, “What was that about?”

			        Elise looked at her brother who shook his head, “That moron, decided he needed to know what Elise’s ass felt like. Unfortunately for him, Elise got to him before I did.”

			        Alden shook his head, “People in this city amaze me. Back home if someone did something to a woman against her will he would’ve been beaten, shunned and most likely forced to leave the area because everyone would refuse to do business with him.”

			        The twins stared at the young man for a long moment before he shrugged, “Most people where I’m from have at least one daughter, sister or niece so we take things like that seriously. Because if we let people like that walk around it won’t be long before it gets worse or affects you directly. So we nip the problem in the bud.”

			        Enzo nodded his head, “I heard that the Northern Empire implements the death penalty for any offence of that nature.”

			        Alden frowned, “I don’t know much about the Empire so I couldn’t tell you. What are you two up to?”

			        Elise answered this time, “Just learning the town. This city is massive compared to home but your village must be even smaller then ours.”

			        The green eyed teen shrugged, “It fluctuates a lot. People will leave and get married or somebody will come to the village to marry someone who lives there. Theres about 150, 200 people most of the time.”

			        The blonde man glanced at his twin, “Our village is closer to 800 people.”

			        Alden shrugged and Elise continued, “What are you doing?”

			        The sandy haired teen popped his neck, “Gonna meet Warren for lunch. Other then that just driftin’.”

			        Enzo stopped outside a cafe, “Mind if we stop and grab a drink?”

			        Alden shook his head as Elise led the way inside the little building. It was dim on the main floor but each table had its own private light. Books lined a large number of shelves that covered two of the walls. One wall was occupied by the long counter and the final wall was a large window. Elise and Alden sat down at one of the tables as Enzo ordered coffee for them and brought the mugs over.

			        The green eyed teen picked his up and took a drink before he scowled at the bitter taste. Enzo smirked and took a sip, “It’s something of an acquired taste.”

			        Elise began to drink hers and Alden grit his teeth and tossed the drink back in a single gulp. The young man shook his head and grimaced at the taste in his mouth. The blonde woman smiled at him over her drink and asked, “You realize that’s probably going to make you sick right?”

			        Alden grinned back at her, “I have a gut made of iron. It’ll be fine.”

			        The blue eyed girl rolled her eyes but Alden could see the amusement on her face. For some reason, that made the young man happy. Suddenly, Alden felt an awkwardness settle over him as he looked at Elise and he looked down at the empty mug in his hand. He could feel his face heat up and out of the corner of his eyes Elise suddenly seemed interested in the street outside. Enzo’s eyes darted between the two of them before settling on Alden with a glare. The young man studied the street and ignored the pointed look.

			        A few minutes later Alden rose to his feet with a grunt, “I should get goin’. I have to meet Warren before long.”

			        Elise looked up, “Mind if I tag along?”

			        Alden glanced at the blonde girl before her brother cleared his throat, “We don’t want to intrude. It’s fine.”

			        The green eyed teen shook his head, “It’s not a problem at all. You can both come.”

			        The blonde girl seemed to deflate a little but trailed Alden out of the door with her brother a few steps behind her. The trio made their way through the city and Alden ducked into a side alley to save a few minutes. He realized the mistake he had made a little too late. A shadow blocked the exit of the alley and as he glanced back over his shoulder three more figures were blocking the way they had come from. Two more people stepped into the alley in front of Alden and a heavy silence filled the air.

			        Alden grit his teeth and heard one of the thugs in front of him ask, “What about the blondes? We’re only getting paid for him?”

			        The green eyed teen narrowed his eyes, “How about we just let my friends go and we can settle this between us?”

			        Elise’s head snapping towards him caught the corner of Alden’s eye as she hissed, “We’re not going anywhere. It’d be six against one. You need a hand here, Flint.”

			        The leader of the group cleared his throat, “Let the other two go. Do what your friend suggests, miss.”

			        The blonde woman didn’t move and Alden turned his head toward Enzo, “Get her out of here.”

			        Enzo shook his head and rolled his shoulders, “Afraid I’m with her on this one. We stick by our friends.”

			        Alden grit his teeth and glared at the outline of the leader of the thugs, “Who paid you and why?”

			        The man shrugged, “As for why we were paid somebody wants you gone and out of their hair. We were informed that you have a hard time reading and we should deliver the message physically. Who paid us though, well, he said you would know.”

			        The green eyed teen cracked his thumb and snarled, “Let’s see you deliver this message then.”

			        The leader’s head moved between Enzo and Elise as he spoke, “You two can still leave.”

			        The twins shook their heads in silence and the man sighed, “So be it. Rough them up.”

			        Alden lunged forward before the thugs had a chance to answer. His fist slammed across the jaw of the speaker but his second punch was caught by the big man and a fist like a hammer walloped into Alden’s stomach. The young man grunted and tried to jump back but the man had a vise like grip on his left arm. A punch smashed into Alden’s jaw and then a second fist hit him in the ribs. Another blow hammered into his stomach before the young man was released. Alden stumbled backwards and grit his teeth, A deep growl rumbling out of his throat as his anger boiled and the pain faded to the back of his mind.

			        The young man shot forward and the top of his skull connected with a nose. A wild punch followed a moment later and one of the thugs stumbled back as Alden threw an elbow into the leader’s nose, breaking it with a crunch. Alden stumbled as the other thug punched him in the mouth and then hit him again. The young man roared and tackled the man to the ground and began to beat him. A pair of heavy hands grabbed him and tossed him backwards against the alley wall. Alden looked up and had enough time to register the club of a City Guard before it connected and unconsciousness settled over him.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 18 Solving Problems

			 

			        Sergeant Hunter stepped into Captain Fox’s office a few minutes after he had been summoned. The Captain was waiting on him, as well as Inquisitor Solace. The Sergeant stood at attention for a few minutes until Fox let out a long breath.

			        The silence continued on for a few more seconds before Fox broke it, this time with his voice, “Another Knight has been murdered.”

			        Malcolm froze at the statement and then asked, “Who was it?”

			        The Inquisitor responded this time, “Paladin Frederick Jones. Some manner and knife as Rogers. There was another death this time though. A member of the kitchen staff named Elizabeth Dayton. I believe she walked in as the murder was taking place. Her wound wasn’t as clean as the ones on Jones or Rogers and she bled to death. A major artery was severed instead of a direct blow to the heart.”

			        Malcolm swallowed and then grit his teeth, “Have you found anything to point you towards the individual doing this?”

			        Solace shook his head, “Sadly, I have not. Blackfeather holds a certain….resentment… towards the Guards who were born as commoners instead of Merchants or Nobles. I do not believe he is capable of murder, although he may be concealing his true feelings. If he is the one committing these murders he knows we’re looking for him.”

			        The Captain sighed, “Keep after it, Solace. But I had a reason for calling you down here, Sergeant. The King has made a request and you know as well as I do a request from the King is as good as an order.”

			        The Sergeant nodded, “I do. What’s the request?”

			        Fox leaned back in his chair and rubbed his forehead, “For the Third Trial of the first years he wants them to duel in the arena.”

			        Malcolm paused as he waited for more information but then said, “That’s not too bad. But who are they supposed to duel?”

			        The Captain’s eyes met Malcolm’s and the older man spoke like the words were made of lead, “An orc.”

			        The Sergeant shook his head and half-shouted, “What!? Did you say an orc?! A fully trained Paladin would have a hard time surviving a duel with an orc!”

			        Fox nodded his head and raised a hand to calm the Knight, “I understand and I tried to talk him out of it but he wouldn’t listen to me. Once the First Trial is complete start weapons training. I’m going to have the other teachers start orc tactics early in the classroom. We’ll get them gear but it’ll be the second year lay outs instead of the regular first year ones. I don’t want to lose any recruits. Understood?”

			        Malcolm let out a sigh and answered, “Yes, sir.”

			        Fox waved a hand, “Good, dis-.”

			        The Captain was cut short by a hard pounding on the door. Fox gestured to it and Sergeant Hunter threw the door open and a Cadet stumbled in out of breath. The Knight Sergeant put a hand on his shoulder, “Easy there. What’s happening, Hawkes?”

			        Alexander Hawkes sucked in a deep breath, “Alden, Elise and Enzo have been arrested. Reginald had something to do with it but I can’t prove it.”

			        Captain Fox furrowed his brow, “Arrested for what?”

			        Hawkes swallowed, “They’re being charged with assault even though they were the ones who got attacked.”

			        Inquisitor Solace looked up, “Should I intervene?”

			        The Captain sighed and nodded, “Let’s go.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 19 A Hidden Friend

			 

			        Warren woke up as the sun shined through his window and onto his face. The large teen grunted and rolled over before tossing his covers off after a few minutes. It was already 11 at least. Warren turned and sat up, swinging his legs off the bed. The large boy stretched and stood, his eyes reading Alden’s note and then he nodded to himself.

			        The young man dressed lazily. His tunic was a dark blue with gold trim, the colors of his family, and the pants were black. The large teen had ordered them the weekend before and they had arrived yesterday. He popped his neck and moved towards the door, planing on heading directly to The Oak to meet Alden. When the big man got there the green eyed man was no where in sight and Warren waited for a half hour. His friend never appeared. 

			        The big man left and made his way back toward the Wall. Alden was always on time, it was just a part of how he was. Warren drifted along the streets, wondering if something had befallen his friend. 

			        Skorri’s voice called out to him from behind, “Warren! Come and sit for a moment!”

			        Warren looked up and strode over to Skorri and John sitting on a nearby bench. The big warrior smiled up at him, “What brings you to this part of town?”

			        The big man returned a half-smile, “Just heading back to the Wall actually.”

			        Skorri leaned forward in his seat, “What’s troubling you?”

			        Warren opened his mouth and then shook his head, “It is nothing.”

			        The giant frowned at him and Warren asked, “Have you seen Alden?”

			        Skorri shook his head, “No. Why?’

			        Warren nodded half to himself, “He asked me to meet him and then never showed up.”

			        The big man rubbed his face, “That is not like, Flint. But it’s probably nothing. I’ll keep an eye out anyway.”

			        A new voice cut into the conversation that made Warren grind his teeth, “If you want to find him check in the city dungeon.”

			        Warren turned to face Reginald and spat, “Why would he be in the dungeon, Blackfeather?”

			        The dark haired young man shrugged, “No real reason I just heard from a little bird that Alden got himself, and those Colbert twins arrested.”

			        Warren stepped in closer to him and growled, “Arrested for what?”

			        Reginald smiled, “Assault. Apparently Alden went off the deep end and attacked someone on the street. The man’s friends tried to intervene but the twins wouldn’t let them. Enzo was stuck up and too full of himself. So was she for that matter but at least she was nice to look at.”

			        Skorri rose from his seat and stepped up beside Warren. Reginald’s smile wavered but he continued, “It doesn’t matter at this point though. She’ll be skin and bones before long in that dungeon unless the Guards decide to keep her.”

			        A rumble came from Skorri’s chest and Reginald took a quick step back and let out a laugh, “So eager to join your friend, Skorri? I’ll be seeing you.”

			        Warren bit his lip and glared at the retreating figure before he shook his head. Skorri slapped him on the back of the head, “Well, are you going to stand there or go get the Captain?”

			        The smack galvanized the big man into action and he started to run towards the Wall. Warren jerked to a halt to avoid running directly into the Captain’s chest.

			        Warren sucked in a breath and stammered, “Captain, it’s Alden. He’s been arrested but something tells me that Reg-”

			        Captain Fox held up a hand, “I know. Cadet Hawkes told us. Head inside and wait for us to return.”

			        The big man nodded and got out of the street to let the Knight Captain and Sergeant Hunter pass by.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 20 A Dark Little Hole

			 

			        Alden woke up with a groan and found himself laying on a cold, damp, stone floor. The young man shoved himself into a sitting position and surveyed the room he was in. It was a cell and sitting on the floor nearby was Elise. One of her eyes was black and her lip had been split but the knuckles of both her hands were raw. Enzo sat beside her and his nose looked like it had been bleeding, there was a gash along his right eyebrow, his jaw was swollen, and from the way he sat he had taken a few hits to the ribs. But his knuckles were covered in a film of dried blood.

			        The green eyed teen slid across the floor without getting up and leaned his head back against the wall. It seemed extraordinarily loud in the silent room. Alden sucked in a breath, “What happened?”

			        Enzo responded, “We got arrested.”

			        Elise glanced at her twin and put a hand on his shoulder before she continued his explanation, “We’re being charged with assault. They can’t find any witnesses and its our word against theirs. And apparently 6 is still greater then 3.”

			        Alden began to examine himself as he answered, “Explains our luxury suite here.”

			        His jaw ached with every motion, his stomach would be an array of bruises later, his head felt like he had spent the last 36 hours drinking and his shoulder felt strange. Alden looked up, “What happened to my arm?”

			        Elise winced, “Popped outta place when the Guard dropped you. Enzo jammed it back in after they dropped us in here.”

			        The green eyed teen leaned back against the wall before asking his final question, “My coat?”

			        Enzo motioned toward the door, “Guard took it.

			        Alden nodded, “Any idea how long they’re going to keep us in here?”

			        The blonde woman shrugged ,“Not really. They’ll probably come talk to you before long and see what you have to say.”

			        Her brother glared at the doorway and Alden let the room fall back into silence as he sat there in the dim light. All the twins had done was stand up for him when he needed it and now they had landed in a cell next to him. Alden kicked himself, he should have made them leave instead of sticking around. At the time the back up hadn’t seemed like a bad idea. Elise was vicious, he had seen that himself, and Enzo was a powerful man and from the amount of blood coating his knuckles he had used that strength to good effect. But somehow the Guards chose the side of six common thugs over three Cadets in the Royal Guard. Something smelled off to him and Alden’s gut told him that it smelled like Blackfeather.

			        The question now became not who was responsible but how did Alden go about proving that Blackfeather had done it. Unless he could get a confession out of the man who had assaulted him there didn’t really seem to be an answer. The other proof would be finding whoever Reginald bribed in the City Guard and having them confess. But that was just as unlikely because who would admit to such a thing or write it down and leave it in a convenient place for him to find?

			        After a few minutes of trying to solve the conundrum a City Guardsman walked into the room, unlocked the cell and hauled Alden roughly to his feet before shoving him out the door. Alden stumbled and ran into the wall, his bad shoulder slamming against the adjacent cell bars. The Guardsman grabbed Alden by his shirt and propelled him down the hall with a rough shove. The young man managed to catch himself and began to walk on his own as the Guard led him to a small room with a single table and a chair beside it. Alden was tossed into the room and ordered to sit before the door slammed shut behind him.

			        The green eyed teen scowled at the door before falling into the chair. It was fifteen minutes before a Guard walked in. She wore the uniform of a City Guard commander and she glared at him from across the room.

			        Alden glared right back at her and she scowled, “Alden Flint, I presume?”

			        The young man snorted, “No, I’m a jester here to entertain you with a dance and some jugglin’. Of course I’m Alden Flint. You had me thrown in here.”

			        The commander backhanded Alden and replied, “You will behave and keep your mouth under control. Understand?”

			        Alden scowled, “I’m afraid you’ll have to forgive me. My ears are ringin’.”

			        The woman punched Alden in the mouth and continued nonchalantly, “I could keep doing this all day but I have other things to do. So we’ll skip the part where I beat the snot out of you and move to the part where I ask you what happened. So, what happened?”

			        The young man spit onto the floor and received a fist in his sore stomach for it. The young man smiled up at the commander, “I like you. You don’t take shit.”

			        The woman looked at him with a bored expression and sighed, “Get on with your story.”

			        Alden nodded, “I was goin’ to meet a friend for lunch with my other friends, I believe you’ve met them. We took a shortcut and got jumped. Someone paid them to knock me around some and the twins wouldn’t leave. Now we’re here.”

			        The commander nodded, “That’s where you’re wrong. You got angry at a man on the street for some unimportant reason you can make up on your own. You attacked him, his friends tried to intervene but the twins defended you. Now before you protest, know that if you do the twins are the ones who will pay the price.”

			        Alden grit his teeth, “Let me guess. You recently had a conversation with Reginald Blackfeather?”

			        The woman narrowed her eyes at him, “I think I’m going to enjoy finding out just how tough that Enzo is.”

			        Shouting drifted to Alden’s ear from beyond the door as he glared at the commander in front of him. The woman ignored it and smile smiled, “Once I break him and make him a good little soldier for me, I’ll have him break his sister. But all you have to do to prevent that is do as your told.”

			        The shouting continued to get louder and a sharp impact sounded from just outside the door and the commander jumped. The door banged open and Captain Fox stood in the opening, “What did I just hear?’

			        The commander backed up, “Captain Fox, I didn’t hear you come in.”

			        Alden stared at her, “How did you not hear any of that shouting?”

			        The woman glared at Alden and then turned her attention back to Fox. The Captain glanced over his shoulder, “Inquisitor Solace, place this woman under arrest and investigate how she’s been running things here.”

			        A Knight stepped into the small room and moved over to the commander. The woman drew her sword but Solace shook his head, “You don’t want to do that.”

			        She lunged at him and Solace slapped the blow aside with a gauntleted fist and his other hand arced up and blasted across her jaw. The woman slumped to the ground but before she hit the Inquisitor caught her and tossed her over one shoulder.

			        Fox looked at one of the City Guardsman, “The twins, go get them. Hunter, go with him and make sure they aren’t mistreated. Solace, you can take that one back to the Wall.”

			        The two Knights left the room and went about their tasks as Captain Fox sighed and leaned against the table, “Flint. This nonsense with Blackfeather ends now. You don’t try and get him back for this. You don’t accuse him of anything. You let this go and move on. That’s an order. Understood?”

			        Alden swallowed, “Yes, sir.”

			        Fox stood up, “Good. Go back to the Wall. Get some rest and stay out of my hair.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 21 A Bitter Pill

			 

			        Warren was pacing when Alden and Hawkes entered the room. There was a stoney silence between the two of them that Warren shattered, “Alden! I heard what was happening and then the Captain sent me back here and what happened?”

			        The green eyed teen held up his hands, “Calm down there. Captain Fox made a few threats and growled some and the Guard let us go. And, apparently, I have Hawkes to thank for gettin’ them there in time.”

			        Hawkes swallowed, “Alden, I said I was sorry for before. Reginald, he just makes you want to go along with him. I wish I had never helped him.”

			        Alden grunted, “You’ve said it all before. Fact is that I’m missing a tooth and more then a little dignity thanks to you. I appreciate what you did today, but it doesn’t even the scales.”

			        Warren looked between the two of them and Hawkes continued, “I know. Just give me a chance.”

			        The young man sat on his bed, “I’m not gonna hold it against you anymore. But as long as you and Blackfeather are back to back I’m not gonna be too trustin’ of you.”

			        Hawkes sighed, “Alright. I suppose not being enemies is a step in the right direction.”

			        Alden looked up at him, “I understand not wantin’ any more enemies then necessary. I just don’t understand why you want to be my friend when you can just buddy up to Blackfeather? He has more money, resources and power then I ever will.”

			        Warren sat back on his bed and maintained his silence. He wanted to hear what Alexander had to say for himself. A long silence stretched across the room and then it broke as Hawkes opened his mouth, “I’m not too sure. Just seems like the best idea.”

			        The green eyed teen studied Hawkes for a minute before grunting, “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate what you’ve done for me and I thank you for it but at the same time I’ve got this hole in my teeth and a crooked nose because of you. So this is a step in the right direction but we’re not even.”

			        Alexander nodded, “I understand. A step in the right direction.”

			        The young man turned and left the room. Warren leaned back on his bed and let another silence fill the air. This one was more comfortable but there was still a tension to it. It stretched until Alden asked, “Do you think I’m in the right here?”

			        Warren pondered the question for a minute and asked, “With Hawkes?”

			        Alden snorted, “What else would I be talkin’ about?”

			        The big man nodded, “I think you are. Hawkes tagged along with Reginald and helped him humiliate you and tried to chase you away. It is too hard to tell if he is genuine in wanting your trust or if Reginald is manipulating him. Blackfeather underestimates you and may have sent Hawkes to tell the Captain about your arrest. He might have wanted me to trust Hawkes in order to keep me from going after him for your arrest. It might seem convoluted but those are the games that Reginald likes to play.”

			        The smaller teen was quiet for a while and Warren continued to think about all the things Reginald might have planned. The Blackfeathers were cunning and immoral. They would do anything to make a penny at any cost as long as they came out ahead. They had manipulated Warren’s grandfather into a bad deal once and the Faulkner name was still recovering from it.

			        Alden broke the silence again, “You and Reginald knew each other before all of this. How?”

			        Warren snorted, “His father ripped my grandfather off.”

			        The smaller boy didn’t push the issue but Warren continued, “Reginald’s father won a mine playing cards but Blackfeathers do not deal in mines. They deal mostly in smithies. My family deals mostly in mines and raw ore. Mostly iron but we also own a few copper as well.”

			        Alden interrupted, “Copper?”

			        Warren nodded, “The Wizards use it. They say it is good for channeling some magics. Anyway, Blackfeather went to my grandfather and said he had this iron mine he wanted to sell and showed my grandfather the production numbers which were good. What Blackfeather left off it that the miners had accidentally broke into a chamber of toxic gases two days earlier. My grandfather bought the mine and then the mine head told him about the gases. So we were forced to pay for Wizards to clear out the gases and inspections to ensure that they were safe and then we found out that the mine was routinely raided by the dwarves. In the end we lost a lot of men, a lot of money and ended up selling the mine for a pittance. To top it all off, the mining guild said my grandfather was ‘grossly negligent’ in safety precautions and refused to work for him until he stepped down and let my father take over. And some companies still refuse to work for us.”

			        The smaller teen was quiet for a moment, “I understand why you don’t like him.”

			        Another comfortable silence filled the air and Warren opened his mouth to ask a question but Alden was already snoring. The big man rolled over and closed his eyes. It had been a long day.

			        Two weeks went by without an incident. The young duo learned how to fight and ran for longer and longer. Hawkes would let them know when and where Reginald was planning on messing with them. Blackfeather had given up getting rid of them for now but still sought to make things difficult for them. Alexander returned Alden’s uniforms once, let him know that Reginald had tampered with the pens in Alden’s bag in the classroom, and dropped a hint that Reginald was planning on posting some literature concerning Alden’s habits in the halls. None of it was true but it would cause Alden to lose all respect in the eyes of the Corporals. Sure, the officers wouldn’t be amused but the older trainees of the Royal Guard would be. In response, Alden and Warren prepared a similar sheet and slid it under Reginald’s door with a warning attached. Neither story was ever posted.

			        The end of the second week marked the next real discrepancy in routine though. All eight Cadets met on top of the Wall with Sergeant Hunter who scanned them and then let out a breath, “Your First Trial is Monday. Rest up tomorrow and I will explain the details Monday morning. Dismissed.”

			        Warren went to bed that night wondering what lay in store for the future.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 22 The First Trial

			 

			        Alden spent the time not training and keeping ahead of Reginald to study law. It was only a few days but he used it to the best of his ability and what he found shocked him. The laws of the Kingdom were very, skewed against people the nobility or royalty didn’t want to have power.

			        The young man had always assumed that becoming one of the Merchant families had simply meant having enough wealth. But that wasn’t the case. The Kingdom was divided into different districts and in order to trade directly with people or other businesses outside of your original district you had to be granted the Merchant’s Waiver. The only way to get one of the Waivers was directly from the King or by being sponsored by at least three of the Lords. There were currently only seven noble houses in the Kingdom. That meant the only way for a commoner to become one of the Merchant Families was to get an audience with either the King, which was impossible, or three Lords, who were the highest of all the nobles, which was also impossible unless you were a wealthy individual. It was nigh on impossible to become wealthy without violating at least one trade law within the Kingdom.

			        The other thing that irritated Alden was the way of the Courts. Anyone could charge anyone else with anything as long as they had a reasonable story, evidence or enough money. The problem Alden had was the fact that the accused was required to pay court fees. From the day they were accused they had one week to pay the fees in most cases. Failure to pay the court fees would result in the incarceration of the accused until someone paid the fees. That meant a family like Reginald’s could accuse any commoner who displeased them through bribery of some crime and then they would sit in prison for years until their family saved enough to pay the Court. 

			        The third thing Alden researched was the history of the Royal Guard. It had been established by their second King, John, and they had been strictly bodyguards at the time. Around 200 years ago the first of the Paladins had been established and they were sent out on missions for the King. The Guard kept the old title however and the group grew and expanded until the fourth King, Wayne I, appointed the first Captain to manage the Guard. That King also established the Inquisition, which at the time was a separate organization that was meant to oversee the Guard and filter their candidates. As the Guard grew they began to manage the task themselves through their Sergeants and Corporals. King Wayne II changed the system so that the Inquisitor became a part of the Guard and was tasked with investigating internal affairs. About 70 years ago the office fell out of disuse until recently.

			        Alden made it back to his room from the early morning library run. He would start heading back down to the kitchens again after the First Trial. Between all the fights he had and all the time he had spent in the library the young man had fallen out of the habit. He dressed in his uniform and stood as his nerves caught up to the young man. Alden sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. He had to stay calm, he could handle this. No, they could handle this, he had Warren to lean on.

			        Alden cleared his throat and said, “Warren, we need to get goin’. The Trial is today.”

			        The large boy’s eyes opened and he sucked in a deep breath, “Alright. We can do this.”

			        Alden nodded, “Right, get dressed and we’ll head up.”

			        Warren dressed in his usual manner but seemed clumsier then normal. Alden clenched and unclenched his hands as he waited, nervous energy running through him making the young man more impatient then normal. Alden started to pace as Warren fumbled with his boot laces and then the pair were out the door and rushing up the Wall. Skorri and John had beaten them there but none of the others had arrived yet. Alden started to pace again as Skorri and Warren began to talk. The smaller boy tuned out the two of them and John maintained his silence. He had stayed silent but the young man had less of a timid feel to him now. His presence seemed more substantial somehow.

			        The young man looked up as Reginald and Hawkes appeared. Reginald sneered at Alden and moved a few yards away on the opposite side of the wall. Hawkes offered a timid smile and went to stand with his partner. Alden just rolled his eyes, he would trust a doctor from Low Town with open heart surgery before he trusted Hawkes with anything.

			        The twins showed up shortly after Reginald had. Elise smiled at Alden and shot him a quick wink. Alden’s brow furrowed and he wondered what that was supposed to mean. The thought left his mind as Sergeant Hunter arrived on the wall. The Sergeant wasn’t wearing his armor today and he strode to his corner while the groups gathered to listen to him eagerly.

			        Malcolm cleared his throat, “Your First Trial begins today and must be completed by Wednesday at noon. Your task is a simple one. Each pair will be given an envelope with a red wax seal with instructions to take it to a certain person at a certain place. They will give you a different envelope which you are to deliver back here. The seal must not be broken and the envelope must not be lost or stolen from you. In addition to this, three hours after receiving your envelope another team will be sent after you with the objective of taking it from you. Do not leave a trail, and try to remain unnoticed as you move through the Kingdom. They will not use lethal force against you but they may attack you. Are there any questions?”

			        Elise spoke up, “When are we getting the letters and where are we delivering them?”

			        The Sergeant responded, “You will report to your training rooms where your instructors will give you the envelope and tell you where you are to deliver it. Anything else?”

			        There was a moment of silence before John asked, “What happens if we don’t make it or the letter gets taken from us?”

			        Malcolm turned to face the young man, “You will be evaluated on how well you did and a decision will be made from there. It is rare for recruits to be removed from the program during the First Trial but not unheard of. Is that everything?”

			        There was silence this time that lingered and the Sergeant cleared his throat, “Very well, report to your instructors.”

			        The other groups disbanded but Alden lingered. He wasn’t sure if the Sergeant would head downstairs or just give them the envelope there. Malcolm grunted, “Head downstairs. I’ll be right behind you.”

			        Alden nodded his head in acknowledgment and moved back into the Wall with Warren and found the Sergeant waiting on them in the arena below. The young man frowned at the Sergeant who just chuckled and shrugged, “I have my ways. Now, the envelope.”

			        Malcolm offered a plain white envelope with a red wax seal embossed with the crown and scepter to the pair. Alden took it gingerly and asked, “Where we goin’?”

			        The Sergeant pulled out another piece of paper, “A town called Celina to the North. It’ll be about 50 miles but if you keep a strong pace you should be able to cover it in about ten hours. You’re going to meet a woman by the name of Alyssa Mils in a tavern called The Lake’s Front. She will give you another envelope and then you are to return here. Do not lose your envelope. Understood?”

			        Alden bowed his head, “Of course.”

			        Warren nodded agreement, “Yes, sir.”

			        Malcolm stepped back, “Very well, now get going. I don’t need to remind you that a team will be sent after you partway through your trip. They will be trained and will cover ground much faster then you. If you lose either envelope it will set you back in your training.”

			        Alden managed a grim smile, “We’ll be headin’ out then. Every minute counts.”

			        The Sergeant waved a hand and the pair went to their first stop. Their room. Alden and Warren shed their uniforms and changed into their personal clothing. After dressing Alden studied the seal on the envelope and then pulled out a crown. The design was the same, even if the coin was less detailed and the young man smiled as he grabbed an envelope and piece of paper. He had an idea. Warren had a bag over his shoulder and was waiting as Alden shut the envelope. The smaller of the two led the way. If they pushed they could make it there in ten to twelve hours, stay at the inn and take their time making it back. But the pair wasn’t in a hurry. They gathered supplies from the kitchen staff and Alden bought a stick of red wax in the market. The duo began their journey and started on the road north. It was an old forgotten road from before the ending of the old world. Before the Cataclysm. Nobody was quite sure what exactly had happened then but it had brought magic into the world. It had also brought all kinds of fantastic new creatures with it. Alden hoped they wouldn’t run into any and doubted they would because the old road and the new roads built off of it were patrolled and used frequently.

			        The remains of the road was hard packed earth in places with grass growing in others. Nobody knew why but plant life didn’t grow as well in areas where the old roads had been. There were places where the earth had been dug out revealing a hard black material underneath.

			        The young man thought the number of other travelers would throw their pursuers off their trail. But he knew it wouldn’t be that easy. The pair kept up a steady jog as they covered the miles in silence. Every hour the pair would stop and walk for a mile and they stopped for lunch after the fourth time walking.

			        Warren stretched as they slowed, “How far do you think we have made it?”

			        Alden sat down on a stump and rubbed his chin, “I reckon about 20 maybe 25 miles. Been maybe five hours. And we’ve been runnin’ hard so 4, 5 mile an hour. Them agents oughta be followin’ us by now.”

			        Warren nodded and sat down nearby, pulling a bottle of water off of his pack and taking a drink, “We are making good time though.”

			        The smaller of the pair shrugged off his duster, he would be glad he brought it later but right now he was baking, and started rummaging for food. A loaf of bread appeared followed by salted beef and some cheese. It was dry but a meal was a meal. Alden pulled out his wax and envelope and set about making his plan work while Warren watched him with an amused expression.

			        After the pair ate they sat in silence for a few more minutes before Warren asked, “Where do you think the others got sent?”

			        Alden shrugged, “I don’t know. I reckon they got sent about the same distance as us. But we need to get movin’. Want to stay ahead of them guys tailin’ us.”

			        Warren and Alden climbed to their feet and Alden, reluctantly, pulled his duster back on and then his pack. As the pair set off again Alden realize that the stop may have been a mistake. They were slower then before and it was a couple of hours before they settled back into the steady, driving pace they had maintained earlier.

			        The day wore on and around seven hours in Alden’s ears picked up the sound of rattling armor. The young man glanced over hs shoulder to see a pair of Royal Guardsman cosing in on them. Alden grit his teeth and growled, “Head for the trees. Now.”

			        Warren sensed the danger from Alden’s tone and dashed off the road. The Knights broke into a sprint and Alden heard their pursurers behind them yelling as the pair rushed through the woods. The Knights closed the distance quickly and Alden changed directions abruptly, heading north again. The young man knew his partner had turned and dashed off in the opposite direction. They would round back towards the road together later and meet up again. Once they reached the road, Warren would head north while Alden traveled south. Once they reached the point where they had left the road they would stop and wait.

			        Alden tripped and fell and felt the Knight grab him roughly and lift him. The young man spat, “I don’t have it. Hope your partner is quick.”

			        The Knight growled and shoved Alden to the ground, “Are you sure about that? You should’ve kept moving and stayed off the roads. You left a trail as plain as day and made no effort to cover your tracks. Of all of Malcolm’s students you’ve given the worst performance.”

			        Alden grimaced at those words and rose back to his feet. He shrugged the pack off and stepped towards the Knight. The young man threw a quick jab that was blocked easily and the Knight swung a back handed strike at him. Alden ducked under the blow and threw a short punch into the Knight’s side. The Knight grunted and stepped towards the young teen and knocked him off balance before kicking hard at the back of Alden’s leg. The young man fell and slammed into the ground. The Knight placed a foot on Alden’s chest and bent to retrieve the pack.

			        The young man struggled and tried to shove up on the Knight’s leg but the man was too strong for him. The Knight opened the pack and smiled, “Well look what we have here. Right on top of the pile.”

			        The man held up an envelope sealed with red wax and marked with the crown and scepter emblem. The Knight took his foot off Alden’s chest as he dropped the pack and disappeared into the woods. Alden moaned and rushed to his feet but the Knight was already out of sight. The young man’s mouth twisted itself into a smirk.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 23 Return To Sender

			 

			        Warren crashed through the woods with reckless abandon, drawing the second Knight away from his partner. The Knight caught up to him and flew through the air, tackling Warren to the ground. The big man and Knight scrambled back to their feet and Warren spun to face his pursurer, tossing his pack aside.

			        The older man smiled, “As much fun as it would be to trounce you, kid, save us the trouble and give me the letter.”

			        Warren shook his head, “You have the wrong ‘kid’.”

			        The Knight grunted, “I think you’re telling the truth to be honest, but I have to be sure. Now hand it over, kid.”

			        The large teen responded by lunging forward and dropping his shoulder. The Knight slid easily out of the way and latched onto Warren’s collar, yanking him off his feet. The young man landed on his back hard and rolled back to his feet in half a moment.

			        The easy smile formed again, “You’ve got potential, kid, I’ll give ya that.”

			        Warren grit his teeth and rushed forward again, jerking out of the shoulder charge and tossing a jab with his left hand toward the Knight’s face. The older man’s head snapped back as the blow connected and Warren pushed forward, slamming his open palm into the Knight’s chest and making him stumbleback.

			        The Knight sprang back up and advanced. The easy smile was gone, replaced by a thin line. The Knight launched a hook toward Warren’s head which the big man managed to duck. The young man slammed his fist into the Knight’s ribs but the older man simply grunted and grabbed Warren by his collar again. The Knight planted one foot and pivoted, tossing the big man through the air.

			        The young man landed roughly and rolled. The Knight turned away from Warren and opened his pack and began to rummage through it. The older man grunted, “Not here. You know I could just search you and take it at this point. So tell me, do you have-”

			        A voice broke through the woods, “I have it, Mason!”

			        The Knight looked up and called back, “I hear you!” With that the older man stood and shrugged, “Sorry about the rough treatment but we have jobs to do just like you, kid. Best of luck next time. Good job with that hit, been a while since anyone made contact with me. Take your time heading back. They won’t be expecting you until Wednesday anyhow.”

			        The big man just nodded mutely from where he lay and he slowly climbed back to his feet. He had to find his partner and make sure everything had worked out the way Alden said it would. The tall boy shouldered his pack again and started back in the direction of the road. 

			        Warren rushed down the road when his friend came back into view and noticed the limp Alden had acquired. The smaller teen grimaced as he dropped his pack and fell with a thump onto the ground beside the road. The big man dropped to one knee and eyed his friend silently as he licked his lip.

			        The large boy scowled as Alden rubbed his leg for a moment and asked, “Well?”

			        The green eyed boy let out a sigh and the big man felt his heart drop. Alden’s hand emerged from the inside of his coat, clutching a plain envelope sealed with red wax. “He fell for it.”

			        Warren’s mouth stretched into a broad grin, “So we have a clear road now?”

			        The shorter boy grinned back, emerald eyes shining, “That we do.”

			        Warren rose to his full height, “Getting your blood flowing again might help keep that leg from locking up on you.”

			        Alden nodded in agreement and took the hand Warren offered him and the large teen pulled him upright again. The large boy started to walk, with his partner limping alongside him and after about ten minutes Alden broke into jog. Warren maintained the easy stride Alden set for them. They had ground to cover and night would be falling in a few hours. The pair began to slow as Celina came into view two and a half hours later. The big man took the time to look up and he saw the stars above him away from all the distractions of the city lights.

			        Warren must’ve been staring because Alden spoke, “Beautiful ain’t it?”

			        The large teen snapped out of his thoughts and mumbled a reply, “It is. I never paid attention to them before.”

			        Warren looked up at the sky and thought about how it looked at home and in the city. In town the streets were lined with Wizard Lights and at home, at home Warren never loked up at the night sky.. And for whatever reason, out away from all those lights, the stars seemed brighter somehow.

			        The large boy turned his attention to the road ahead as the pair began to walk along the bank and into the small lakefront town. The ruins of the old city were still there, just beyond the town but the tall structures were falling apart. Instead of repairing them, a new town had sprung up beside the old one and the people in new Celina scavenged what they could from old Celina.

			        Alden led the way into The Lake’s Front, the only tavern in the town, and Warren followed just behind him. The barroom was half filled with half drunk patrons. The large boy navigated the cramped space carefully, trying to avoid knocking anyone over with his impressive frame. Alden walked up to the counter and asked, “Do you know a Alyssa Mils?”

			        The barman grunted, “Who’s asking?”

			        Alden leaned in, reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the letter. The young man replied smoothly, “I am. And she wants to know.”

			        The bartender saw the letter and nodded, “Give me one moment.”

			        Warren looked around the room as the pair waited. The patrons here were rough and dirty looking. A lone figure in a fine cloak stood out from the rest on the far side of the room. The air reeked of fish and the young man suspected it wasn’t the room itself or the meals. The large teen turned to lean on the counter and noted how relaxed Alden seemed. His partner always seemed to calm down in places like this.

			        Warren shrugged off the thought as the cook came out and walked up to them, “Let me see it.”

			        Alden handed her the letter and the young woman opened it and scanned the contents. She sniffed loudly and said, “I thought you must have gotten caught. I expected you earlier.

			        Alyssa ducked back into the kitchen and returned a moment later with another envelope, this one sealed with blue wax and the image of a small water wheel. Alden took the letter and tucked it back into his coat and Alyssa said, “You two probably want a rest and I have a room free that you can drop your gear into. I’ll show you up and have my husband set out a couple of plates down here for you. They’ll be waiting when your ready.”

			        Warren bobbed his head, “Thank you.”

			        Alden grunted, “What do we owe you for the trouble?”

			        The young woman started up the stairs and waved a hand dismissively, “Don’t you worry about that. This is on the house.”

			        The smaller of the two fell silent and Warren led the way up the stairs, eager to eat and fall into bed. It had been a long day and tomorrow was going to be longer. At least the hard part was over though.

			        Alyssa opened the door and offered Warren the key before saying, “Let me know if there’s anything you two need.”

			        Warren smiled, “We will.”

			        The room was a simple one with two twin beds and a window looking out over the lake. Warren dropped his pack onto one bed while Alden shed his bag and then dropped his duster on top of it. The large boy stretched and thought about the food waiting for them downstairs. The smaller of the two must have been thinking about the same thing because they both turned and rushed for the door before calming themselves when they reached the stairs.

			        Warren noted the cloaked man leaning over the bar near their food. The bartender handed the man a bottle aand the cloaked man disappeared out the door. The large boy dismisssed the incident. Some noble with a drinking problem on his way to somewhere else.

			        The young pair sat down in front of the bowls of stew Alyssa’s husband had set out and proceeded to eat. Ale was what was offered so Warren drank it even though he didn’t care for his last experience with the beverage. The food was good and as soon as he finished Warren sat back and closed his eyes. He was tired all at once and he had no idea why.

			        Alden slapped him on the back, “I know the feelin’. Let’s head back upstairs and get some shut eye. We’ve got some ground to cover tomorrow.”

			        The large boy rose to his feet and made his way up the stairs and fell onto his bed after shoving his pack onto the floor. He was out in seconds after his head hit the pillow.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 24 An Unexpected Development

			 

			        Sergeant Hunter was sitting at his desk relaxing. He wouldn’t have to worry about training the Cadets for a couple of days. The man expected them all to succeed despite the Knights following them. This was largely because the Knights trailing them were recently established Knight Corporals. They had just passed the third Trial a few months ago and didn’t have much field experience. This exercise was meant to test endurance and give the Knight Corporals a touch of humility since most felt invincible and full of themselves after being promoted.

			        There was a knock on the door and Sergeant Hunter slung his feet down off his desk, “Come in.”

			        A pair of Knight Corporals filed into the room and Hunter recognized them instantly. Their names were Grant and Mason and they had been sent after Alden and Warren. The Sergeant hid a grimace, “Grant, Mason. I didn’t expect to see you two so soon.”

			        Grant smiled, “You shouldn’t underestimate us. The two of us did pass all of the Trials without a sweat.”

			        The Sergeant grunted, “You approached them with no finesse or grace. A hammer is useful, but a scalpel is harder to replace.”

			        The Corporal hid a scowl and Hunter leaned back in his chair, “I take it you have the letter?”

			        Grant smirked and held it out, red seal in tact. Sergeant Hunter took it and sighed, “Well done. Are Warren and Alden back yet?”

			        Sergeant Hunter studied the seal on the letter as Grant replied, “No, but they’ll be back before long.”

			        The Sergeant shook his head, “Did you happen to examine this seal at all?”

			        Grant paused, “No, why?”

			        Hunter held it up, “This isn’t the original seal. This is a fake made using a common gold crown. The original was much more ornate.”

			        The Corporal growled as the Sergeant opened the letter and scanned it. The instructor continued, “I suspect that Alden and Warren will be in Celina by now and on their way home tomorrow.”

			        Corporal Grant spat, “What’s it say?”

			        Hunter offered the letter to the younger Knight who snatched it out of his hand. The young man scanned the letter and then tossed it back onto Hunter’s desk before storming out of the room. Mason stared after his partner and then looked down at the letter. There was a messy scrawl of writing that said: I’m sorry to have inconvenienced you two but I thought we needed a little bit of space. So, when you’re reading this Warren and I will be at our destination or on our way home. If not, well, you can compliment me on how clever I am and dig into the bottom of my bag. You have my humblest apology. -Alden Flint

			        Mason snorted, “Clever kid. Grant will be in a mood for the next week.”

			        Sergeant Hunter laughed, “When I saw you two I thought it didn’t make any sense.”

			        The younger man smiled, “I don’t know about Alden but Warren has potential as a fighter. Lot of strength and surprisingly fast. Just needs to stop pulling punches.”

			        Hunter nodded, “I noticed that to. Warren is a lot like a boulder. Big and hard to move but he doesn’t exactly hit back. Alden though, he’s a hurricane on fire when he gets angry. It’s dangerous to even be nearby but he burns himself out.”

			        Mason nodded, “I’ve heard he had a temper. I had better go try to calm Grant down. He gets all worked up like this and it can be weeks before he calms down. Good night, Sergeant.”

			        The Knight Sergeant bowed his head, “Good night, Corporal. Will you be heading out in the morning?”

			        The Corporal nodded, “I believe so. Try to intercept them on the way home.”

			        Hunter nodded, “Alright. Be careful.”

			        Mason moved for the door, “We will be.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 25 A Rough Morning

			 

			        Alden woke up as Alyssa shook him roughly and shouted, “Get up! Why won’t you wake up!?”

			        A sharp crack resounded as Alden was slapped and he moaned. His head was throbbing and felt full of cotton but it wasn’t from the slap. The young man groaned, “What’s goin’ on?”

			        The older woman let out a breath, “Its two in the afternoon! You’ve been asleep all day!”

			        Alden tried to sit up but retched as a wave of nausea washed over him and his head erupted in agony. The pain was enough that when it faded the young man’s forehead was coated in sweat and he was out of breath.

			        The young man set his jaw, “What’s wrong with me?”

			        Alyssa bit her lip and Warren eventually groaned, “I think we were poisoned. I saw a guy…last night dressed really….nice and he rushed out really….fast after leaning over the counter.”

			        The large boy was having a hard time talking and Alden understood why. His mouth and tongue felt dry and leathery but he managed to ask, “Is there a rail station nearby?”

			        Alyssa nodded, “Yes there is, on the other side of Celina. I’m surprised you didn’t see it on the way in.”

			        Alden nodded, “Good, find out if there’s a car to Cinnati tomorrow morning.”

			        The young woman nodded and left the room and Alden felt himself fall back asleep again.

			        Alden felt himself shaken awake again by Alyssa and his head felt clearer then earlier. The older woman helped him sit up and the pain was bearable this time. Alyssa handed the young man a bowl of soup and spoon and Alden managed to eat it slowly. Warren didn’t seem to be faring much better then Alden was. And Alden already had a feeling about who was behind it.

			        Alden finally managed to remember his plan from earlier and asked, “Is there a rail to Cinnati?”

			        The bar owner smiled, “There is one at 9. It should arrive by 11.”

			        The young man nodded, “Good, we can still make it.”

			        Warren managed to interrupt, “How does that help us? We’re supposed to walk back.”

			        Alden winced as he turned and his head felt like it was taking a hammer blow, “No, we just have to make it back without leavin’ a trail. They never said how we had to travel just to avoid having the envelope stolen. We’ve tossed the hunters off our scent, so we can take the rail, no problems.”

			        The large boy seemed to accept his partner’s reasoning, set his bowl aside and settled back into bed, “Alright. I trust you, Alden.”

			        The smaller of the two handed Alyssa his bowl and settled back in and dozed off within minutes as he muttered a thank you to the woman taking care of them.

			        Alden woke up on his own and his head felt clearer then it had before. The young man lay there for ten or fifteen minutes before he slowly sat up. His vision swam and his head throbbed but it was manageable. He pushed himself up onto his feet and took a minute to steady himself before looking out the window. It had to be around seven.

			        The young man let his partner sleep and dressed, every movement making his head pulse with piercing agony. Alden finally opened the door and made his way downstairs, one hand against the wall to steady himself. Alyssa saw him as he appeared on the stairs and rushed over to help him the rest of the way down and sat him at the bar.

			        The young man leaned heavily against the counter as Alyssa disappeared into the kitchen and appeared again a few minutes later with a plate of eggs and toast. Alden grunted, “Thank you.”

			        A glass of water was pressed into his hand and Alden drank. His mouth and tongue felt gritty and thick still but it was better then it had been yesterday. The young man started to eat at half his regular pace and around 8 Alyssa went upstairs and woke Warren.

			        The large boy came down the stairs a few minutes later. He looked green but the pair seemed to be improving rapidly. Warren flopped onto the stool besides Alden, “Whoever poisoned us certainly did the job well.”

			        Alden scowled, “No they didn’t. We’re still alive ain’t we?”

			        Warren smiled grimly, “I suppose that is true.”

			        The large man ate as Alden sat and leaned against the bar with his eyes closed. It had to be Reginald who had poisoned them. He couldn’t prove that of course but it had to be him. Who else would have done it? And the reason the poison hadn’t been lethal was because of Warren. Reginald didn’t want the Faulkners to investigate the matter and trace it back to him. So it wasn’t lethal and the incident would probably be looked into, but it would be a half cooked affair.

			        Alden tried to calm his mind down, all his thinking was only making his brain hurt. A few minutes later Warren was done eating and Alden stood to go and retrieve his pack. Alyssa pushed him back down into his chair though, “You sit and take it easy. I’ll bring your packs down.”

			        Alyssa moved up the stairs and came back down a moment later, both packs and Alden’s duster in her arms. She smiled at them as she dropped the bags and helped Alden pull his coat on. Warren shouldered his pack with a groan and Alden grit his teeth as pain swam through his body. But he could handle it.

			        Alyssa watched the pair as they moved out the door. Alden and Warren moved through Celina in silence, why the rail station had to be so far away was beyond the young man but he grit his teeth and kept moving. His head swam and he felt like he had spent the night matching Skorri for drinks.

			        The pair arrived at the rail station with fifteen minutes to spare and they paid for their tickets. Alden fell into the nearest seat and Warren sat down beside him. The pair slumped heavily and the car started to move a few minutes later. They just had to walk to the Wall now.

			        The second walk was easier then the first. Alden felt stronger then he had that morning, even though he still felt like someone had taken a hammer to his skull. The nausea and shifting of the world had stopped and now pain was all that remained. Pain could be dealt with. The car had been about ten minutes late getting in and the pair made it into the room where Sergeant Hunter was pacing as he waited on them with ten minutes until their deadline.

			        Alden held up the fresh envelope as Sergeant Hunter heard them come in. The man smiled at them as he crossed the room to meet the duo.

			        Sergeant Hunter scanned his students, “Why do you two look like you fought a bear on the way back?”

			        Alden snorted, “I almost wish that’s what happened.”

			        Warren grimaced and answered, “Somebody poisoned us in Celina. We spent yesterday in bed.”

			        The Sergeant blinked a few times, “Okay, I think you two should just start from the beginning and tell me everything.”

			        Alden took a deep breath as he relayed the events of the past few days to his instructor who sat there and listened until the young man reached the end of his tale. The Sergeant nodded, “I see, you made a decoy and swapped it with the original letter. Nicely done.”

			        The Sergeant looked up, “Honestly, this is the first time anyone has run a decoy and let themselves get caught. The Cadets usually do exactly as they are told and don’t worry about any other plans. Congratulations on passing your First Trial. Now, head on down to the medics and get yourselves checked. Ask for Isaac. Then find some food and get some rest. I’ll look into the poisoning.”

			        Alden smiled, “Thank you sir. And we’ll do that.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 26 A Fresh Change

			 

			        Warren and Alden had made their way down to the med wing of the Wall where they were treated by the Knights there. They wielded Light magic and it pushed the poison out of their system effectively but it left the pair feeling drained and empty. So they had taken Sergeant Hunter’s advice and found food before finding their beds.

			        The next morning found Warren woken by his uniform being thrown into bed with him. The pair fell into a comfortable silence and Alden waited, tapping his fingers against his leg as Warren got ready. Alden seemed impatient but he actually wasn’t, he didn’t mind waiting. He just wanted action, he needed motion and movement. Or at least something to keep his hands occupied.

			        Warren was ready within a few minutes and the pair made their way up to the roof where all of the others were waiting for them. That hadn’t happened in a while. Sergeant Hunter wasn’t there yet so Warren dismissed the matter and took his place beside Skorri, who was coated in a thick layer of bruises.

			        A few minutes later the Sergeant arrived and moved to stand in front of them, “All of you did well during your First Trial. The only ones to lose their envelope were Alden and Warren but that was intentional. As such the men following them were not able to report where they went or how they returned. Elise and Enzo you stayed ahead of your followers but they did manage to track you. Still a job well done. Skorri, your method was unorthodox but effective. Fighting the two men by yourself while John made his way to your destination is unprecedented. An impressive fight that lasted for a few hours if I’m not mistaken. Still, on a mission like this you should stay with your partner and not use yourself as a distraction. Well done though. Reginald and Alexander, you lost your followers and delivered both envelopes. Nicely done.”

			        The Sergeant cleared his throat and started again, “You have all passed the First Trial. Today you will be measured for your armor and you will choose a weapon. Head down to your training rooms at once. Dismissed.”

			        Warren accepted the change easily and turned to leave as Alden spoke, “I get the feelin’ we’re gonna be runnin’ a lot with them weights.”

			        The large boy smiled grimly, “You are probably right.”

			        The pair began to walk down the stairs and Alden asked suddenly, “Why do you do that?”

			        Warren frowned, “Do what?”

			        The smaller boy shrugged, “You always enunciate every word. The other Merchant kids don’t so why do you?”

			        The large teen shrugged, “My father always said that speaking clearly was key to making clear deals. So he would always have me enunciate every word and not use contractions. I just kept doing it once I was here out of habit. Why?”

			        Alden shrugged one shoulder and chuckled, “Curious is all. You probably think I sound like a hick.”

			        Warren smiled, “A little. Actually, and this might seem strange, you sound like you are taking your time being in a hurry.”

			        The small boy processed that for a moment and said, “I reckon I can see how you reached that.”

			        The pair continued on in silence for a while and reached the training room and found Sergeant Hunter waiting for them again. How he did that as beyond Warren but that was a small detail in the grand scheme.

			        Before the Sergeant could speak Warren asked, “Sir, do all Knights have partners?”

			        Sergeant Hunter nodded and the large teen continued, “What about yours?”

			        Malcolm smirked, “I was wondering when someone would ask that. Only Bastions and Paladins work directly with their partners. My partner is Sergeant Michael Cooper. He’s trained the last group of Cadets who came through.”

			        Warren let it go at that and the Sergeant cleared his throat, “I spoke to Isaac after he treated you two. He said the poison was supposed to be a lethal one but someone screwed up when they made it. It wasn’t pure enough to kill you but it certainly left you two feeling like crap for a while but there shouldn’t be any side effects. Go easy on the drinking and try not to eat anything too spicy. They might make the poison wake back up for a few days and your bodies need time to recover.”

			        Alden grunted but Malcolm ignored him and continued, “So, today you get to be outfitted for armor and weapons. Due to the small size of your group we’re going to be giving you the choices we normally give full Corporals. Alden, follow me. Warren, step back out in the hall and turn left. Go in the first door on the right. That’s where they’ll measure you for your armor.”

			        Warren bowed his head and stepped back as Alden followed the Sergeant over to a nearby table. The large teen made his way down the hall and into the room Malcolm had indicated. The room was large and a willowy old man was inside waiting for him.

			        The old man smiled, “Come on in. My name is Jackson. I’m guessing you’d be Warren?”

			        The large boy inclined his head, “I am.”

			        Jackson waved a hand at him to come closer, “Get over here in the light, lad. Let’s take a look at you.”

			        The old man moved around Warren quickly and twisted him this way and that as he measured different parts of his body. The large teen was left disoriented as the old man finished and pulled out a pair of hand drawn images.

			        One depicted a set of plate armor, which was the armor similar to what most of the Knights wore. The other was lighter. A chain mail suit with plates attached to the areas of the body that were free but left the joints uncovered and able to move easily.

			        The large teen nodded, “I’ll go with the full plate.”

			        The old man wrote down everything on a pad and nodded, “I thought as much. Now head on back to the other room, Malcolm is probably finished with that friend of yours.”

			        Alden was actually waiting outside as Warren stepped into the hall again and let out a breath. Alden smirked, “This seems fun.”

			        The large boy replied, “Its an experience.”

			        With those words Warren went back down the hall again and joined Malcolm in the original room. The table was actually just covered in weapons. The Sergeant reached out and lifted a longsword off the table and offered it to Warren. The large teen took the weapon and the Sergeant made a motion for him to step back.

			        Malcolm cleared his throat again and said, “Take a few swings at that dummy.”

			        Warren did what he was told and walked up to one of the heavy wooden dummies against one wall of the room and swung the blade. It buried itself into the dummy with a solid thunk and Warren had to put one foot up on the dummy to yank the blade back out. The sword had acquired a fresh notch from the steel core of the dummy.

			        Malcolm shook his head, “I should’ve seen that coming.”

			        The Sergeant took the sword and set it back on the table as he examined it. The man offered the large teen an axe but then shook his head, “No, that won’t do.”

			        A mace was the next item lifted and offered Warren and this time the large man actually got his hands on the weapon. The weapon was heavy but the pommel balanced the head nicely. Warren stepped back up to the same dummy and swung the heavy weapon. The mace slammed into the wooden torso with a cracking sound as the wood split along its grain. The large teen grinned and came back with a back hand at the dummy’s head. There was another crack as the head was torn half off.

			        A wide grin formed on Warren’s face and the Sergeant chuckled, “I think we found the one. That’s a pernach to be exact. The flanges are made for piercing armor when you hit someone.”

			        The large boy offered the Sergeant the weapon who took it and said, “The armor will take some time to forge. You should have a weapon though at the beginning of the week. The other thing is a shield. I take it you’ll want big.”

			        Warren offered a sheepish grin as the Sergeant moved over to the table and lifted a large tower shield with a gentle curve to its front. The large boy gripped the handle on the shield and hefted it. The shield was heavy, probably about twenty pounds but Warren was strong and he would get used to it. Sergeant Hunter offered Warren the mace again. Using the mace would mean exposing himself from behind the shield. It was short enough though he could see over it and lift it quickly to block attacks.

			        Warren swung the mace experimentally and found the shield acted as a counterweight for the heavy weapon in his right hand. The large boy swung the mace in a forward stroke and then brought it and the shield back across with a backhand. The weapons were slow but powerful, he would make it work.

			        The large boy smiled, “I think this will do perfectly.”

			        the Sergeant slapped him on the back and said, “You’ll get yours in a week or so. And that’s when the real training will start.”

			        Warren handed the weapon and shield back to the Sergeant, hoping the next few days were uneventful.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 27 An Uneventful Day

			 

			        The rest of the week passed without a hitch and Alden woke up Sunday morning with most of his bruises healed and in a rather pleasant mood. A letter had arrived from home for him from his father. The harvest was in, they had received the money he sent and everyone was healthy. Things were looking up for his family.

			        The young man smiled as he went about his day and when Warren got up the pair went down into town. The large boy had wrapped himself in a dark blue jacket with a falcon emblazoned on the back. Alden pulled his duster on and the pair walked down the road together. The Harvest Festivals were coming up and the people were out on the streets in droves.

			        The smaller of the pair didn’t mind crowds but he didn’t like this crowd. They were all dressed too well and too well fed and had hands that were soft. Warren blended in with his family’s falcon emblazoned on his back and the royal blue and gold trim of his coat. Alden trailed along behind the large boy, wanting to disappear into Low Town.

			        The pair made their way down into the lower end of the Market, where the people became rougher but no less merry. Alden began to relax as he faded into the crowd but the people kept giving Warren odd looks that relaxed as they saw his stride and figure. He wasn’t one of the overweight, soft, and wealthy people who plagued High Town. He was a warrior, a man who had given up wealth for the sword.

			        Alden moved through the townspeople and made his way into one of the plazas of the market where a crowd seemed to be gathering. The young man noticed Skorri’s tall form in the crowd and pointed out the man to Warren and the pair made their way over to the giant.

			        Skorri saw them coming and a broad grin formed on his face, “Alden! Warren! You’re just in time to watch the fights!”

			        Alden raised an eyebrow, “The fights?”

			        Skorri guffawed, “Yes, the fights! They have them every year before the Harvest Festivals. And some during the Festivals. And a few afterwards.”

			        Warren relaxed as he looked over the heads of people in the crowd and Alden craned his neck. A good fight was always something worth watching. It wasn’t long before the blonde twins made their way over to the group and a few minutes later John appeared. Enzo and John both stretched their necks and managed to see the center ring where a fight was about to start but Elise was left unable to see. Until Skorri lifted her up and set her easily on one shoulder.

			        The fight started between two men. One was bald and the other had enough hair for a bear and neither of them wore shirts. They fought with nothing but their fists and feet, battering each other relentlessly. Alden smirked as the bear like man knocked the bald one flat onto his back unconscious. The young man relaxed and his neck creaked. The people were all riled up and wanting another fight when one man slammed into Skorri, making him drop Elise. The young woman landed on top of Alden and the pair crumpled toward the road.

			        Alden grunted as he hit the ground and waited for Elise to get off of him. The young woman hopped up and Alden climbed back onto his feet. The blonde offered him a small smile, “Sorry.”

			        The young man shrugged one shoulder, “Not your fault. People need to watch where they walk.”

			        The man who had bumped into Skorri heard the comment and barked, “You talking about me, kid?”

			        Alden met the gaze of the man, who was maybe an inch taller then the young man with a sparse beard and greasy hair, evenly and replied, “Yeah, I am. If you got a problem with it I’m sure none of these nice folks would mind us usin’ this ring here to settle our differences.”

			        The greasy man sneered, “Let’s go then, boy.”

			        Alden shrugged his duster off and handed it to Warren, “Hold this for me.”

			        Warren took the coat with a grimace, “Do you really have to do this?”

			        The green eyed teen nodded, “Yeah, I do.”

			        Alden moved to walk towards the center of the crowd when Skorri caught him and said, “Leave the shirt too. It became a rule after one guy lined his with pads so body blows didn’t do a thing.”

			        The young man pulled his t-shirt over his head, tossed it to Warren and marched out towards the makeshift arena. The greasy man was waiting for him and being shirtless, if the greasy thing he wore could be called a shirt, didn’t help matters. The young man had been trained and exercised and it showed, especially when compared to the beer gut of the older man.

			        Alden squared his feet and denied every rule Sergeant Hunter had taught him by relaxing back on his heels. The young man let his arms relax and hang at his sides as the greasy man eyed him nervously and shuffled back and forth. Alden’s fingers started drumming against his legs at a lazy pace before he cracked his thumb in his palm.

			        The greasy man stepped in, right arm coming up in a wide hook. Alden didn’t move, just rocked backwards on his heels so the blow whistled by his face and then the young man snapped forward. His left fist came up and slammed into the other man’s mouth. Alden decided he looked like a “Brady”.

			        “Brady’s” head jerked backwards and Alden stepped forward, his right fist coming across and slamming into the man’s side. The young man snapped his right leg up and kicked “Brady” in the chest, sending the man sprawling out across the dirt. The people cheered as Alden stepped backwards and let “Brady” regain his feet.

			        Alden watched as the man climbed back to his feet, blood starting to drip from his nose. The young man sneered as “Brady” lurched towards him and swung again. Alden caught his arm and turned, kicking the back of “Brady’s” knee forward so the man fell. Alden reversed directions, bringing “Brady” back up by his arm and tossing the greasy back onto his back.

			        The man clambered back onto his feet and rushed in again. Alden was tired of playing this game. The punch slid past Alden’s jaw without making contact and the young man punched forward, hitting “Brady” in the mouth again and then tossing a right hook after it. Alden’s fist slammed across the man’s jaw and made him stumble back. The young man swung an uppercut into “Brady’s” jaw, knocking him up into the air before the older man hit the ground with a slap.

			        Alden stepped back and let himself relax, the crowd cheered and Brady’s form had a bucket of water dumped over him as the young man walked back into the crowd and to his friends.

			        Skorri slapped Alden across the back and laughed, “You know how to fight. I just wonder how you would do against me?”

			        Alden shook his head, “I’ll pass on that one.”

			        The friendly giant smiled, “One day, Alden. One day we will have a fight.”

			        The smaller of the two smiled back, “Maybe. Not today. But maybe.”

			        Alden brushed past Skorri and towards Warren again but stopped as Elise hugged him, “Even though you didn’t have to it was still fun to watch you fight. But you owe me a fight sometime.”

			        The young man hesitated before hugging Elise back, with Enzo glaring at them, and he answered, “You’d probably beat the snot out of me.”

			        Enzo snorted, “She could.”

			        The young woman stepped back and turned towards her twin, “I certainly trounced you the last time we sparred.”

			        The other twin rolled his eyes, “Just wait until next time.”

			        Elise stepped closer to her brother, “The result then will be the same before.”

			        Alden shook his head and stepped toward Warren, pulling his shirt back on and tossing his duster over his shoulder. It was almost time for dinner again. And the young man was starving.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 28 Unexpected Outcomes

			 

			        The next morning brought a surprise for Warren. Sergeant Hunter told them to meet on top of the Wall and they found the others waiting on them. The large teen stopped and looked at the Sergeant for a moment before letting his question die.

			        Alden stepped up beside his partner and said, “Wonder what this is all about.”

			        Warren nodded, “I do to but it probably is not anything important.”

			        The pair fell into silence and a few minutes later the Sergeant started to speak, “First off, as you all know the Harvest Festivals are next week. The King is having a ball on Sunday. Not this Sunday. The next one. You are all invited to attend. You may bring someone with you or you may not. Many Knights do not bring anyone so don’t worry about it if you don’t. I know how you teenagers are.”

			        Warren frowned, the Sergeant seemed distracted today but let it slide off as the man continued, “But that is that. And now we focus on today. You will be sparring against each other. I want to see how you are all doing and today is the perfect day since the training rooms are being set up for weapons training. Try not to hurt each other too badly so try and avoid breaking each other’s skulls or limbs and other important things. Now, our first match. Elise Colbert and John Shaw.”

			        John stepped away from the crowd as Elise moved away from her brother. Warren had forgotten John had even been part of the training. The young man was Alden’s height but skinnier. He was still quiet but there was a confidence around him now.

			        The Sergeant cleared his throat, “Begin.”

			        John seemed hesitant but moved first anyway. A jab towards Elise that the young woman slapped aside and returned with a quick punch to the stomach. The young woman shook her head, “Fight me like you really mean it.”

			        Shaw seemed to come to life and he stalked around Elise, the young man’s movements making Warren think of a wolf. Shaw pounced, throwing another jab, faster and harder then the first at her face. The young woman leaned out of the way and replied to it with a quick left hook. Shaw diped under the blow and came back up with a right haymaker imed at Elise’s ribs. The young woman stepped back out of the way and then stepped forward with a kick.

			        John grabbed Elise’s leg and tossed her backwards but the young woman landed on her feet and dashed forward again. She launched a right jab followed by a second from the same hand. The young man let the first roll by as he leaned and smacked the second aside before throwing a short underhanded punch towards Elise’s stomach. The young woman stepped back and spun. John prepared to catch the kick again but caught a back hand across the face instead.

			        The young man staggered backwards and Elise continued her spin, bringing her leg up this time to kick John but the young man caught her leg again. The young woman smiled and yanked herself up using the leg John held onto and brought her other leg around, kicking John in the shoulder and making him release her. The young woman landed roughly and rolled back to her feet.

			        John rushed her this time and she grabbed his arm on the second punch, a left hook across her face, and she yanked. The young man was tugged up and over Elise’s head as she pivoted and gently slammed him onto the ground again.

			        The Sergeant spoke up, “That’s enough. John, never underestimate your opponent. Elise, take any advantage you can. Next, I believe you promised Skorri a fight yesterday, Alden.”

			        Warren had to suppress a laugh as Alden stared at the Sergeant in surprise and Skorri strode away from the crowd, a broad grin [;astered across his face, “This will be fun.”

			        Alden grimaced and stepped out of the crowd, muttering, “How the hell did he hear about that?”

			        Warren crossed his arms and watched as his partner warily eyed Skorri and took up a ready stance. He wasn’t going to play around on this one. As soon as the word to begin left the Sergeant’s mouth Alden moved. He covered the ground between himself and Skorri in an instant, the smaller boy slamming his fist into the giant’s side.

			        Skorri didn’t see the blow coming and grunted as he took it but blocked the follow up punch from Alden’s left and swung his massive left arm across toward Alden’s side. The smaller boy ducked the blow and stepped behind Skorri, slamming his fist into the big man’s kidney in the process. The giant staggered forward and turned. Skorri lashed out in a quick left jab that Alden bobbed past, a right hook which made the smaller boy step back and a spartan kick that Alden twisted around and back towards Skorri, smashing his fist into the boy’s stomach again.

			        The giant grunted but absorbed the heavy blow and reached out to grab Alden. The young man jumped backwards out of reach and Skorri followed him. The boy ducked under another left hook and hit Skorri again, this time in the chin. The giant registered the blow and countered with another combination. A leading right jab that Alden dodged followed by a quick kick to the side, which Alden avoided by jerking back out of the way, and then a right hook. Which connected squarely with the smaller man’s jaw and sent him sprawling. The worst part was that Skorri had pulled the punch.

			        Warren winced at the impact and Sergeant Hunter ended the fight there. Alden hadn’t lost any more teeth but he would be feeling that for a while. The Sergeant smiled, “Alden, good legwork but make sure you can always stay in motion. Skorri, you have all the power you could ever need. But you need to be faster. Nicely done though.”

			        The Sergeant seemed to consider things for a moment before he called out, “Blackfeather and Faulkner.”

			        Warren slapped his partner on the back as the young man walked by, rubbing his jaw. Getting to hit Reginald the way Skorri had just punched Alden, now that would be spectacular. Warren reached his mark and squared up to Reginald.

			        Blackfeather seemed nervous for once but still had his regular scowl in place. Warren stepped forward the moment Sergeant Hunter gave the go ahead. A left jab was tossed out but Blackfeather dodged it and that was followed by a right which was smacked aside. Reginald kicked forward, towards Warren’s knee but the large teen caught Reginald’s leg and tossed him towards the barrier.

			        Reginald hit the stone surface and stepped forward, tossing a fast punch at Warren but the big man had already moved. Reginald then spun behind the large boy as Warren tried connecting with a right cross. The large boy whirled to face Reginald as the smaller boy tried to kick him in the back and sidestepped the attack. Now Warren’s back was to the barrier. Warren tried for a left uppercut but Reginald dodged the blow and the right jab that followed it before lowering his shoulder and slamming into Warren.

			        The large boy didn’t see the attack coming and stumbled backwards, towards the barrier. He hit at one of the low points, made for dumping scalding pots of oil onto attackers below if the need should arise. The large boy tripped over the edge and his last thought was of how he let his father down.

			        And then his next thought was of how badly it hurt when he jerked to a halt by one arm. Warren looked up from the drop below and found Alden’s green eyes staring down at him, full of fury. The smaller teen was trying to hold on but his grip was slipping. Then Warren saw Skorri appear and offered him his hand. Warren reached up with his other arm and latched onto the giant’s grip and felt himself towed back up over the wall.

			        The trio fell onto the floor of the Wall and the Sergeant started shouting, “You idiots! Always pay attention to your surroundings! Balkfeather, if anything like this happens again I will see you thrown from this wall! Do you understand me?!”

			        There wasn’t an answer so the Sergeant bellowed, “BLACKFEATHER! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME!?”

			        Reginald was calm, even in the face of the screaming Sergeant, “It was an accident. I didn’t expect-.”

			        The Sergeant grabbed and lifted Reginald up into the air, “I DIDN’T ASK WHAT YOU EXPECTED! I ASKED IF YOU UNDERSTOOD ME!”

			        Blackfeather managed to call out, “YES, Sir!”

			        The Sergeant dropped the young man and took a deep breath before continuing, “A Knight is always aware of his surroundings. A sparring match should never approach lethality or even a chance of it. You have to be aware of what will endanger the life of your sparring partner, such as an edge. If you were a fully fledged Knight and you had done that I would have you stripped of rank and removed from the Guard. As it is, I will let this incident slide. This will NOT happen again. And this goes for all of you. Understood?”

			        There was a chorus of yes sirs from the group and the Sergeant let out a breath, “Good, dismissed.”

			        The others, including Reginald, made their way off the top of the wall as the Sergeant knelt down by Warren and asked, “You alright?”

			        The large boy nodded, “I am. Thank you.”

			        Malcolm shook his head, “Thank Alden. Fastest I’ve ever seen him move.”

			        The smaller teen shrugged, “You would’ve done it for me. Besides, Skorri is the one who pulled you up, not me.”

			        Skorri smiled broadly, “Let’s not argue about who deserves credit. Warren is alive. That is the important thing.”

			        The Sergeant nodded, “It is. You two just can’t catch a break can you? Anyway, go get some rest. Relax. Have some fun.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 29 Tools Of The Trade

			 

			        Tuesday found Alden starting his new routine which didn’t involve the Wall every morning. The first thing the pair had was breakfast, followed by training with Sergeant Hunter, followed by classroom lessons, followed by lunch, followed by more training with the Sergeant and then dinner. Today was the day the pair would receive their weapons and start training with them, although they would continue training with hand to hand combat until the Second Trial at least.

			        The young man woke his large friend and started to dress in the familiar uniform. Alden had never adjusted to the things. They felt stuffy and too, well, uniform. The young man shrugged the thoughts away as he finished dressing and moved toward the door of their small room. It was time to get the day started.

			        Breakfast was quick and the pair went down to meet Sergeant Hunter, who immediately had them run a mile and a half before taking a few minutes to cool off. A few rounds of sparring and forms with the Sergeant burnt through the remainder of their time and the pair went to their regular classes where they learned about the different races and what they were capable of.

			        Elves were a long-lived, graceful people. The largest group of them were located to the south in what the Kingdom referred to as the Confederacy of the Council. The elves there were divided into a collection of different clans and the Kingdom knew there were between eight and fourteen clans. Each clan was granted a seat on the Council which made laws that all elves had to follow and then each clan had individual laws that were to be followed by the members of that clan. Elves were currently not permitted citizenship within the Kingdom. The reason given was that elvish magic twisted their minds and made them more bestial. Alden scoffed at the reasoning.

			        The second group covered were the dwarves. They were a hardy people, who lived longer then humans but not as long as the elves. They were rumored to be master smiths and craftsmen but trade was not done with the dwarves so it was difficult to say for certain. The main collection of dwarves in the area were those in the Lachian Mountains but most things the kingdom knew about them was second hand. Dwarves were not permitted within the Kingdom. The reason being was that all Dwarves were enemies of the Crown. 

			        The third and final group went over were the orcs. They lived to the west, in the Badlands. They were bigger then humans but also short lived as far as anyone could tell. They were violent and roamed the Badlands in tribes, raiding into the Kingdom on occasion and slaughtering entire villages before the Royal Guard took care of them. All orcs were treated with ‘kill on sight’ orders. The reason the teacher gave was that every orc ever encountered had attempted to kill whoever encountered it. Alden frowned and wondered if that was true or just what the King wanted them to believe.

			        The class ended shortly afterwards and that meant the pair traveled to lunch and ate before rushing back down to the training arena where Sergeant Hunter was waiting for them.

			        Malcolm smiled at them, “I think it’s time we got down to real training. Your weapons are on the table.”

			        Alden rushed over to the wooden table on the opposite wall of the sand pit and found a longsword and heater shield waiting on him. The longsword was simple, a three foot blade with a spartan cross-guard made of hardened steel and a leather wrapped hilt. The shield was a simple object as well. It had a core of wood encased in steel plating riveted together. The front of the shield was painted whit with a black pair of swords painted over top of a gold crown design.

			        Warren reached the table a second later and lifted the mace and tower shield from it. Alden eyed the weapons his partner wielded and looked at his own. The tower shield offered more protection for sure but they seemed slower in comparison to his sword and shield. The large boy hefted the heavy weapons easily enough though and Alden stepped back away from the table and his friend. The sword hung on his left hip and the shield had a harness that would let it hang from his back but he would put that on later.

			        The young man drew the sword and swung it experimentally. The blade hissed through the air and Alden smiled. It was a real weapon, his weapon. And now he was going to learn how to use it.

			        The Sergeant cleared his throat, “If you two could come over here, I’ll start teaching you how to use those stickers.”

			        Alden and Warren moved across the room and took up the stances Malcolm told them to. He started them with footwork, and more footwork. And then there was more footwork. It frustrated Alden but the Sergeant told them if they tripped over their own feet in a fight things wouldn’t end well. Their body position determined how they had to defend, how they could attack effectively and how fast they could get out of the way of an incoming attack. The young man simply accepted it and drove forward through it all.

			        Lunch flew by and then Warren and Alden rejoined Sergeant Hunter and they sparred with their fists again. An activity Alden enjoyed even though he would have more then one bruise to show for his efforts. Warren would have a few as well though and Alden made sure to remember that.

			        After that was dinner and then the pair parted for a few hours. Warren went back to their room to relax while Alden went to the library to dig around in law again. The young man reached the old rooms that were usually empty and found Elise sitting at one of the tables surrounded by volumes of law books.

			        The blonde looked up as Alden walked in and shut her book, “Alden! What brings you in here?”

			        The young man shrugged, “I’ve been studyin’ law in here when I have time. Seems you beat me to it.”

			        Elise frowned, “What, oh, yeah, it’s an interesting subject.”

			        Alden raised an eyebrow, “Okaaaay, mind if I join you? You’ve got most of what I’ve been diggin’ through here actually.”

			        The blonde bit her lip and hesitated for a minute before letting out a breath, “I don’t mind.”

			        Alden pulled back a chair and sat down across from the blonde and reached for the volume he’d been reading the last time he’d been there and flipped the book open. His eyes started to scan the page and he could feel Elise’s eyes on him for a minute before she reopened her book and started reading again.

			        The young man read quietly, but he noticed Elise as she kept looking up at him. Alden cleared his throat, “You certainly gave John a thrashing.”

			        Elise snapped her head up completely, “What now?”

			        The young man looked up at her, “When we were on the Wall with Sergeant Hunter? He had us sparrin’ with one another? You beat the tar out of John? I thought you were impressive.”

			        The blonde smiled sheepishly, “Oh, that was nothing. You should see it when I fight with Enzo. I was holding back on John.”

			        Alden studied her intently for a moment before asking, “Is there something on your mind, Elise?”

			        The young woman shook her head, “No, nothing at all. Just, oh never mind. I’m not very good at this. Can you keep it to yourself though?”

			        The young man sat up and his emerald eyes met hers and he nodded, “Of course. What’s wrong?”

			        Elise looked down and then back up at him, “My father was arrested. For illegal weapon sales. He sold bows to elves who live near us and well, the Blood Fists found out and arrested him for arming individuals disloyal to the Crown.”

			        Alden sucked in a breath. If the Blood Fists had Elise’s father, odds are he was on his way to the hangman’s party. But maybe the situation could still have a happy ending.

			        The blonde looked down at the floor again, “They aren’t enemies of the Crown. They live down the road from us and they just wanted bows for when they go hunting. But that’s not admissible in court since that’s illegal as well. My father would be guilty of aiding a thief and poacher. Only a citizen has a right to hunt on the Crown’s lands and an elf can’t be a citizen. So they’d be charged with poaching since they went hunting and then theft for taking the fur and meat from it. I’ve been digging through all of these books trying to find a way out of it but I can’t see one anywhere. It’s hopeless.”

			        Alden looked up at the ceiling and then off to his sides and then back at Elise again. She was fighting to stay composed but she was doing better then he would be. If his father was in the hands of the Blood Fists he would be frothing at the mouth.

			        The young man leaned forward, “Elise. If there’s a way to get your dad out of this, I will find it. Before, I was searchin’ through all of this garbage out of curiosity. But now, I’m gonna make sure and find a way. I don’t care how long it takes. I promise we will get your father out of this. You hear me?”

			        Elise nodded and looked back up again, “Thank you but, why?”

			        Alden shrugged with one shoulder, “I’m your friend, and friends help each other. I know if my dad was stuck in prison you’d be helpin’ me. Or at least tie me to a chair to keep me from goin’ off the deep end.”

			        The young blonde smiled and Alden continued, “Besides, from what I’ve seen in these books I’m not too fond of our good King’s laws. And I’ll gladly fight and exploit them as much as I can.”

			        Elise looked around quickly and muttered, “I’ve seen people hang for less then what you just said, Flint.”

			        Alden waved off her concern, “It’ll be fine. I’m loyal to the Crown. But, lets focus on the task at hand shall we?”

			        The blonde nodded and reopened her book and began to scan the pages as Alden did the same with his. Nothing promising was found except for a vague article regarding sales of a weapon to a person with regards of self defense but most precedents linked to that involved small hand axes or daggers sold to elves. Not broad head arrows or longbows.

			        The evening wore down and as the clock approached 11 Alden yawned, “I think we should rest, Elise. We’ll just miss something if we’re tired.”

			        Elise murmured a response and the green eyed teen stood up and bumped her, “Come on. We should get some sleep.”

			        The blonde let out a breath, “I know. Just wish we could find something soon. The sooner we can pay the fees and take it to court the sooner my father will be out of the hands of the Blood Fists.”

			        Alden shut his book and lifted the stack, returning them to their shelf as he replied, “I know, those thugs are just, well a bunch of thugs. But we’ll get your dad back don’t worry.”

			        Elise lifted the remainder of their books and started to re-shelf them as she sighed, “Enzo isn’t even helping. He believes in courts, thinks their just and fair and that the Judge will rule fairly without us trying to find a loophole in the laws. But I know the Blood Fists won’t let their victim go so easily.”

			        The young man grunted, “I’ve heard the stories about them. But we’ll get him back, I promise.”

			        The blonde let out a breath and turned toward the door, “Thank you, Alden. Just keep it to yourself. I don’t want everyone to know about it.”

			        The green eyed boy smiled, “I won’t say a word.”

			        Elise hugged him, “Thank you, again. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

			        Alden hugged her back and then released her a moment later and the pair continued down the dim hall to their rooms in silence for a few minutes until Else broke it, “What do you think of this ball the King is having?”

			        Alden nodded, “Not quite sure. Are you going?”

			        The blonde rolled her eyes, “Yes, I was informed I have an obligation to go as the only female cadet in our little band of students. I’d prefer not to go, especially since I’ll probably go alone and leave early and I would rather spend my time trying to solve this mess my dad is in.”

			        The young man glanced over at her and popped one of his knuckles before asking, “Why do you think you’ll go alone?”

			        Elise shrugged, “I just don’t feel like trying to find anyone to go with. Why?”

			        Alden swallowed and Elise stopped walking. The young man stopped a moment later an the blonde raised her eyebrows, “What’s going on behind those emeralds of yours, Flint?”

			        The young man popped another knuckle and stammered, “Well, I was just thinkin’ that you could go with me if you wanted to.”

			        The blonde’s eyes met Alden’s and she held his gaze for a few agonizing seconds before smiling and saying, “I’d love to.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 30 Inquisitor's Challenge

			 

			        Sergeant Hunter arrived in the Captain’s room as ordered and was less then surprised to find Inquisitor Solace there as well. Why the Captain always brought him to these was beyond the Sergeant but he had been summoned so he showed up.

			        Captain Fox leaned back in his chair as he said, “Inquisitor, report.”

			        Solace cleared his throat and started to speak, “Sir, as you know there have been attempts on two more of our order, a pair of cadets, as well as the stabbing of another. This time a Knight Corporal by the name of Grant. However, this death has given me the first solid lead in this case since it began. Half of the blade broke off inside Grant’s chest and I’ve already identified its origin. Elven, forged by the Netherfire clan. The reason I know this is because of the alloy used in the blade, it comes out darker then what any other clan uses in their blades.

			        “I also believe we’re dealing with an organization and not a single individual. I think they may have inside help though and have been posing as servants. That’s why there is such little resistance. No Knight would expect a member of the kitchen staff of running them through with a dagger. The reason I conclude that is because a third attempt took place the same night as Grant’s death, at roughly the same time.

			        “That attempt involved Grant’s partner, a Corporal named Mason. This is the first time an attempt failed, at least in part. Mason managed to take the blow in such a way that he wasn’t dead when we found him. He had lost a lot of blood however and the Medics are attending to him now. They also reported signs of a blow to the head that may cause permanent damage. Hopefully, when he wakes we can get a few more solid answers. He may have suffered brain damage due to the blood loss and head trauma though and may not remember the events.”

			        Malcolm listened to the report and turned his attention over to the Captain as the Inquisitor finished. The Captain frowned thoughtfully and finally asked, “Sergeant, what do you think of all this?”

			        The Sergeant blinked twice and muttered, “I’ve lost two good men,” before looking up and replying, “Sir, I think it sounds like the elves have gotten tired of being second class in this Kingdom. They’re weakening and attempting to divide us at the same time. Once the Guard is properly distracted they’ll make their move, killing the King and his son, maybe the Queen and Princess as well. They want change and the only way they think they can get it is through death. I’ve heard of these Netherfire elves before but they were always smugglers and thieves, never murderers. Unless, they’ve decided its time to up the stakes.”

			        Captain Fox chewed on his lip, “What do you think we should do Sergeant?”

			        Malcolm thought for a moment before replying, “Let the Inquisitor continue his investigation and grant him four Knights to aid him.”

			        The Captain sat up and leaned on his desk, “Why four?”

			        The Sergeant replied evenly, “One pair to investigate the Netherfires. One pair to investigate the staff.”

			        Fox leaned back in his chair again, “Inquisitor, how many men would you like?”

			        Solace smirked, “Four, sir.”

			        The Captain smiled, “Granted. Pick who you want out of the Paladins, Corporals, and off-duty Sergeants. No Bastions. No Cadets.”

			        The Inquisitor dipped his head, “Of course, sir.”

			        Fox waved his hand, “Dismissed, Inquisitor. Sergeant, I wish to speak with you.”

			        The Sergeant remained where he was standing as the Inquisitor left the room and Fox asked, “You’re probably wondering why I bring you to all of the Inquisitor’s reports.”

			        Malcolm smiled, “I was starting to get curious, sir.”

			        The Captain stood, “I’m beginning to consider my retirement, Malcolm. You’ve been loyal and you have a well-balanced mind between heart and logic. As such, I have begun to look at candidates to recommend as my replacement to the King. You are the first I have considered, Malcolm. And so far. So far, I have been impressed with what I have seen. If you agree, and things continue as they have been after this set of Trials I’m going to pull you from your duties as Sergeant and have you shadow me. Is this agreeable, Malcolm?”

			        Malcolm Hunter stared at his Captain for a moment before blinking twice and swallowing, “Of course, sir. I’m honored.”

			        Derek Fox smiled, “You can leave off the ‘sirs’ and call me Derek when it’s just us, Malcolm. But onto other business. The King just told me about the ball. Same thing as every year. I’ve set up the duty roster and informed the Bastions who needs to be where. All the other off duty Knights, including Cadets, can attend. So let them know and try to get as many there as possible. His majesty wants to meet Warren in particular. I told him about the Light reading you got off the young man.”

			        Sergeant Hunter nodded, “Of course, s- Derek. I’ll make sure he attends.”

			        Fox hesitated, “How are they progressing?”

			        Malcolm smiled, “This group is one of the best I’ve seen in a while, sir.”

			        The Captain nodded, “Good. Are they training now?”

			        The Sergeant inclined his head, “At the moment they’re sparring with daggers in one of the training rooms.”

			        Fox stood up, “Do you mind if I look in?”

			        Sergeant Hunter shook his head, “Not at all.”

			        A few minutes later the pair of Kmights stood on a lookout above the sand pit. Alden Flint and Alexander Hawkes sparred with training daggers in the middle of the ring. Flint was the better fighter, there was no doubt about that. He would let Hawkes take the offensive and then counter when opportunity presented itself. Alden would allow Hawkes back up and then the young man would launch himself into the same exact sequence that had just countered only to have Flint counter it in a different manner.

			        This pattern continued for a few minutes until Alden decided enough was enough. He went onto the offensive, wooden blade dancing and feinting. A few moments later Hawkes lay on his back in the sand with Flint’s knee resting on his chest and the wooden dagger pressed against his throat. After a few seconds Flint released the man and tugged him back to his feet and turned his attention to the side of the arena.

			        Warren Faulkner sat off to the side with Reginald Blackfeather slumped over next to him. Sergeant Hunter furrowed his brow at the unconscious youth but let it go. He didn’t seem seriously injured and no one else did either. The Captain grunted, “Can Faulkner keep up with him?”

			        Sergeant Hunter took a moment to answer, “He can so far. Although Flint, when he loses that temper of his, it’s almost like he gets faster, stronger. But it’s not just the reckless abandon you get from people with tempers normally. It doesn’t wear him out. And it’s almost an inhuman level.”

			        Fox was quiet for a moment, “I see. Thank you, Malcolm. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

			        The Sergeant inclined his head as The Captain left the viewing room and a moment later followed him out of the room.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 31 Bad Timing

			 

			        By the time Saturday rolled around Warren was frustrated. All Sergeant Hunter had them doing was footwork. He wasn’t training them to wield their weapons and finally the big man questiond the Sergeant on it. Hunter had informed Warren that if he didn’t know where to put his feet he would end up dead. There was no sugar coating the matter or a gentle explanation. Just the cold fact that Warren would stumble and die on the battlefield without footwork.

			        Warren accepted the response reluctantly and moved on his thoughts turning to the Ball. He would be going, he had to. His father would expect it of him as a means of gathering support from families and the King. But he didn’t want to show up alone or with only Alden beside him. His partner was loyal and fierce but he was, well, uncultured. Not to mention there was a chance the young man would lose his temper at some Merchant or Noble if they insulted his upbringing and family. That sort of incident would only reflect badly upon Warren.

			        The big man shook off the negative thoughts about his partner and focused on the drills Malcolm was running them through. They were becoming second nature at this point and the heavy shield and mace didn’t seem as hefty. He didn’t feel fatigued or sore and now that he thought about it that seemed odd. Warren had never felt his muscles ache and he always seemed to recover quickly despite the hard training and various injuries.

			        The Knight Sergeant called for them to halt and were about to head to lunch Warren cleared his throat, “Sergeant, we train non-stop but I have never once felt a muscle ache or cramp. Why?”

			        Sergeant Hunter smiled, “I was wondering when someone would ask about that. When the Wall was built the Light Wizards imbued some of the stones with their magic. It promotes health and accelerates the natural healing process. Its more then enough to take care of a few sore muscles. It also helps with hangovers although you probably never noticed that.”

			        Warren accepted the answer and the pair left the training room and ate another quick meal before disappearing into the arena again. Fighting was almost all they did. But Warren had other things on his mind as he reflexively blocked the hail of blows Alden came after him with. He just had to connect once though to gain an opening. Alden had to wear the giant boy down and then make use of whatever openings were presented to him. Just a few months ago just one of those motions would have put Warren down.

			        Training ended and dinner was found and devoured by the pair and then Alden disappeared toward the library again. Warren took a deep breath and decided he needed to act. The large boy weaved through the halls in a circle backwards from what he normally walked toward his room but just “coincidentally” happened to stumble into Elise. She walked the same route every day at this time, Warren normally saw her from behind as he reached his room so he had just hot footed it into her path.

			        The large boy smiled down at the small girl and said, “Elise, funny running into you here.”

			        The blonde looked up at him, “Warren, how are you feeling? I nearly jumped out of my skin when you stepped off the Wall the other day!”

			        Warren rubbed the back of his head and chuckled, “Yeah, that was, well, terrifying. But I am fine. Blackfeather is not about to do anything like that again.”

			        Elise smiled, “Good. I’m sorry, Warren but I have to meet someone before long so I really should get going.”

			        The large boy opened his mouth, shut it, licked his lips, and said, “Oh, alright. But, I was just wondering before you took off if, well, uh, maybe you would go with me to the Festival Ball?”

			        Elise’s shoulders slumped and she reahed out toward him, placing it on his arm, “Warren, I’m sorry, but I’m already going with Alden. I thought he would’ve told you. I really have to get to the library, Warren. I’m sorry but I can’t go with you.”

			        The large boy looked away from her and off to the side, “Oh, alright. It’s fine. I won’t keep you any longer.”

			        Elise squeezed his arm, “I’m really sorry, Warren.”

			        The blonde released him and walked away, looking back over her shoulder at Warren as the big boy shuffled off toward his room. Warren reached his room and lay down quietly, lost in his own thoughts.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 32 Preparations

			 

			        Alden made his way back after another fruitless night of searching through law books with Elise. They would find something eventually and the young man had no intention of giving up any time soon. Warren was already asleep when Alden reached the room so the smaller of the pair took his boots off quietly and lay down in his own bed. Tomorrow was going to be a…interesting day.

			        Alden woke up the next morning and looked over at Warren’s bed, noticing the large boy was already gone. Strange but the young man shrugged it off, Warren was probably off to find some lady to take with him to the ball. It would be easy for the large teen at this point. He was all muscle, confidence and nobility.

			        The green eyed teen stretched and dressed before heading out the door and down the stairs. Alden popped his neck along the way and found Elise waiting for him by the gates. The young man walked over to her with a mischievous grin.

			        The blonde glowered, “You’re late, Flint.”

			        Alden shrugged and droned, “I’m sorry but my bed was comfortable and I overslept. That’s actually quite the rarity.”

			        Elise rubbed her forehead, “Alright, I’ll forgive you this time.”

			        The pair headed off into the Market to hopefully find what they needed. It would’ve been helpful if they had been given more time but there was nothing they could do at this point. The first stop they reached was a dress shop and Alden settled in rather quickly, studying the ceiling from a chair as Elise and another woman ran around the room. Most people already had their dresses ordered and purchased but there were still a few nice ones left. They also had wonderfully detailed molding around the doors.

			        Alden had been in the middle of counting the barely visible nail heads, he had reached 18, when Elise came out wearing a sky blue dress. It hugged her down to her thigh and then flare back out, ending almost even with the ground. A slit ran up one side exposed her leg to just above the knee. She looked wonderful.

			        The young man rose to his feet as Elise smiled at him and spread her arms out, “What do you think?”

			        Alden studied her and smiled, “I like it.”

			        She frowned, “Let me try something else.”

			        Before the young man could protest she had disappeared and he sat back down to count nails again only to discover he had lost his place. He didn’t have long to wait though because a moment later Elise reappeared in a shimmering gold dress. She turned for him and asked with less excitement then before, “What about this one?”

			        Alden let out a breath, “I liked the other one. The mermaid look suits you and I like the pleated neck.”

			        Elise studied him for a minute before asking, “How do you know about dress styles?”

			        The young man rubbed the back of his head, “Little sister. Also taught me how to dance.”

			        The blonde smiled, “Good, now I’m going to get out of this and find some things to go with the other dress.”

			        Alden resumed his place as Elise vanished once again. The nails still needed counting. A few minutes later Elise appeared and was making arrangements with the tailor to have the dress delivered to the Wall on Friday.

			        The woman helping Elise scribbled a few notes down and finally came to a total. 2 crowns and five scepters. And that was after she had cut the price for Elise as a Royal Guard. Alden’s nostrils flared at the price but he didn’t say a word because Elise didn’t seem phased.

			        There was a long drawn out moment and Alden looked up from his feet to find the seamstress and Elise staring at him. The blonde raised her eyebrows, “Well? Are you going to pay or keep a lady waiting?”

			        The young man jumped up but bit back his temper. Elise was clearly expecting him to pay and wasn’t about to have it any other way. She had just assumed he would. And that meant the correct thing was to pay. The young man counted out the money, half of what he had earned for the month, and payed the seamstress. Mentally, the young man kicked himself for not checking to find out who paid what in this. But what was done was done. He had asked and she had said yes. He was going to stick to it now.

			        The pair left the dress shop and the blonde led him through town again to another shop. And this one sold suits. The young man let out a breath, hoping he would have a little left over after this. Shopping for him was much simpler. He didn’t have any family colors. So he found black pants and a black long coat. It was a finer material then any of his other clothing. And less durable. But he didn’t question it. A collared satin shirt in the same blue as Elise’s dress and Alden was done there. And his purse was another crown and a half lighter. And the blonde still wasn’t done with him.

			        The third store was a shoe store. Alden protested, saying there was nothing wrong with his boots and Elise snorted a reply, “Except that they’re covered in three inches of dirt and more suited to kicking in teeth then dancing.”

			        The young man muttered to himself but let the blonde lead him into the store. The boots were black and basic enough. They were lighter then his old boots as well. Plus they clicked when he walked. And they only cost him three scepters. The blonde also made him purchase silver cuff links an a nicer belt then his regular one with a silver buckle. Five more scepters. That left him with two scepters of the five crowns he had received at the beginning of the month. But the blonde was happy and Alden normally didn’t spend much money. He still had a crown and a half from the month before so he was still a crown and seven scepters richer then when he had started. And that was enough for him to be content.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 33 Resentment

			 

			        Warren ordered a suit for the ball even though he wasn’t exactly thrilled with going at the moment. The colors of his family as usual. A dark blue suit, with a gold dress shirt and a vest that was a myriad of dark blue whirls inlaid with gold trim. His shirt had silver cuff links and studs on the collar. His suit jacket had gold trim around the wrists and small golden falcons in the lapels. The whole suit only cost the large boy five crowns and three scepters. His father had sent him twenty the month before so he still had the ten crowns from the Guard and eight of what his father sent him. He was actually doing a good job about not spending all his money.

			        The young man began to drift through town as he thought about Elise. She had looked hurt as she turned him down but that was just pity and nothing to hope on. The thing that nagged at Warren was the fact that Alden hadn’t told him. But there again he had never mentioned wanting to take Elise so why would Alden think it was important to him.

			        Warren let out a breath, it was nothing to worry about. Sure, she was pretty and strong and independent but he had only known her for a short time. It was nothing to let himself get down about. He would just go alone and make friends and connections and maybe steal a few dances from some of the other ladies. And maybe one or two with Elise if Alden didn’t keep her to himself.

			        The large boy shook the thought away as fast as it had come. Elise was just another girl after all. Right? Warren turned and headed back towards the Wall before thinking better of it and heading towards a bar in High Town. His new plan was to see if he could find a meal and maybe a few drinking buddies. It shouldn’t be that hard after all.

			        The bar Warren chose was called The Black Stallion and the young man immediately regretted his choice upon seeing the lean figure of Reginald Blackfeather leaning against the counter. Blackfeather had already seen him though and leaving would be admitting fear or weakness to the other man so Warren strode in and ordered whiskey.

			        Blackfeather cleared his throat, “Faulkner. I thought you spent your time hanging around with filthy peasants in dirty taverns by Low Town. What brings you into an establishment like this one? It can’t be for the company since you made it clear the kind you like to keep.”

			        Warren set his teeth and accepted the shot glass, throwing it back in a gulp before replying, “I keep intelligent company. Not the kind who like to spin mindless nonsense about their own superiority. Of course, you are nothing without your father and your wealth.”

			        The dark teen snorted, “Like you would be anywhere without your father?”

			        The giant boy sat down and shrugged, “I at least have a sense of honor and decency. You are nothing but a viper, Blackfeather.”

			        Reginald’s smug grin appeared, “Be careful what you say about my name, Faulkner. You’re just a Merchant after all.”

			        Warren’s dark gray eyes filled with confusion and Reginald’s grin broadened, “You haven’t heard then. But then again its private council between my father and the King but the Crown is going to elevate my father to a Duke. Here before long I’ll be a Noble. And then you and that filthy farmer will have to answer to me.”

			        The large teen gathered himself and shrugged, “We will see. The fact that it’s private means you shouldn’t even know. And the fact that you’re spouting it off in a tavern, well, lets just say if word reaches the King your father is probably going to slide down hill rather quickly. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			        Reginald’s grin disappeared for a moment and then he recovered it, “The King wouldn’t believe someone like you. You’re nobody. Just some backwater Merchant’s son he had with a cheap whore.”

			        Warren frowned, “My father and mother are both better people then any member of your family. You are nothing but sellouts and back stabbers. You break contracts at a whim because a better offer came along. Even if it’s just a scepter or two. Your family will do anything for a crown. And I have no use for a conniving thief like you. Have a nice life.”

			        A scepter was dropped on the bar and Warren strode out of the room. He was no longer despondent but he was very irritated. The large man began to stride along the path back to the Wall, eager for the day to be over so he could just lose himself in training for a week and leave the events of the past few days behind him.

			        The young man changed his path again and spent the day roaming the town. Trying to avoid people and sort the torrent of thoughts racing through his mind. As the sun dipped into the west the young man finally returned to the Wall and fell into his bed, exhausted. He was asleep when Alden returned after another fruitless night of searching the library.

			        Warren woke up to a fresh uniform being tossed onto him as always. He grunted and sat up and began to dress like he always did. The big man noted the black boots, fine belt and silver cuff links on Alden’s desk. Elise surged into Warren’s mind, bringing with her a string of jealous thoughts. Warren pushed those thoughts out of his mind. It was time to start training.

			        Weapon drills finally improved. Sergeant Hunter had them running through attack pattern. The mace was an easy weapon to learn, it was essentially just a large club and all Warren had to do was worry about having the flange connect square with whatever he was aiming at. He had eight surfaces to work with. And parrying was something that the Sergeant told him he shouldn’t worry about. The mace wasn’t a parrying weapon but Warren had enough shield to make up for it.

			        The large boy learned the basics. How to pick out a weak point, how to turn the mace to have it impact properly and how to recover from a dodged or parried attack. His mass was his ally and while he might not be the fastest on the battlefield there would be little that could actually stand against him once he got a hold of it. Warren watched the things the Sergeant taught Alden. How to parry and riposte. How to deflect with his shield and make use of the opening it would provide. Most of it was lecture with a little practical demonstration.

			        Lunch was a quiet affair and Warren felt his mind drawn back towards the incident with Elise. The large teen had no idea why he was so fixated on it. It’s not like it really mattered. She was just another girl after all. The quiet boy tried to distract himself but ended up thinking about the things Blackfeather had said the day before. it irritated Warren that the Blackfeathers were to set to enter the ranks of the nobility. How had they of all people won that honor?

			        Alden picked up on his friend’s irritation and asked, “Somethin’ on your mind?”

			        Warren shook his head, “No. Nothing to worry about.”

			        The smaller of the pair raised an eyebrow but replied, “Your business is your business.”

			        The large teen went back to his thoughts in silence and they returned to Elise. And how Alden couldn’t be bothered to mention anything to him. A pang of anger shot into him at the thought of Alden and Elise twirling around in a dance but Warren smothered it. Elise was just another girl after all.

			        After lunch came the routine sparring practice and well, Warren’s anger wasn’t quite smothered all the way. A solid thump sounded as a punch connected against Alden’s ribs making the smaller of the pair stumble and come back up with a grimace, “That was a solid one. Pull the next one could you?”

			        Warren just grunted in response as the two began to fight again and a second thump sounded out as Warren connected with Alden’s shoulder, making the smaller boy stumble backwards before catching himself. Alden rolled the shoulder and muttered to himself, “So, that’s how it is today.”

			        Sergeant Hunter began to frown as the two of them began to fight again and a pair of sharp smacks sounded as Alden drove a double jab into Warren’s gut followed by dropping his shoulder and ramming the larger boy. Warren caught his balance and stepped in, coming after Alden with a wild right hook. The smaller of the pair ducked the blow and slammed his fist into Warren’s side. The large teen reached down and grabbed Alden’s collar, tossing the young man across the room roughly.

			        Alden was back up in a heartbeat and rushed towards Warren. The pair fell to the ground as Alden tackled his partner and began to roll around in the dirt, punching and kicking each other. Warren pinned Alden to the ground and drew his fist back to slam it into Alden’s crooked nose and then felt a sharp impact and was laying on his back. And then he was yanked upright and onto his feet.

			        Alden was hauled up a moment later as Sergeant Hunter glared at the two of them and snarled, “What the hell has gotten into you two?!”

			        Warren watched as Alden’s eyes narrowed at him and then looked down at his feet. The large boy let out a breath and looked up at the ceiling. The Sergeant stepped back a foot and began to pace.

			        A moment later he stepped back towards them, “You don’t want to talk, fine. I’m not here to babysit but whatever the hell has you two idiots worked up had better get worked out and quick. So quick it happened yesterday. Get out and come back when you can act like adults and not a pair of six year olds fighting over who gets the ball first. Understood?”

			        The pair muttered yes halfheartedly and the Sergeant cracked each of them on the back of the head before growling, “Go sort whatever the hell your problem is out.”

			        The pair stepped out into the hall and began to walk with a tense silence hanging between them. Warren noted the pain in his side. Alden had gotten a good hit in at least once but he knew he would be covered in bruises tomorrow. And Alden would be as well all because Warren was jealous and couldn’t control himself.

			        The big boy took a breath, “Sorry.”

			        Alden was quiet for a minute, “I let myself get carried away to. So, the blame is mine as much as yours. But what happened? It’s not like you to lose your temper like that.”

			        Warren nodded, “I know. Just. I have had a lot on my mind lately. Blackfeather said a few things that have me worried.”

			        Warren could almost hear the smaller boy raise his eyebrow, “What did he have to say?”

			        The large boy smiled glumly and answered, “He said his father received a letter from the King that said he was going to be elevated to Duke. I have no idea if that’s true or not though.”

			        The green eyed boy popped one of his fingers, “It’s illegal to reveal private correspondance of the Crown.”

			        Warren frowned, “How do you know that?”

			        Alden replied evenly, “I’ve been studyin’ law up in the library.”

			        Warren rolled his eyes, “I thought you spent all your time there with Elise.”

			        The smaller teen looked over at Warren and asked, “What all do you know about what I’ve been doin’ with Elise?”

			        Warren felt that pang of jealousy again as he answered, “Just that she has been meeting you there. And that you are going to the Ball with her.”

			        Alden stopped walking and stared at his partner. Warren looked back at him and spread his arms and the smaller man snapped, “That’s what this is all about. It’s not about Reginald. You’re pissed that Elise is goin’ with me ain’t you?”

			        The large teen snorted, “That is ridiculous. Why would I care who Elise goes with?”

			        Alden stepped towards Warren, his green eyes boring into the dark gray. Warren felt like Alden was rooting around inside his head before the young man answered him, “You’re smitten. You have a crush. And you ain’t even admittin’ it to yourself.”

			        Blood flooded into Warren’s cheeks and he stammered, “That, I, she is just another girl.”

			        Alden shook his head, “Warren, I’m sorry. If I had known I would’ve told you I had asked her. And I would’ve told you I was considerin’ askin’ her before I did. But I didn’t know so I didn’t think it was important. And I’m sorry.”

			        The large boy stared down at his partner for a minute before letting out a breath, “You are correct. I never said anything about my plans to you. So you did not see anything interfering with yours.”

			        Alden offered Warren his hand, “Water under the bridge?”

			        Warren geasped Alden’s hand in his and smiled, “Water under the bridge.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 34 An Elegant Evening

			 

			        The week went by smoothly after that and the next thing Alden knew was that he was standing in his room pacing feverishly wearing his new suit. The black long coat and pants fit him well. It was the most expensive and finest set of clothing Alden had ever worn. The young man thought it itched.

			        Warren had left a while ago, dressed in his dark blue and gold suit that probably cost three times what Alden’s had. The young man didn’t mention it though and hadn’t asked any questions. The rift between them was gone, but there was no use in digging into the wound. Alden stopped his pacing and sat down, he had to leave in a few minutes and he needed to calm down.

			        The young man closed his green eyes and took a deep breath. He could handle this. The young man sniffed and began to wonder if he remembered how to dance. Alden thought back to those days in the barn at home. His sister had gone to town with their father and had come back excited and wanting to dance and look at dresses. She had learned how to dance through the next few months and then wanted someone to dance with. Of her three brothers, Alden had been the most cooperative and learned. A smile formed on the young man’s face and he rose to his feet.

			        Alden made his way through the halls down to Elise and Enzo’s room. The green eyed man knocked once and Enzo opened the door with a glower. The young man hesitated until Elise swept passed her brother and shut the door. She smiled brightly at him, “Well, how do I look?”

			        Alden opened his mouth, shut it, and then reopened it again before snapping it shut one more time. Elise laughed and eased him to face down the hall and took his arm, “That answers my question.”

			        The pair made their way down the hall and rather then let Elise trip over her dress Alden lifted her and carried her up the stairs. At first she protested but finally let him carry her after a brief struggle. The green eyed man set her down gently once he reached the main grounds.

			        The young man smiled to himself. She was beautiful. She had curled her hair and had a thin white shawl wrapped around her shoulders. The dress wasn’t a true mermaid, it didn’t have the curl at the bottom but it wasn’t a straight fall either. Irregardless, Alden thought she looked wonderful.

			        Elise took his arm again and they made their way out of the Wall and into the Castle grounds. It was the first time either of them had actually been inside the inner perimeter of the Wall. The Ball was being held in the Great Hall. A pair of Knights stood at attention on either side of the doorway. The armor they wore was more decorated then their standard fare. It gleamed in the fading light and the crest of the guard was painted on each of their breast plates. The white crown was centered on their chests with the black sword running behind the crown, tip pointing down. Knights stood in each corner of the hall and two stood at each entrance. The Captain was taking his job seriously.

			        The Hall itself had a long table on a raised section of the floor at the far. That was where the Royal Family and nine Lords would sit. Round tables were arranged in a three sided square. The tables closest to the King would be occupied by the lessor Nobility. And after that were the Merchant families, high ranking officials, Knights, and officers. In the back opposite the King would be the Cadets, apprentices, low ranking Royal Staff and anyone who had happened to earn the King’s ire but too important to ignore. Musicians would take places behind the high table.

			        The only people who had arrived were those of lower rank. Merchants and Knights. They would bow when the King arrived and then the nine Lords would come in followed by the lesser Nobility. The Lords would bow to the King and take their places at the high table. And then the lesser Nobility would bow and take their seats. After that those of lower rank were beneath announcement and would simply find their seats. The whole thing promised to be a lengthy affair which irritated Alden. He was hungry.

			        Alden let Elise lead him through the room and eventually found Skorri with a redhead named Anne. Alden recognized her as a waitress from The Weeping Oak. Leave it to Skorri to bring the girl who gave him his ale. The redhead seemed to giggle at all the things Skorri whispered to her and Alden thought it looked like the two of them had already been drinking. It actually didn’t surprise the young man. On the few occasions he had spent the day with Skorri the giant had convinced him to drink by noon.

			        Enzo appeared, alone, sent a steady glare at Alden. Elise set her twin next to her and Alden took teh seat between Skorri and Elise. The blonde girl being between them didn’t stop Enzo from making Alden sense his animosity. The green eyed teen dismissed it. He hadn’t done anything to Enzo. Trumpets sounded from the back of the room and Alden and the others rose to their feet.

			        King Edward walked into the room tailed by a pair of Knights a moment later. Alden immediately disliked the man. He had reddish brown hair that a heavy gold crown sat on and a full beard, both neatly trimmed. He was a thin man who looked like he had once been active but his callouses had long since faded. He wore a pair of black pants and a deep purple silk shirt. A heavy, white-gold necklace with black jewels in it hung around his neck and his collar was lined with gold studs. The young man had to force himself not to grimace as he bowed.

			        Edward sat in his chair, a heavy thing with purple velvet cushions, and lounged back. Queen Mariana appeared a moment later and made her way across the hall. She was dressed much more simply. A purple gown and a silver necklace and a silver tiara. She had high cheek bones and dark eyes and black hair.

			        Princess Victoria was announced after her mother and wore a similar dress but in a deep navy blue and had silver earrings. She had inherited her mother’s sharp features and hair but seemed to have received her father’s hazel eyes. She looked to be around 18. The princess took a seat at one of the lower round tables.

			        The final member of the Royal Family was announced. The Crown Prince Dorian. He couldn’t have been older then 15 and looked like his father with black hair. He had the same ruddy complexion and soft look. The only part of him that seemed hard were the ebony eyes he inherited from his mother.

			        The Prince took a seat beside his sister. Seemed that the kids weren’t welcome amongst the Lords. As that thought rifted through Alden’s head the first of the Lords were announced. The young man didn’t pay much attention other then to absorb names. Washington, Lincoln, Conner, Wright, Sycamore, Jackson, Drake and du Lac.

			        The Lords themselves sat at the High Table alongside the King and Queen while their families went to either join the Prince’s group or the table opposite it. Edward rose to his feet and cleared his throat, “If you would all take your places, the banquet shall begin.”

			        Officers, Knights and others who had arrived later rushed to find tables. A few minutes later Warren appeared and scanned them, “Do you mind if I join you?”

			        The group of friends motioned for the large teen to sit and Warren took teh seat opposite Alden. Two seats were left empty at the table but no one filled them and everyone seemed to be seated. Servants began to carry out bowls of soup and sat them down quickly.

			        Alden had already been informed that he could not eat anythinguntil the High Table had started eating. It was going to be a long evening and the thought of the King deciding when he could eat or dance irritated him and a grimace appeared on his face. A sharp elbow to his ribs from his Elise made him cast a dark look at her but she raised an eyebrow and he quickly swallowed his anger and replaced his scowl with a sheepish smile.

			        The meal was four courses, a soup, appetizer, entrée and dessert. By the end of it all Alden and his friends were stuffed but knew the night was just beginning. Drinks were being served by waiters and Skorri and Anne were getting their fill. It wasn’t long before Anne had collapsed against Skorri’s side and the giant had a half smile on his face as he began to mumble to himself.

			        Alden shook his head and watched as the musicians began to warm up and eventually, finally play. Once the musicians had the attention of the room the King stood and led the Queen out onto the dance floor. They pair began to dance together slowly and one by one the Lords found their Ladies and followed the King. Before long almost everyone was on the dance floor except the King and Queen who had returned to the High Table to watch the crowd.

			        Alden cleared his throat and stood, “Elise, would you like to dance?”

			        The blonde rose and shed the white dinner jacket at the table before letting Alden lead her out onto the dance floor and around the room. Warren and Enzo had disappeared from the table but Skorri and Anne stayed where they were. Elise put her arms around Alden’s shoulders and they began to drift with the crowd.

			        Elise smiled up at him, “You still never told me how you think I look.”

			        The young man cleared his throat again, it seemed warm to him, “I think you look wonderful, Elise.”

			        The blonde replied smoothly, “Thank you. You’re not half bad yourself, Flint.”

			        Alden swallowed, “Thanks. Uh, is it warm in here?”

			        The blonde raised an eyebrow, “Seriously? I thought it was freezing.”

			        The young man pulled her closer to him and felt someone staring at him. He looked up and noticed Enzo glaring at him from across the room. Alden smiled nervously and then scanned the rest of the crowd. He spotted Warren on the dance floor but couldn’t see the large boy’s partner, just his broad back.

			        Alden snapped his attention back to Elise as the song changed and became more lively. The green eyed teen remembered quickly and spun Elise and pulled her against him. He let the music carry hm away and all he knew was the song and the blonde woman’s beautiful smile.

			        The evening wore on and whenever the song would slow they would relax against each other and talk. Not about anything important, just the things they had never bothered bringing up in that library. He talked about his family and what it was like growing up with little to no luxuries. They never really had to worry about food since they grew or raised whatever they needed. Alden told her about how long the days were in the spring and summer when the crop was planted and harvested. And how long the winters were when there was nothing to do but cut firewood and fight with his brothers. He had learned how to hit fast and hard since he was the smallest of the three.

			        One of the few luxuries in the house was his sister’s music box. And she had put it out in the barn and that was where he had learned to dance. He also knew how to sew and had learned a little about cooking thanks to Jess. Alden’s brothers had given him a hard time about letting their sister lead him around but Alden had just shrugged and their father had laughed. It was better to know something and never use it then not know something and need to. His brothers never let up but their father told him to just keep doing what he was doing. It would make things easier for his sister later.

			        Elise told him about her parents. How they had always seemed to be at odds with each other and constantly bickering over something. Elise’s father was a smith and her mother a seamstress. Elise had always preferred her father’s company to her mother’s but was forced to work with her mother since she wasn’t strong enough to shape steel. That was Enzo’s job. Their mother always spouted off about how Elise’s father was just making it harder for the King to handle the dwarven raiders and keep the elven rabble in line.

			        Enzo had seemed to absorb everything their mother said though while Elise thought it was biased and uncalled for. Her father was a simple man who would shrug and say that they were thinking beings just like humans were and should be given the same chance as anyone else. It was that philosophy which had landed him in prison.

			        Another lively tune came on and Elise led Alden into it, seeming to shake off the thoughts of her father as fast as they had appeared. Her smile was infectious and Alden found himself happy and relaxed. He smiled as he wondered if this was what his father had felt when he had met Alden’s mother. The young man shook the thoughts away as the song slowed down and Elise relaxed back into his arms again.

			        Alden wasn’t sure what made him do it but he gently tipped Elise’s chin up with one hand as he leaned forward and kissed her gently. She kissed him back and after a long moment he drew back and licked his lip, “Uh.”

			        She kissed him again quickly and Alden looked around as his face reddened and he tried to think of something to say. Words tumbled out of his mouth as Warren appeared again, this time with his partner in view, “Elise, is Warren dancing with the Princess?”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 35 A Night To Remember

			 

			        Warren left his room early and made his way through High Town, looking at the towering structures and elegant gardens of the people there. It was beautiful and all of it had been built after the Cataclysm. From what the young man could remember there had once been another city on this side of the river but it had been leveled. Now the Castle and High Town sat on the southern bank while the Market and Low Town sat on the north shore. A section of the Wall actually straddled the river.

			        People drifted from their homes and toward the Castle. Everyone important was going to be there and nobody wanted to be left out. Warren let out a heavy breath and looked around, not sure what he was looking for. Elise was on his mind. He had only known her for a few months but he wanted to be with her. The large boy shook the thoughts away. She was with Alden and he would treat her properly. What Warren felt for her would fade over the next few weeks. He hoped.

			        The large teen glanced up at the sky and noticed the stars were out and that the streets were empty. He was late. The boy turned and doubled his pace toward the Castle. When Warren got there the King and Queen and all the Lords but two were seated. The large boy waited just outside the doors and when the people moved to find their seats after the final Lord was placed he slid inside with a quick nod to the Knight on duty and made his way towards the back where he spotted the massive figure of Skorri.

			        Warren made his way over and glanced over the figures arrayed before him and asked, “Do you mind if I join you?”

			        His friends motioned and grunted their assent and Warren sat across from his partner. The smaller giant wondered who the redhead fawning over Skorri was but didn’t bother asking questions. Skorri looked like he had started his drinking early.

			        Warren spent most of his time focused on the excellent meal in front of him while watching Elise out of the corner of his eye before catching himself and looking away. He kicked himself for it each time and tried to focus on something else.

			        The large boy looked up and studied the King for the first time that evening. He looked regal and commanding with his full beard and the heavy crown on his head. King Edward looked the way a king should look.

			        It wasn’t long before the meal was finished and the dancing started. Alden seemed relaxed and Warren could tell something was on his mind but didn’t ask any questions. He got to his feet and made his way through the mingling crowd of people. There was a chance his father might be there.

			        Wayne Faulkner stood tall and straight dressed in royal blue and gold as he spoke with two other men. One was dressed in dark red while the other wore black. Two more Merchant families that Warren didn’t know very well but was familiar with. The one in red was a friend, a man named Timothy Stone who bought iron ore from his family and refined it. The other wasn’t as friendly. He was Radcliff Blackfeather, Reginald’s father.

			        Warren strode up the group and inclined his head toward his father who smiled down at him as the other men stepped back, “Warren, you look fit. Your mother is around somewhere and I am sure she will be happy to see you.”

			        The large teen bowed, “I’ll see if I can find her, father. I just thought I would stop and say something.”

			        Wayne Faulkner frowned at the accent Warren had suddenly developed but let it slide as he said, “It is good to see you, son. What you are doing here makes the family proud. Maybe you could introduce this partner of yours to your mother and I later?”

			        Warren bowed towards his father, “Of course. I’ll see if I can pull him away from his date later.”

			        The large teen wasn’t sure why he had fallen into Alden’s accent. Certain words had changed when he spoke, being exposed to Alden every day for so many weeks had seen to that. But it was never that pronounced. 

			        Warren went back to drifting around the room in search of his mother. He didn’t find her, but a young woman in a green dress with copper hair found him and practically pulled him out onto the dance floor. Her name was Tiffany and she had lovely dark blue eyes. He danced with her through a song and as it ended he parted with her as gracefully as he could and went back to searching for his mother. She had been against him joining the Army at all and now he was a part of the Royal Guard.

			        The large teen finally spotted her out on the dance floor with his father. She was smiling and Warren knew that his father would tell her he was fine. The large boy felt himself relax and he turned, almost walking into a young woman with black hair and hazel eyes wearing a navy blue dress.

			        Warren smiled, “Pardon me, miss…”

			        He let the question hang in the air and she offered her hand and smiled at him, “Just Victoria. My friends call me Vic.”

			        The large boy took her hand and kissed it, his mind working as he tried to place her. She was a high ranking Noble most likely from the way she offered her hand. He rose to his full height and towered over her as he replied, “Victoria. A lovely name for a lovely woman.”

			        She met his gaze evenly, the height difference didn’t seem to bother her as she answered, “You’re too kind but I thank you…”

			        She let the sentence drag the same way he had and the large boy smiled, “Warren Faulkner. Would you care to dance?”

			        Victoria looked out on the floor and then back at him, “Of course. Hopefully you’re more graceful dancing then you are at walking.”

			        The barb didn’t seem sharp to him and it felt almost playful as he led her out on the floor and they began to whirl about each other. He learned she loved cats and books but also had a passion for history. Particularly the events surrounding the Cataclysm and what exactly had happened during that day. A device had been activated, disabling everything else and triggering the disasters. Hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions were all caused by a single miscalcuation. And then the tears had opened. Pieces of the world were torn away and new ones were dropped into place. Elves, dwarves, orcs and a dozen others had fallen through. Magic had fallen into this world through one of the voids. 

			        Three songs later was when Victoria finally snapped her jaw shut and said, “I must be boring you with all of this.”

			        Warren smiled and shook his head, “Not at all. I actually think it is rather interesting.”

			        The young lady furrowed her brow, “Don’t lie to me.”

			        The large boy cocked an eyebrow before noticing and lowering it, another tick from Alden, “I am not lying.”

			        Victoria studied him a moment before saying, “What was the last thing I told you?”

			        He cleared his throat and repeated, “The Cataclysm was triggered by an unknown device that disabled technology and caused natural disasters. Elves, dwarves and orcs came through to our world by crossing at the weakened seams.”

			        Victoria looked down at her feet and mumbled, “I’m sorry. Most people just pretend to listen.”

			        Warren felt the urge to hug her but kept dancing, “Don’t worry. I enjoy listening.”

			        At that moment Warrennoticed out of the corner of his eye as his friend kissed Elise. The big man waited for the jealousy to come and it did, surging to life. Warren let out a breath and accepted the fact that she chose Alden. He turned his attention back to Victoria and smiled at her.

			        Warren let Victoria carry him away as she talked about the things that interested her and his smile had returned. Before he knew what was happening she had led him back onto the edge of the dance floor and stepped back, “I’m sorry, Warren. My father gets worked up if I spend too much time with one man. I really hope we can find time to see each other. You’re a Royal Guard right?”

			        The large man cleared his throat, “Cadet. I still have some training left to do.”

			        Victoria smiled, “Well, I think you’ll make a wonderful Knight.”

			        Warren bowed his head, “Thank you Victoria. You are an amazing woman and beautiful lady.”

			        The young woman smiled, “Thank you, I really should be going. I’ll send you something soon, Warren Faulkner.”

			        The large teen smiled, “I’ll be waiting, Victoria…I just realized I never caught your last name.”

			        Victoria paused and stared at him and then smiled, “You’re joking, right?”

			        Warren’s smile faded nervously and he said, “No, I’m sorry if I upset you but I honestly don’t know your name.”

			        The young woman seemed to relax, “I’ll send you something soon, Warren. I promise.”

			        She disappeared into the crowd before Warren could stop her and he frowned as he stared after her. What was the fuss about her last name? A hand clapped him on the shoulder and Alden’s voice reached Warren’s ears, “Me and Elise were just wonderin’ how you managed that?”

			        Warren looked over at his friend who had his arm around the large man’s shoulders and Alden held Elise’s hand with his other arm. The large teen’s brow furrowed, “What do you mean? You act like I can’t get a girl to dance with me?”

			        Alden shook his head, “No, I don’t doubt your ability to dance at all. I was just wonderin’ how you managed to dance that long, with that particular woman.”

			        A sigh slid out of Warren’s mouth and he asked, “Why is everyone acting like I should know who she is? As far as I know, she is just some Noble’s daughter.”

			        Alden stared at his friend and then started to laugh. He was trying to suppress it but failed and drifted away. Elise rolled her eyes and started talking, “Warren, that wasn’t some Noble’s daughter. That was the Princess.”

			        Warren felt something drop into his stomach as the joy he felt came crashing down and his shoulders slumped, “Oh.”

			        Alden stepped back over to the conversation, “I wouldn’t worry too much. She left with a smile and that means she’ll think of you and remember you warmly.”

			        A smile tugged at the edge of Warren’s mouth. Alden had a certain wisdom to him that most people never saw. They heard his accent and wrote him off. He wondered what his father would think of the green eyed young man.

			        Warren cleared his throat, “I hate to ruin a good time but my father wanted to meet you, Alden.”

			        Alden chuckled, “Finally gonna introduce me to your mother?”

			        Elise interrupted, “I thought you said you were going to get one drink?”

			        The larger boy glanced up at the blonde, “I thought he was a little friendlier then normal.”

			        Alden answered Elise easily, “I had one. At the bar. Then another on the way to the table. And a third at the table.”

			        Warren let out a breath, “Nothing we can do about it. Come on, Alden. Time to find my parents.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 36 King's Mind

			 

			        Captain Fox strode through the halls of the Castle toward the Throne Room. The Royal Guards at the door inclined their heads to him and allowed him to enter the long room. King Edward lounged on his ornate throne of gold and silver. It had red velvet cushions and was set with large rubies and emeralds. The Captain hated the gaudy thing but never said anything to the King or anyone else for that matter.

			        The Captain lowered himself to one knee as the King chewed on his lip, “Fox, do you know why I’ve summoned you here today?”

			        Fox replied from his lowered position, “I do not, your Majesty.”

			        Edward studied the rings on his fingers for a while, “This Faulkner boy. I never spoke to him but my daughter seems to enjoy his company. What kind of man is he?”

			        The Knight Captain kept his eyes fixed on the base of the throne as he answered, “Loyal, strong, dedicated. One of the best Cadets I’ve ever seen, your Majesty.”

			        The King was quiet and then asked, “I see. Get up, man. You’re getting too old to be kneeling all the time. What do you know of the Blackfeathers?”

			        Fox slowly rose to his feet and reponsded, “They’re cunning and certain of themselves. Some might even say arrogant, your majesty.”

			        The Captain watched the King shift his weight. A long silence filled the room. A question broke it, “If you were in my place who would you add to the nobility. The Faulkners or Blackfeathers?”

			        Fox opened his mouth to answer but stopped himself before he actually gave his honest opinion. Instead the Captain replied, “I don’t know, sire. I’ve never been King before.”

			        Edward muttered to himself, “Of course that’s your response. Give me a bit of insight man, you don’t have to worry about me cutting your head off.”

			        Derek replied, “Faulkner, sire. He’s far more reliable. Blackfeather woul tend to his own interests before the Crown’s.”

			        Edward let out a breath and continued, “Have you heard any rumors concerning the Blackfeathers?”

			        The Captain replied, “I have heard rumors, your majesty.”

			        There was a silence as the King made a gesture to go on and the Captain continued, “I’ve heard that Radcliff is set to become Duke Blackfeather by your command, sire.”

			        Edward leaned back in his seat, “I see. Has he been making promises?”

			        Fox had an itch crawling across his nose but he ignored it as he answered, “He has been promising positions in his house as well as making arrangements for his second son to inherit his businesses and his eldest son the Duchy.”

			        The King let out a sardonic laugh, “That does not surprise me.”

			        There was a popping as the King stretched, “And have you found out anything about the murders?”

			        The Captain shook his head, “No, your majesty. Inquisitor Sol-.”

			        The King interrupted him, “I don’t want to hear it. I want results. Someone is killing my men and you have no idea who it is but I suggest you find out.”

			        Fox ground out his answer, “Of course, sire.”

			        Edward leaned back in his throne, “How long has it been since we were at war, Captain?

			        The Knight Captain hesitated, “Almost seventy years, your majesty.”

			        Edward nodded and muttered to himself, “It’s been too long. They’ve forgotten who’s in charge. You’re dismissed.”

			        The Captain bowed to the King before turning and striding out of the room. The aging Knight was glad to be back about his business but for some reason the talk of war bothered him.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 37 In The Dark

			 

			        Meeting Warren’s parents had gone well. The big man had always made it sound like his dad wouldn’t drink or have fun. The opposite had been true and Alden had ended up getting drunk with him and stumbled out with him to the carriage singing a ballad later in the evening. Elise had been appalled, Warren’s mother had been exasperated and Warren had been shocked. Alden thought it had been a wonderful end to a delightful evening.

			        The week had been dreadfully dull thus far. Wednesday Sergeant Hunter had announced that they had the basics of their weapons down. He immediately made them switch weapons. And then switch again and again. The reasoning behind this was that a Knight should be able to fight with whatever weapon was on hand. After a few hours of the weapon rotations and class they returned to their regular weapons and began learning more advanced techniques.

			        That was all besides the point now though. It was Thursday and the day had gone on almost identically to yesterday. The young teen was on his way up to the Library to meet Elise again. Another long night of digging through law books trying to find a way to get her father out of prison. Alden was starting to lose hope but he never said anything to Elise. She was starting to fade as well and Alden knew if he gave up she would as well.

			        The blonde was already there when Alden arrived. He gave her a smile and she returned it although it wasn’t as bright as normal. The young man walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her, “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”

			        She let out a breath and hugged him back, “Thanks, Alden. It just feels like we’re sinkingin the mud and the more we struggle the deeperwe sink.”

			        He sighed, “I know, but we’re not givin’ up.”

			        The blonde nodded and separated herself from him to start scanning the shelves again. Alden grabbed a book at random and started reading. It had to do with the Royal Guard and the authority they held. Essentially a Royal Guard was anyone who had completed all three Trials and served the King. Anyone who completed the first Trial and failed the second was placed back into the Army. Anyone who completed two Trials and failed the third became a member of the Blood Fists. Alden shoved the book back onto its shelf. 

			        He grabbed another and started leafing through it. It was laws concerning magic, trade of magical items and various treatise concerning forbidden magic. Nothing of use to him. Elise sat down beside him as he closed the book. It had been an hour already.

			        Alden smiled at the blonde and placed his hand on top of hers as he closed the book with the other. Elise looked up at him as he studied her and eventually asked, “What’s going on behind those emeralds, Flint?”

			        The young man leaned in and kissed her, before pulling back and saying, “That’s all.”

			        Elise raised an eyebrow, “Really? Just a kiss is all you’ve got that mind of yours working on? I know how you men are.”

			        Alden’s face formed a mischievous grin, “What? A kiss is all I wanted.”

			        She rolled her eyes, “You’re nowhere close to what you really want.”

			        He kissed her again, “That’s really all I want. You’re beautiful by the way.”

			        Elise rose and snatched his book and set it back on the shelf alongside her own. She came back over and grabbed his hand, “I know you’re tired and distracted. I am to, Alden. I doubt we find anything to be honest. The King’s laws are absolute without the loopholes or vague wording used by law makers.”

			        Alden’s smile turned grim, “I know. I’m sorry. We’ll keep tryin’.”

			        The blonde climbed into his lap and leaned into him, “I know, Alden. Could you just hold me for tonight? We can keep trying tomorrow.”

			        In response the young man wrapped his arms around the young woman and relaxed. They sat like that for three hours before either of them felt the need to move. And when they did move it was a leisurely pace down the halls to her room hand in hand. They spoke about nothing in particular. Music. She mentioned how beautiful lightning was. Alden talked about his fascination with the way a flame moved. They were content to be with each other.

			        They reached her room too early for Alden’s liking and he kissed her once, long and sweet, before he said goodnight. She smiled at him as her eyes lit up and slid into her room. Alden started back down the hall towards his own room, humming to himself, when he heard something.

			        The young man glanced back over his shoulder, half expecting to see Elise but froze as a figure dressed in black rushed towards him. Alden spun the rest of the way around just in time to slap aside the knife headed for his stomach. The young man hopped backwards as his assailant swiped at his stomach with the wicked knife. The dark figure jerked his arm forward in a stabbing motion that Alden sidestepped and he smashed his elbow across his attacker’s face.

			        The dark figure staggered but Alden didn’t press his advantage. Something was missing. The assailant recovered and lunged towards Alden again. The young man slapped the first thrust aside and jumped back out of the way of the back hand again. The same jerking stab followed as before but this time Alden didn’t counter. The young man felt himself move on reflex and slapped aside a punch from his assailant’s free hand. The green eyed teen frowned as a wave of fimilarity washed over him.. The knife flashed again and Alden grabbed his attacker’s wrist before the blade could reach him.

			        Alden grit his teeth and twisted, his assailant’s arm made a popping sound and the knife clattered to the floor. The dark figure threw his weight against Alden and sent the young man sprawling across the floor. Rage roared to life and Alden surged back onto his feet but the dark figure was gone. The young man bent down and picked the dark knife up off the floor. It looked like he had to wake someone up.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 38 A New Threat

			 

			        Before Warren knew what was happening everything had ended and it was Wednesday already. Hunter started them on a rotation of different weapons. They had to be able to fight with anything on hand. After lunch, Warren made his way down to the weight rooms. The biggest flaw in his regular weapons was their weight and that weight made him slow. He needed to be stronger to be faster. An he would get stronger.

			        Halfway down the basement hall Warren felt a shiver rush over him as the temperature plummeted. The large teen spun as he heard footsteps behind him and Reginald was walking down the hall towards him. Something was very wrong here and Warren wasn’t sure what it was.

			        Reginald stopped about ten feet from him and spoke, “I saw you dancing with Princess Victoria the other night. I thought I would come down and explain something to you.”

			        Warren broke Reginald off with a growl, “Explain what exactly?”

			        The young man glared at the large teen and continued, “Don’t interrupt your betters. I was just going to tell you how you’re going to stay away from her.”

			        The large man laughed out loud at the pronouncement and he felt Reginald’s glare on him as the large boy spoke, “Seriously? You expect me to stay away from someone just because you say so. And why would you be allowed to decide who she sees or not?”

			        Reginald barked back, “Because she’s mine Faulkner!”

			        Warren closed the distance to the smaller boy in a second and growled down at him, “Listen carefully. She is not yours. She is not mine. She is her own person. She will see whoever she wants to see. That is her choice. Threaten me again and I will grind every bone in your body down to fine powder.”

			        Warren didn’t wait for a response, he stepped around Reginald and bumped into him roughly as he walked by. The sheer strength behind the push nearly sent Reginald sprawling across the floor but the young man managed to catch himself on the wall. The large boy stormed down the hall with anger boiling deep inside him. For a brief moment he wondered if this is what Alden felt like when his temper got the better of him.

			        Reginald called after him, “You haven’t heard the last of this, Faulkner!”

			        Warren didn’t look back as he marched down the hall. His anger wasn’t fading and if he went back now he would probably beat what little sense Blackfeather had out of him and then beat some better sense back into him.

			        Thursday started off quietly. Training throughout the morning and then lunch and more learning and training in the afternoon. Warren found himself falling back into routine again. Alden had disappeared to the library yet again and the large boy felt a pang of jealousy. He was angry Alden had someone to spend time with while he spent his time waiting.

			        The young man let go of the anger almost as soon as it had risen and decided to walk the Wall. Maybe the air and the view would take his mind off things. The view of Cinnati was something to behold really. Particularly High Town. From what Victoria had told him there used to be a city where High Town had stood but it had been wiped out in the Cataclysm. The Castle of Eternal Cinder had been built beside the ruins of the old bridge and High Town had sprung up around it. The destruction of the bridges is what had saved the Market and Low Town from the worst of the destruction.

			        Warren studied the Market for a while and then high Town. Architecture had been different before everything had happened. The people from before built towering structures that reached straight towards the sky. Most of the upper levels had fallen or been torn down over the years but the intent was still there. High Town and the Castle were both built after the Cataclysm and were shorter structures. The Wall was four stories tall. The Castle was three. It was a combination of strong materials left over from before the fall an archways coupled with reinforcing pillars. Magic also had a role in the matter. High Town was similar in nature. Most houses were only two stories tall and didn’t have the same magic weaved into them. They did have the archways and columns though. Both featured various engravings throughout the stonework.

			        A young man appeared on the wall dressed in the Royal family’s colors and bowed to Warren, “Mr. Faulkner, I presume.”

			        The large teen raised an eyebrow, “Yes. What is it?”

			        The boy pulled out an envelope and cleared his throat, “The pr- er,- Victoria, asked me to deliver this to you.”

			        Warren took the envelope and studied the young man, “Is that all?”

			        The page answered smoothly, “She asked me to get an answer.”

			        The large Cadet tore open the envelope and read it: Warren, I enjoyed our talk and dances together the other night and I was hoping to meet you this Saturday at noon by the great oak near the High Town bridge. In the highest esteem-Victoria. The letter was short and to the point. Warren could appreciate that.

			        The large man turned to the page and said, “Tell her I said of course.”

			        The young boy bowed again, “Of course, sir. Have a good evening.”

			        The page turned to leave and Warren stopped him, “How did you find me anyway?”

			        The boy looked over his shoulder, “Oh, well, Victoria told me to come down and find the giant man. I found one by the name of Skorri who directed me up here. Was that all, sir?”

			        Warren nodded, the boy had answered one thing but now how did Skorri know he was up on the Wall. A smile spread across the large man’s face. He was getting to see Victoria again. All of his stress went out the window an the large teen left the Wall and climb back down the stairs.

			        Along the way Warren passed Reginald carrying a pot of something milky. Warren stepped out of his way but Reginald performed the most over exaggerated trip the large teen had ever seen as he walked by and the pot of liquid coated the back of Warren’s head. The large teen balled his hands into fists and advanced on the smaller boy.

			        A voice filtered down the hall, “Is there a problem here?”

			        Warren looked up and saw Inquisitor Solace standing on the stairs. The large boy made to answer but Reginald beat him to it, “Just a misunderstanding. I tripped and spilled some water on Warren’s back here.”

			        Solace eyed the large teen and Warren grumbled, “It is nothing important. Just startled me.”

			        The Inquisitor nodded and continued down the stair well. Warren fixed his glare on Reginald, “What was in that?”

			        Blackfeather started down the hall, “You’ll find out.”

			        Warren shoved his anger down and made for the shower and rinsed off quickly. The young man made his way back to his room and looked in the mirror. The back half of his hair had been turned a combination of white and orange.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 39 A New Suit

			 

			        Alden had broken down in laughter when he had seen Warren’s head for the first time. The back half of his hair was white with orange highlights. The big man had ignored his friend’s laughter and studied himself in the mirror, “There is less orange then before.”

			        The smaller boy didn’t bother trying to hide his grin, “What about the white, old man?”

			        Warren scowled at his partner and drifted into the bathroom as Alden started to get dressed. The big man returned with his hair soaking wet and looking angrier then before. Alden slapped him on the back as they headed out the door, “I’m sure it won’t stay white forever.”

			        The big man formed a glum smile, “I hope you are right.”

			        Alden chortled, “It’ll probably all fall out before long, white one.”

			        Warren scowled again and stormed down the hall with Alden trailing along behind him to the small arena where they met with Sergeant Hunter. The older Knight was already waiting on them when they entered the room and the first thing the pair noted were the mannequins dressed in full armor standing beside the weapons tables.

			        The green eyed teen glanced at the mannequins and then at the Knight Sergeant, “When are we gonna get to try those on?”

			        Th Sergeant smiled, “That didn’t take long. But right now actually. You two are now in charge of those suits of armor as well as your weapons. I expect you to wear that armor every day for training. You can also take the mannequins back to your rooms for storage if you like but they do not leave the Wall.”

			        Alden walked over to the rack and eyed the armor. Both boys had a full chain mail suit and full helm but that was where the similarities ended. Alden’s suit had a breast plate, greaves, bracers, and plates for the upper arms and thighs while leaving his shoulders, hips and knees free. The young man began to pull pieces down and set them aside before he began to dress in the armor. Underneath the chain mail was a heavy shirt and pants but Alden left the pants off under the thought that his jeans would be good enough.

			        In the time it took Alden to get the chain mail suit on Warren was dressed in his full plate armor and waiting. Alden shook his head as he fixed his armor on. The chain mail was heavy enough without all the extra steel on it. The big man had to have an extra thirty pounds in his tin can of a suit compared to Alden. A few minutes later Alden was dressed and rose to his feet and reached for the gauntlets that came with his armor. A set of blood fists.

			        The young man swallowed as he pulled them on, the heavy brown leather set with steel barbs didn’t feel right on his hands. Alden pushed hs distaste away as Sergeant Hunter smiled and gestured to the door, “Why don’t you two go for a run?”

			        Three miles later Sergeant Hunter let them stop and the duo was gasping for air. Even Alden’s suit had to add an extra forty pounds to his weight. He had no idea how Warren managed his suit of steel plate. After a short break he had them pull their helms on and spar each other. They were both slow and Alden hated the helm. He couldn’t breathe in it. He couldn’t see out of it. Warren seemed at ease in it though. The armor made Alden feel like he was trapped in a box though and he hated it.

			        Sergeant Hunter dismissed them and Alden shed his armor quickly. Warren left his on though and the pair left for the rest of the day. Alden with his usual light gait but Warren was a clattering, mountain crashing down the hallway. It sounded like someone had taken a box of silverware and thrown it down a flight of stairs. Alden knew that this much sound would take some getting used to.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 40 A Favor

			 

			        Warren woke up Saturday morning and groaned. He had to meet Victoria today and is hair was still going to be half white. The large boy sat up and saw Alden across the room, a grin plastered onto his face as he tried to distract himself. The smaller boy caught the pillow Warren threw at him and started laughing.

			        The large teen grumbled, “This is not funny.”

			        Alden tossed the pillow back to his friend, “I know it isn’t. Its hilarious.”

			        Warren stood up and stalked over to the mirror and looked at the back half of his head. Still white and orange. He sighed and Alden slapped him on the back, “Come on, let’s make you presentable at least.”

			        The large boy looked over at his partner as the smaller teen grabbed a chair and carried it into the bathroom. Warren followed him as Alden set the chair down with the back to the sink and pulled out his long knife. The blade was almost ten inches long.

			        The large teen stared at him and Alden motioned to the chair, “Well? You can’t go seein’ the Princess like that so either I can shave your head or you can do it. Unless you’ve got a better idea.”

			        Warren let out a sigh and thumped down into the chair before asking, “You have done this before right.”

			        Alden tipped the larger boy’s head back and took the first chunk of black hair from the front, “Nope. First time for everything.”

			        The larger boy jerked his head to stare at his friend and Alden returned it for a long moment before the smaller teen spoke, “Relax. You keep movin’ your skull around like that and I might stab you in the eye or cut an ear off or somethin’.”

			        Warren shook his head and tried to rise, “No, I think I can go like this.”

			        Alden pushed him back down, “I already took a chunk out.”

			        The large boy let out a breath and closed his eyes, “Alright.”

			        Warren sat there with his shoulders tensed, expecting the blade to bite into his skin at any moment as his partner cut his hair free. An hour later Alden spoke, “Alright.”

			        The large boy opened his eyes and studied himself in the mirror. His head was perfectly smooth and Alden had gotten all of his hair. Warren studied himself a moment longer before asking, “I thought you said you had never done that before.”

			        The smaller teen shrugged and turned to leave the room, “I lied.”

			        Warren stared after him for a minute and then shook his head. With a little luck his hair would grow back black again. He wasn’t a fan of the shaved head look but it was more presentable then the white, orange, and black combination.

			        A few hours later Alden was about to step out the door in his long coat when Warren suddenly asked, “Alden, I should probably dress like I would for anyone else. Not for a Princess.”

			        The smaller boy paused, “I would. She probably thinks you’re gonna be more open and honest with her if she isn’t royalty. I gotta run, Elise is waitin’.”

			        Warren waved his friend out the door and dressed casually but respectfully. He ran his hand over his bare head again and took a deep breath. He had to get going as well.

			        Fifteen minutes later Warren found himself sitting on a bench under a massive oak tree beside a bridge. It really was a beautiful location. Ten more minutes ticked by slowly as Warren watched the crowd until Victoria appeared behind him.

			        She leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Waiting for someone?”

			        Warren jumped out of his seat and spun to face her. She was dressed in a simple but fine shirt and black riding pants and her hair was pulled back in a pony tail. She was beautiful but she certainly didn’t look like a princess.

			        The large teen cleared his throat, “I feel a little overdressed.”

			        Victoria stepped around the bench, “You’re fine. I prefer to dress simply whenever I can. Figure out my last name yet, Warren?”

			        Warren studied her for a moment debating how to answer and finally lied, “No, I have not. I was hoping you could shed some light on that today.”

			        The large teen watched her closely as she smiled mischievously at him and touched her finger to her lip, “Hmmmm, I think I’ll let you figure it out on your own.”

			        So Alden had been right after all. Victoria wanted to remain just Victoria with him, not the Princess. There weren’t any Royal Guards either so that means she probably snuck out which would explain her choice of apparel.

			        Warren offered her his arm, knowing if they were seen he’d be a dead man, and said, “Well, what would you like to do today, Victoria?”

			        She took his arm as they walked toward the Market, “I was hoping we could go into Low Town actually.”

			        The large man nearly fell, “What? Why?”

			        Victoria shrugged, “Because I’ve never been there before and I would like to see what it’s like. Is there a reason we shouldn’t go?”

			        Warren stammered for a moment, “Because it’s dangerous, especially if you don’t know where your going or who to talk to. I avoid it.”

			        She sagged a little, “Oh, I see.”

			        The large teen grit his teeth and knew he was going to regret his next sentence, “But, well, I know a guy who can get along with the people in Low Town most of the time. I can talk to him and maybe he will guide us down there. If you want to see me again after today that is.”

			        Victoria bounced back up, “Alright, and of course, Warren. I can settle for lunch today.”

			        Warren nodded his head, “That I can handle.”

			        She smiled at him, “What happened to your hair?”

			        He sighed, “Well, it started off like this….”

			        The rest of the day went by uneventfully as the pair traded stories and Warren learned even more about the Cataclysm. She told him about the first Wizards and how the first meeting of the various races had gone. Elves had tried to subjugate them, dwarves had dismissed them as soft, and the orcs killed everything. He told her what had happened to his hair and of the various misadventures surrounding Reginald. He told her how he wanted to serve his country and make it greater then it already was. Warren thought she rolled her eyes when he told her that but dismissed it and moved on. She told him that she wasn’t sure when she could get away again and that she would send a message when she had the chance.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 41 Picking Up

			 

			        “What? Why?” Alden spluttered out the answer to Warren’s question Monday morning.

			        The large boy let out a heavy sigh, “I know but she wants to go to Low Town.”

			        The smaller teen rubbed his forehead, “I got that bit. I don’t understand what you’re tellin’ me about it for.”

			        Warren rubbed the back of his head, “I was hoping you would tag along and make sure we stay away from the unsavory parts.”

			        Alden let out a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling and then at his friend again, “I haven’t been in town that long, Warren. I just get along with people. But, if she insists, we can go in the spring. This is a bad time to go exploring. People have money after the harvest and the thieves want to capitalize on it and set themselves up for the winter.”

			        The large teen let out a breath, “Alright, I’ll let her know.”

			        The pair got ready and moved down to meet Sergeant Hunter. He looked up as they walked in, “Alden, Inquisitor Solace would like to see you.”

			        The young man bowed his head and stepped back out of the room, leaving his partner behind. The Inquisitor kept his office in the upper halls of the Wall and after a few minutes of climbing up stairs he had just walked down Alden found himself knocking on Solace’s door.

			        The Inquisitor called from inside, “Come in.”

			        Alden stepped into the simple room and the Inquisitor smiled, “Alden, good to see you. I’m sorry I wasn’t here the other night. I was looking into another matter. I was hoping you could answer a few questions for me.”

			        The young man shrugged, “Not a problem.”

			        Solace sat back in his chair and opened a desk drawer, pulling free the dark bladed knife Alden’s attacker had used. The Inquisitor held up the blade, “You’re positive this never cut you correct?”

			        Alden raised an eyebrow and said, “Never touched me. Why is that important?”

			        Solace set the blade down on his desk, “Two reasons. First off, it was poisoned. A subtle thing that dissolves in the bloodstream and prevents clotting. Secondly, the blade itself was forged by an elvish clan and enchanted by dwarves. Unfortunately we don’t know the nature of the enchantment. It might just be something to keep the blade sharp. It might be something viscous designed to cause serious harm.”

			        The young man looked at the knife and how plain it was. He also thought about how he had felt when he had been attacked. The threat hadn’t even registered with him until it had almost been too late. Alden frowned, he could spot a man wanting to pick a fight across the room when he was drunk. And a person charging him with a knife didn’t register? Then there was his temper. Alden knew he had a hot head and was quick to fight. He hadn’t felt any anger at all until the man had dropped the knife.

			        Alden cleared his throat, “Inquisitor, I think the knife is enchanted to dampen the mind.”

			        Solace leaned forward onto his desk and said, “Explain.”

			        The young man explained what he had felt during the fight and the Inquisitor leaned back, “You’re on the right track but I think it’s actually meant to keep the victim complacent and not think about fighting until its too late. Is there anything else you can remember?”

			        Alden shook his head slowly, “No, he was covered from head to toe so I couldn’t see anythin’ about him at all.”

			        Solace nodded, “Alright. Thank you for turning this into Sergeant Hunter. Speaking of him I think he was planning on accelerating your training today so you had better get back down there.”

			        The teen rose and inclined his head, “Thank you, Inquisitor.”

			        The Inquisitor smiled and Alden stepped out of the room before rushing back down the stairs again and joining Warren and Sergeant Hunter back in the arena.

			        Accelerated was the right word for what they were doing. They were actively fighting against Sergeant Hunter as he switched their weapons on the fly. He got the better of them each time but Alden could tell they were getting closer and closer to being on his level. They kept sparring and the Sergeant began to show them how to use throwing knives, a long bow and crossbow. None of the weapons were a part of Knight’s normal armament but they had to be prepared to use any advantage they could get their hands on.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 42 Gaining Traction

			 

			        The Inquisitor made his way through the halls of the Wall, rolling his shoulders and glad to be free of the weight of his armor. He had to report to the Captain and hopefully it would be brief. He had things to put in place and he didn’t have time to talk. Solace glanced over his shoulder as the sound of a Knight pounding down the hall and making enough noise to wake the stones themselves reached him.

			        The Knight doubled his pace when he saw Solace and the Inquisitor stopped as the man reached him, “Inquisitor. Mason. He’s awake.”

			        Solace started back in the direction he had come from as he asked, “Is he saying anything?”

			        The messenger sucked in a deep breath, “Nothing that makes sense.”

			        The Inquisitor furrowed his brow and doubled his pace, “What does that mean?”

			        The Knight opened his mouth and then shut it before speaking, “He, well, just keeps going on about birds.”

			        Solace nodded and rushed off, leaving the Knight behind. A few minutes later and a Knight Medic Isaac opened the door, “Inquisitor, did my apprentice find you?”

			        The Inquisitor looked at the Medic and stated flatly, “No, he didn’t. That’s why I came down here.”

			        Isaac nodded, “Right, foolish question. Mason is right over here.”

			        Mason looked pale and thin and Solace looked over at Isaac, “How well is he?”

			        The Medic shook his head and spoke in an undertone, “Not well at all. Something isn’t right in his brain and he’s not healing properly even with our help. He has a hard time eating and remembering different events although most memories from the last few years seem to be fine. He’s having a hard time translating what he thinks into speech and he can’t write at all.”

			        Solace inclined his head solemnly and sat down beside the bed. Mason stared at him and smiled broadly. The Inquisitor smiled back, “Mason, do you remember me?”

			        Mason nodded, “Questioner.”

			        The Inquisitor leaned forward on his knees, “That’s right. I need to ask you a few of them alright?”

			        Mason nodded again and Solace continued, “Do you remember what happened when you were attacked?”

			        The Knight swallowed and shifted his head looking up at the ceiling, “Stab.”

			        Solace nodded, “That’s right, you were stabbed. What else?”

			        Mason stared at the ceiling for a minute before he answered, “Club.”

			        The Inquisitor stared at the man, “You got hit with a club?”

			        The Knight nodded and Solace continued, “Do you know who it was?”

			        Mason stared in silence for a minute and a half before responding, “Bird. Bird did.”

			        Inquisitor Solace furrowed his brow, “What do you mean? Who is Bird?”

			        Mason yelled, “BIRD! BIRD! BIRD!”

			        Isaac rushed over and pushed Mason back down onto the bed and began to try to calm him. His lips moved in silent words and golden light flowed across Mason. The Knight calmed down and closed his eyes. The Medic looked up at the Inquisitor, “I think that’s enough. We’ll let you know if he expands on that.”

			        The Inquisitor nodded, “Let me know when he wakes again. I want to ask him a few-”

			        Isaac cut him off, “No. If you have anything else that needs asked just leave a list. His mind isn’t stable and any more strain like this and he might break entirely. You might be the Knight Inquisitor but I am in charge here and this is my patient. I will not allow any more risk then necessary.”

			        Solace grit his teeth, “Very well, Isaac. I’ll be sending you a list as soon as I get a chance.”

			        The Medic rose to his feet, “I’ll show you out, Inquisitor.”

			        The Inquisitor waved him off, “I can see the door from here.”

			        The man stormed out of the room, no closer to solving the problem in front of him then he had been before.

			        Solace tapped on Captain Fox’s door and the man responded, “It’s open.”

			        The Inquisitor stepped inside the office and shut the door behind him. He saluted crisply and Fox let out a breath, “Report, Inquisitor.”

			        The Knight Inquisitor took a deep breath before he launched into the report, “The Knight’s investigating the staff within the hall have found nothing of interest. I was expecting to hear back from the other team investigating the elves yesterday but they never appeared. I sent Paladin Booker to investigate the matter. I received a message in return this morning. They’ve been murdered, sir.”

			        Knight Captain Fox sucked in a breath, “I see. So you’re onto something here. How did Booker get a message back so quickly?”

			        Solace glanced around the room before answering, “Booker found their bodies in Low Town. Its very possible we have a spy in our midst.”

			        The Captain leaned forward in his chair, “Do you have any idea who it could be?”

			        The Inquisitor rubbed the back of his head, “I know you’re going to have your doubts about this but everything points at Sergeant Malcolm Hunter.”

			        Fox shook his head, “No, it can’t be him. He’s been a loyal Knight for years.”

			        Solace let out a breath, “I understand. But besides the two of us the only person who knew about the Knights I was dispatching to investigate the elves was Malcolm. And for both Knights to be eliminated so quickly and quietly whoever attacked must have known where they were going and when.”

			        Captain Fox studied his Inquisitor intently before sighing, “Place Sergeant Hunter under observation. Do NOT interrupt his duties or regular schedule. Understood?”

			        The Knight inclined his head, “Of course. The next issue I wanted to bring to your attention is the fact that Alden Flint was attacked by our killer. He brought me the blade and it matches the fragment we found in Grant.”

			        Fox leaned back in his chair, “And? How did a Cadet manage to defend himself from an attacker that’s killed several seasoned Knights?”

			        Solace smiled grimly, “As far as I can tell it’s because of that infamous temper he has and the blade being broken weakened the enchantment. AS far as I can tell the thing is designed to make anyone the wielder focuses on relax into a trance like state. Between the magic weakening and Alden’s temper firing up at the slightest provocation the boy managed to actually defend himself.”

			        The Captain nodded, “Fair enough. Anything else?”

			        The Inquisitor swallowed, “Well, I had no choice but to release the City Guard commander we’ve been keeping in the cells. It turns out that she has a few frinds amongst the Iron Masks, I’ll be keeping an eye on her though. Also, I stopped in the Medical Wing to check on Mason.”

			        Fox sighed and looked down at his desk, “You know the Judges don’t liwk that particular nickname. Mason is gone isn’t he?”

			        Solace smiled sadly, “He’s alive. But his mind is broken and Isaac says he might not recover.”

			        The Captain nodded, “At least he’s alive. Did you get anything out of him?”

			        The Inquisitor shook his head, “Nothing solid. He was struck with a club as well as stabbed. And he says his attacker is ‘Bird’.”

			        Fox stared at the Knight, “Bird?”

			        Solace let a breath out through his nose, “I know. It’s not much to go on but better then nothing. It could be a crest of some kind. I have the feeling its connected somehow.”

			        The Knight Captain nodded, “Very well, dismissed.”

			        The Knight Inquisitor saluted and stepped out of the room quickly to continue his investigation. The pieces were slowly being revealed in this mystery.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 43 A New Announcment

			 

			        Warren felt the months flow past like water. He spent his weeks training in weapons and donned his armor for the first time. Reginald left Alden and Warren alone except for hard glares and cold disdain. That didn’t bother either of the young men. The Sergeant kept both of them drilling relentlessly with their weapons as they learned how to fight with the weapons they would carry as well as at least twenty others for close fighting. Both boys were proficient in the bow, in the crossbow, and accurate with throwing a dozen different weapons. Only two were made for throwing while the rest were improvised.

			        Warren and Alden were sparring at full speed with practice weapons. The larger boy tended to win thanks to the advantage his large shield offered. Warren could stand like a wall as Alden tried to find an opening and the smaller boy would leave himself open most of the time. There were a few times Alden managed to force Warren’s guard open and score a victory. Sergeant Hunter fought them together again and again as the teens slowly gained ground on him. Each time they fought Warren could feel victory coming closer and closer. Warren knew the day the duo finally beat their teacher would make all the welts and bruises worth it.

			        Malcolm Hunter stood at the ready, wooden sword held to the side in his right hand with a kite shield extended before him. Warren braced behind his shield, a weighted wood mace wrapped in heavy cloth was held to the side and behind him as he took a deep breath.

			        Alden stepped up behind him and slapped Warren’s shoulder, “Let’s do this.”

			        The larger teen grunted in response and lifted the shield, rushing forward towards the Sergeant. They had tried this before and it had ended badly. Malcolm tensed up as the wooden wall rolled towards him. Alden fell into step behind Warren and Sergeant Hunter spun out of the way of Warren’s charge. The Sergeant’s sword extended to slam into the large teen’s back just like before but Alden was there this time. The smaller teen smacked the practice blade aside with his own sword and dropped his shoulder behind his kite shield. Alden slammed into the Sergeant’s shield and sent the older man stumbling backwards.

			        Warren came to a halt and turned to face the Sergeant as Alden pressed him. Hunter parried one blow and met a second with his shield. The Sergeant pushed back against the teen as Warren rushed to join the fight. Hunter caught a blow from Alden on his shield and tossed the blade out wide before lunging in, shouldering Alden’s shield. The young man went down as a thwack sounded against Alden’s stomach.

			        The Sergeant jumped back as Warren swung his mace. The weapon whipped through the air leaving the large teen off balance and Hunter stepped in to strike. The large boy managed to reverse the mace’s direction and bring it back up in a backhanded swing that slammed into the Sergeant’s shield with a thundering boom. Malcolm Hunter stumbled back as Warren stepped forward, swinging his mace downwards. The Sergeant hopped back and the mace whistled by in front of him. The wooden blade hummed through the air before Warren could reset his shield again. It smacked across Warren’s shoulder and the mace fell from his limp hand.

			        Sergeant Hunter stepped back as he dropped his own sword and shield back on the table. Alden got up with a groan and tossed his wooden blade down before setting his shield down. Warren set the tower shield against the wall as he worked sensation back into his arm. A moment later he bent down and set the mace alongside the two practice blades.

			        The Sergeant studied them for a moment before saying, “You two have improved over the past few weeks. The city is going to get quiet here before long as the cold sets in. So, we’ve decided that it’s time for the Cadets to go through the Second Trial.”

			        Alden and Warren stared at the Sergeant for a moment before nodding and Warren spoke, “What is the Second Trial?’

			        The Sergeant sighed, “I can only tell you so much but the task ahead of you is to provide protection to an assigned individual. I cannot tell you who it will be only that you will be traveling out of the city. Most likely on horseback. The Guard will provide five crowns for you to find a mount with and they will be provided for within our stables. Anything you spend over five crowns will have to come from your own money. Understood?”

			        Warren and his partner inclined their head again, “Yes, sir.”

			        The instructor eyed the pair of them a long moment before asking, “You both know how to ride a horse, right?”

			        The pair glanced at one another and Alden answered, “I have before.”

			        Warren responded a moment later, “I do.”

			        The Sergeant waved his hand, “Get going then.”

			        Alden lifted his shield off the ground and slung it across his back and sheathed his regular sword. Warren left his tower shield behind but belted his mace back on and the pair made their way of the room. Malcolm sat down heavily in a chair beside the table and let out a breath. He absently rubbed his left arm and tried to shake the feeling of eyes on him. He had felt like someone was watching him for weeks now. The Sergeant shook his head and belted his regular weapons back on before leaving the room.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 44 Renegade

			 

			        Alden made his way down into the Market and headed towards the outer edge of the city. That was where the stables were and that would be where he would find his mount. Warren had opted to wait and stayed behind for the time being. Alden didn’t know when the larger boy was planning on finding a horse but that wasn’t the young man’s problem. His problem was finding a horse suitable for him.

			        He had five crowns to spend and he couldn’t afford to go very far over that. He had sent his family money on two more occasions despite his father telling Alden that they had enough and he didn’t need to worry about them. Alden ignored the protests and continued sending money.

			        The first stable Alden came to was owned by a large man who offered him a decent mare. The young man studied the animal and she looked healthy so he let out a breath and asked, “How much?”

			        The horse master considered for a moment before saying, “Ten crowns and I’ll throw in the tack for another.”

			        Alden turned and walked away without saying another word. That price was borderline banditry. The second stable the young man visited had seen better days and didn’t have any horses that would serve the young man. They had pack animals and plow horses but no animals for riding.

			        The third stable Alden stepped into was closing down. A few horses were left and Alden spotted one that caught his eye immediately. He waved the stable master, an old man with sad brown eyes, over.

			        The old man shook his head when he saw the horse Alden wanted, “Not that one. He’s a bit to temperamental.”

			        Alden smiled, “I’ve heard folk say the same thing about me. How much is he?”

			        The young man approached the stallion who gave him a sniff before shaking its head at him. Alden smirked and stopped moving, “Easy there. I think you and me have got a lot in common.”

			        The horse shied away from the young man before easing back forward, sniffing Alden’s hand again and starting to relax. Alden patted the black stallion’s nose and looked over at the old man, “How much is he?”

			        The old stable master stared at Alden for a long time, “Well, I’ll admit you’ve gotten closer then anyone else has. If you can get a saddle on him and ride him, well, I might as well give him to you.”

			        Alden’s head snapped up, “No, I can’t do that.”

			        The stable master sighed, “Well, if you can saddle him and ride him you can give me what you can for him. Alright?”

			        The young man studied the animal intently before nodding, “Alright. What’s his name?”

			        The stable master shook his head, “Don’t have one yet. We name our horses when they’re fit to ride. He’s been ridden before but he normally don’t let anyone close enough to saddle him. Mine’s Chuck by the way.”

			        Alden turned back towards him, “Alden.”

			        Chuck started to move, fast for his age, and opened the back doors of the stable to a paddock outside. The old man turned back to the interior of the building and motioned to the far wall, “You’ll find saddles and everything you’ll need there.”

			        Alden started to move, he had saddled horses and got them ready to ride before so he moved efficiently but slowly. He spoke to the stallion the whole time he worked with him and the black horse seemed to be skittish but he responded to Alden’s voice.

			        A tense half hour later and Alden opened the pen and led the black stallion out of the stable and into the paddock. The horse was almost pure black but had white stockings on all four legs. Chuck sat just outside the fence watching Alden intently.

			        The young man put one foot in the stirrup and the stallion tensed. Alden locked up in that position and started to talk quietly to the animal. Once the horse relaxed a fraction the young man slowly hefted himself up and took his seat on the saddle. The stallion was skittish still but Alden let him stand where he was, ready to bolt, until the horse relaxed again.

			        Chuck was leaned back with his arms crossed, eyebrows high on his forehead in surprise. Alden cleared his throat, “Alright, let’s take off nice and easy shall we?”

			        The young man clicked his tongue and the stallion jerked into a fast walk. Alden let him walk for a moment before slowing the horse down to a calmer pace. The young man let out a breath and spoke again, “Let’s pick it up a little. A nice easy trot.”

			        Alden tapped his heels to the horses side and the stallion started to trot. The young man steered the stallion, now much more relaxed under him, around the edge of the paddock as he touched his heels to the horse again and it started into a canter. There wasn’t enough space for a gallop but Alden could tell that the stallion was a powerful animal.

			        The young man let the horse canter around the track for a lap before slowing it to a trot and finally walked him over to the spot where Chuck stood. Alden dismounted and the stallion eyed him before bumping his head against Alden’s arm and snorting. The young man smiled at the animal before turning his attention to Chuck.

			        The old man smiled, “You got yourself a way with horses. First time I seen that stallion let someone ride it since I bought him.”

			        Alden returned the smile, “Animals like me. But that leaves us with two things. Money and a name.”

			        Chuck waved his hand, “Don’t worry about money. Like I said no one else can ride him.”

			        The young man shook his head, “How much do you want for the tack?”

			        The old man mulled it over, “Half a crown will do.”

			        Alden reached into his pocket and pulled out six crowns and handed them to Chuck, “I know he’s worth more but it’s what I can afford.”

			        The stable master took the money with a half smile, “That just leaves the name. Fellow I bought him off of called him sole-ear-oh-niether or something like that. I think it was that language the elves use.”

			        Alden smirked, “I thought you said he didn’t have a name.”

			        Chuck snorted, “That ain’t a name. That was a mess. Couldn’t find the bastard who sold him to me after I found out he couldn’t be ridden.”

			        The young man studied the animal for a long moment before saying, “I reckon I’ll call you Renegade.”

			        The stable master managed a smile, “Just glad you didn’t say Blacky.”

			        Alden chuckled and offered Chuck his hand. The old man eyed him for a moment before taking it and giving a firm handshake. The young man smiled, “Best of luck.”

			        Chuck stepped back, “And the same to you. Keep your wits about you, lad. I get the feeling you’re gonna need them.”

			        The young man mounted Renegade as Chuck opened the paddock gate and the black stallion walked out onto the street. The Second Trial was coming and Alden knew it wasn’t going to be as simple as the first.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 45 The Second Trial

			 

			        A week later Warren stood on top of the Wall with Alden beside him. The other Cadets stood in a loose semi-circle around Sergeant Hunter. Each of the young Cadets were in their armor with their weapons hanging at their sides. Their horses were saddled and waiting below in the courtyard.

			        Sergeant Hunter cleared his throat, “As you know this is the second of your Trials. Winter is almost upon us and it is time for the King’s messengers to ride out and deliver his majesty’s word into the surrounding areas. You will each escort one of these messengers along their routes alongside a squadron from the Royal Army. Once you depart they are under your command and the soldiers answer to you. Do not let them push you around. Do not forget that for the duration of this ride you are permitted to behave as full members of the Royal Guard. Understood?”

			        A chorus of yeses rang out from the Cadets and he nodded, “Very well. The messengers and soldiers will be waiting for you at the Western Gate. They know who they are assigned to. I’ll see you all in about two weeks. Dismissed.”

			        Warren turned and let Alden lead the way down the stairs in front of them. A few flights of stairs and a brief walk later, someone needed to redesign this place, they reached the courtyard where there horses were tied. Alden had managed to find a fine, black stallion he had named Renegade. Warren had found a gelding chestnut named Gallius for thirteen crowns. He was a well trained and disciplined horse, whereas Renegade was just as strong but a little too spirited for Warren’s liking. But Alden could handle the stallion and Warren trusted him to keep Renegade under control. Alden hopped easily up into the saddle as Warren dragged himself upwards. He was starting to debate if the full plate was a good idea or not. The pair set out at an easy trot to find their charge.

			        Their assigne messenger was a man named Damien. He was short at about 5’6” and had beady eyes and a pinched face. The messenger wore fine clothes in the King’s colors and was well groomed. Warren didn’t like him too much, he seemed like the kind of person who would sell his own mother if it profited him. The big man accepted the fact. They both worked for the King and what the King wanted, the King received.

			        The leader of the soldiers cleared his throat, “Captain McCready, sir. We’ll be heading out as soon as you give the order, Knight.”

			        Warren glanced over at Alden who shrugged, “Ready when you are.”

			        Damien interrupted, “Just to be clear I am the one in charge here.”

			        The big man let out a breath and locked eyes with Damien, “Say the word then.”

			        The short messenger smiled, “First stop is the city of Washington.”

			        Damien spurred his horse into motion with Renegade and Gallius falling into step beside him. Warren signaled McCready, “Have two of your men ride vanguard.”

			        The Captain nodded, “Of course sir.”

			        The man fell back and called instructions to his men who started to ride out ahead but Damien stopped them, “What do you think you are doing?”

			        The men who had been riding out front glanced at each other and Warren sighed, “Following the orders their Captain gave. Which I told him to give.”

			        Damien turned to face Warren, “And what gives you that right, Knight.”

			        Warren bit his tongue but Alden snapped, “Listen. The lot of us have been charged with protectin’ you. Now, you can let us do our job or you can charge ahead and be the first one to walk into an ambush. Your choice.”

			        Damien sneered at Alden and spat, “Who are you to speak to me that way, you impudent son of a whore!?”

			        Alden’s eyes narrowed, “My name is Flint. Alden Flint and I am a member of the Royal Guard. I answer only to the King and to my Captain. If you speak of my mother in such a way Warren will be forced to intervene on your behalf. Am I clear?”

			        Damien’s mouth opened and then shut before opening again. The now pale faced man stammered, “You, you can’t do that. I’m in charge.”

			        The young man rolled his eyes, “Yes. We take orders from you. Unless its about protection. Then we’re in charge. I can reject orders from the King himself if those orders put his life in danger. I can sure as hell reject orders from you. Now, are you going to let us do our jobs or not?”

			        Damien stared at Alden for a long moment and then glanced at Warren who sat on Gallius with a stoic expression. The messenger turned back to Alden, “I’ll be reporting this. But do what you must.”

			        The young man snorted and turned his attention to the road again as the soldiers rode out ahead. Captain McCready took up a station at the center of the column just ahead of Damien. Warren and Alden rode on either side of the messenger with another soldier just behind him. The final two soldiers rode further back as a rear guard.

			        The rest of the day passed by without incident which Warren was happy about. Damien glared daggers at Alden every chance he got but Warren’s partner dismissed the short man’s fury. The big teen spent the hour they used to set camp and eat worrying that Alden would simply punch Damien in the face and drop his unconscious body at their destination.

			        The first night’s watch went through smoothly and the second day had them breaking camp and setting out again without incident. Warren had a feeling things would go south quickly though. Washington came into view late that afternoon. The city had been built after the Cataclysm and reminded Warren of the Castle in a way but it was different. The structures were more elegant and seemed to be thinner. The other thing that struck the large man was the way they seemed to glow.

			        The vanguard who had been riding ahead rejoined the main group and they waited for the rear guard to catch up. The group rode down to the city gates together and proceeded into the city. Warren looked around at all the buildings in wonder. He noted the symbols carved into the walls and arches of the place and wondered what they did. Maybe this place had magic like the Wall did, just of a different kind.

			        Warren caught Alden’s eyes and he saw anger there. The big man wondered about it and put the information aside to ask about later. There were many things he didn’t understand about his partner and that temper was one of them. The small procession continued through the city and straight up to Lord Washington’s manor.

			        The soldiers themselves were dismissed to the barracks and all of their horses were taken to the stables by hands. Lord Washington, a man by the name of Abe, greeted them at the door of his home as Warren and Alden trailed just behind Damien.

			        Washington was dressed in the blues and silvers of his house. A tree with an axe imposed across its trunk was embroidered on his right shoulder in black. Damien inclined his head to the man, “Lord Washington, its a pleasure to meet you. I am Damien la Cinder. These are my esorts, Warren Faulkner to my left and Alden Flint to my right.”

			        Lord Washington smiled at the man, “Damien, it’s always a pleasure to receive a servant of the King and his Knights. If the three of you would join me inside I’m sure we can discuss business after dinner.”

			        The messenger smiled again, “Of course, my lord.”

			        The trio followed Abraham Washington through his house and into a large dining room with a table long enough to sit fifty. There were places set for seven people. Washington himself sat at the head of the table with Damien to his right and his eldest son, a young man of about sixteen Warren guessed sat on his left. Joanna, Abraham’s wife, sat to the left of her son while their daughter, Alexis sat to the left of her mother. Warren sat to the right of Damien and Alden sat beside Warren.

			        The first course was a soup involving mushrooms Warren wasn’t familiar with but ate anyway. The second course was well seasoned and tender steak served with potatoes and gravy. The final course was a pastry made with cinnamon and a sweet icing that was sticky but delicious. Throughout the meal Lord Washington, Damien and eventually Warren got involved in a conversation about economic theory. Alden remained quiet throughout the entirety of the meal but Warren could feel the tension in his friend even as he ate the meal in front of them.

			        Towards the end of the meal Washington finally noticed the silence coming from Alden and asked, “And tell me, Alden, where do you come from?”

			        The young man looked up at the Lord and met his gaze levelly as he answered, “A little town you’ve never heard of called Pleasant that’s near the eastern border.”

			        Washington leaned back in his seat, “And what did you do there and how did you become a Knight in our King’s service?”

			        Alden smiled, “I am the third son of a farmer. I spent my childhood tendin’ crops and animals. As for how I came to be workin’ for the King. Well, I was Conscripted into service and the Royal Guard came and started trainin’ me.”

			        Abe smirked and muttered, almost to himself, “Seems they’ll take anyone these days.”

			        Warren tensed at the explosion he expected to occur and he heard Alden’s sharp intake of breath and the young man held it for a long second before releasing it in a slow breath. Warren let his shoulders slump as his partner let the insult slide. The large man felt like this was going to be a long trip.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 46 Business

			 

			        Alden could feel his anger boiling just under the surface, wanting to be unleashed upon this supposed “noble” Lord that governed the people. The state of the city was horrid and here this man was eating three course dinners at a table long enough to sit his entire staff. The nerve of these people was audacious.

			        The young man closed his eyes and let go of some of the rage. They would be out of here tomorrow and onto whatever their next stop was. Damien managed to keep things moving, “I believe it is time we moved onto business, Lord Washington.”

			        Abe rose to his feet, “Of course. We’ll head to my office. I find it much more suited to these matters.”

			        The noble sent his family off for the evening and led the way through the manor to a small room with a large fireplace and four black leather chairs surrounding a mahogany table. Damien motioned for Warren and Alden to take places beside the entrance which was fine with the green eyed teen. Less time near Abraham.

			        The hall Alden was staring down was covered in paintings with heavy ornate frames and had two full suits of armor. Swords and shields hung from the halls. He scoffed at the ridiculousness of it all as he heard Damien and Abe sit down in the next room.

			        Washington’s voice broke the silence, “Tell me, Damien, what does his Majesty the King want from me?”

			        Damien took a moment to respond and Alden heard the clink of a glass on wood. The messenger sighed, “He sent me to inform you that he noticed you sent less coin then usual this year in his taxes.”

			        Abraham seemed to scoff, “Okay, and? It’s not my fault its been a slow year.”

			        A silence followed and Lord Washington continued, “What else does His Highness want??”

			        Alden noticed Warren stiffen at Abe’s tone as Damien remarked, “You would do well to watch how you speak of His Majesty, Lord Washington. Either of the men outside this door could take your head and write it off as treason and get nothing but a slap on the wrist.”

			        One of the chairs creaked and Abe replied a moment later, “I apologize for my tone, Damien la Cinder. I would like to know what the Crown expects of me however.”

			        Damien cleared his throat and Alden heard the scrape of a glass moving across a table. A moment later the messenger’s voice drifted into the hall again, “Well, the King is expecting the usual amount you send in taxes. In case you’re curious you fell roughly 500 crowns short.”

			        Alden almost choked on his own tongue at the sum. 500 crowns? That was absurd!

			        Washington growled, “Where do you expect me to find that at? My people are being robbed on the streets of the Kingdom! I’ve already taken more then any other year.”

			        The messenger sighed, “See, the King isn’t sure you’re telling the truth in that regard. Give him the coin and say you retrieved it form teh bandits. Sell some knickknacks. Tax the people even more. The King expects 500 crowns from you within six weeks.”

			        There was a long silence and then Washington asked, “If I refuse?”

			        Damien set an empty glass down, “Then the King declares you a traitor and executes you and your son, Thomas. Your wife may be spared if she renounces your name and will be sold at worst or given a position in someone’s house at best. Odds are the dungeons are where she’ll end up. Your daughter will be sold to the Northern Empire. His Majesty was clear on that. Your manor may be sold or it may be given to someone more worthy of the position.”

			        Abe was silent for a long time, and then he drew a deep breath and replied, “Tell the King to expect his gold in six weeks. How long are you going to stay here?”

			        Damien replied smoothly, “Just tonight. The King also requested you send a messenger to him with your reply yourself. I have other stops to make and don’t have time to return your message.”

			        Washington grunted, “So be it. I’ll have my men show you to your quarters. Your guards will also be given rooms and my personal guard will be stationed at your door.”

			        Alden glanced over at Warren, it sounded like Washington might be planning trouble. Damien spoke up again, “Excellent idea. I almost forgot to mention one last thing. If anything happens to myself, or any of the men under my charge during our stay here, well, the King is currently negotiating a few deals with the Republic of Aclosa, and he’s been looking for a young lady of noble birth to arrange a marriage if you follow. You know how the Republic is about visits. If you follow.”

			        Abe had reached the hall at this point and went pale. The Republic was to far to the east, beyond the mountains. Trade occurred between the Republic and Kingdom but the dwarves were strict about who could cross their mountains. Washington grit his teeth, “I see. He’d put my daughter into the hands of an Aclosian under that Arch-Mage.”

			        Damien shrugged, “I never said that and you shouldn’t assume you know the King’s intentions.”

			        Abe almost growled, “You know what they say about the Arch-Mage.”

			        The messenger drifted out into the hall, “Rumors and hearsay. Nothing to worry over, I’m sure.”

			        Alden noted Warren’s stony expression. It was stoic and emotionless but not natural and that lack of naturalness showed. His face looked stiff, like a forced smile. He knew something about all of this but for now it seemed that they were safe in Washington’s care.

			        Lord Washington waved his hand at a passing maid. He placed a hand on her shoulder, “Would you show Damien la Cinder and his Guards to their rooms. And then could you stop by my room, Joanna hasn’t been feeling well.”

			        The maid flushed at the second part of the statement and curtsied quickly, “Of course, my Lord. If you could follow me gentlemen.”

			        Washington bowed, “I’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow.”

			        Damien trailed behind the maid and the messenger was trailed by Alden and Warren. Damien’s rooms were the first stop. A four poster bed, an armoire, a sitting room with a fireplace, balcony, silk curtains, three armchairs and a sofa. Alden had to restrain his anger. His people were taxed beyond measure and Lord Washington kept guest rooms like this.

			        The messenger muttered, “I suppose these will do. You two are dismissed. I expect to see you armed and ready to travel at breakfast.”

			        Alden suppressed his disgust for the man’s attitude and followed the maid through the halls at a rushed pace. The rooms Alden and Warren were given were simpler then Damien’s but still much finer then anything they had at the Wall. Separate bedrooms and a conjoined sitting room. They had three couches and a window in one wall. They didn’t have a balcony or fireplace but they had a fourth room which had weapon and armor racks. This was a room made for visiting Knights.

			        The maid curtsied to them, “Is there anything else you need?”

			        Warren shook his head and Alden answered, “No, thank you.”

			        She disappeared back down the hall and after a long moment Warren said, “I’ve never seen a servant so excited to serve a Lord before.”

			        Alden shrugged his shield free, “Maybe Joanna is nice to them.”

			        The big man snorted as he dropped his mace and tower shield into the racks, “Yeah, I bet she loves them.”

			        The smaller warrior un-belted his sword and slung it over a chair, “Why does that sound sarcastic?”

			        Warren turned and stared at his friend, “By the gods you think she is actually going to take care of Lady Joanna.”

			        Alden thought about what his friend was saying, “Oh. I get it now. That is odd she’s so excited.”

			        The big man slapped Alden on the back with a chuckle, “I knew you weren’t that slow.”

			        The pair pulled their armor free and as Alden sat back on the couch he asked, “So what had Lord Washington so terrified about sendin’ his daughter to the Republic and what’s the deal with the Arch-Mage?”

			        Warren rolled his shoulders as he looked at his friend and answered, “Well, Aclosa is hard to get to. The dwarves tend to be selective in who they let cross the Cliff Ranges. So once someone is sent off to the Republic it is unlikely you’ll see them again. As for the Arch-Mage, well, I have heard he turns people into monsters.”

			        Alden snorted, “Yeah, sure. Now, what did you actually hear?”

			        The big man shook his head, “I wish I were making this up. Rumors reached us along the trade caravans. They say he turned one man into living stone. Another said he turned a woman into a creature which can paralyze you with her stare and then she drains the blood out of you.”

			        The smaller man snorted, “I think we both know all of that’s been exaggerated and twisted.”

			        Warren shrugged, “You asked what I had heard so what I told you. I agree with you though.”

			        The green eyed man nodded, “You mentioned Cliff Roads?”

			        The large man sighed, “The mountains don’t taper off like they do on this side. On the eastern side they end in a sheer cliff. That cliff wraps around us on three sides, north of the Lake City, east of the Mountains and it makes our southern border with the Confederacy. Old maps have it bordering us with the Badlands to the west as well but that cliff collapsed a long time ago. The land on top of the cliffs was once known as the Seat of the Fourth Master and a forbidden area. Until humans emerged from them. After that the dwarves came up and took over the mountains. The elves never had much interest and the orcs just roam.”

			        Alden frowned, “Fourth? Now, I was always raised to believe in the Maker, but aren’t there only Three Masters and their 9 Lords and Ladies in your religion?”

			        Warren made a so so gesture with his hand, “Yes and no. There are Three now but when the world was made there was a Fourth who lost his name because of a betrayal. Some fanatics consider even mentioning Fourth to be heresy and worthy of damnation.”

			        Alden nodded and popped his neck, “I see. I hate to say it but we should get some sleep. I get the feelin’ this is gonna be our last chance to sleep in a real bed for a good while.”

			        The giant teen nodded, “I think you are right. See you in the morning.”

			        The smaller boy stood and turned for his room, “Night, big guy.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 47 Tail

			 

			        Breakfast was a quiet affair with Abe ushering the group out of the door almost as fast as he could. Warren looked around as they left the city and noticed the thing that made Alden so angry. The people were worn here. They wore haggard expressions and eyed them darkly as they passed. The citizens walked with their heads down and muttered under their breath.

			        The big man sent a pair of soldiers out ahead again as soon as they left the walls of the city behind. They were heading west, to the edge of the Badlands. Damien had been sent to check on the condition of the Western Citadel and its surrounding strongholds. It was those locations which housed the warriors who defended the people from the orcs marauding the countryside. It would take 6 days of travel to reach the Citadel. Almost 120 miles of ground to cover. The big man looked up at the sun and noted happily that it wasn’t midsummer. If it had been he would probably be drowned in his own sweat by the time this trip was over.

			        The first three days went by without incident. The soldiers, Warren and Alden kept a rotation through the night. Damien was allowed to sleep through the night. They had salted meats and travel cake, so dinner was warm if not the most wonderful thing Warren had tasted. Alden seemed uneasy being out in the flatland and the big teen was beginning to wonder if it was getting to him.

			        That night at camp was the night things went south. Alden tapped Warren on the shoulder, “We’ve had a tail for most of the day.”

			        Warren bit down on another piece of meat, “Any idea who?”

			        Alden shook his head, “No, I’ve just seen one person. I’m gonna go take a look, see if I can’t do something about it. If I’m not back in an hour come lookin’.”

			        The big man nodded once as Alden stood and drifted off into the tall grasses surrounding the road. They were taller then the big man by at least two feet. The flat lands on the western end of the Kingdom were covered in them.

			        Warren finished his meal as Damien started to grumble, “Where did Flint go? He’s been gone for half an hour now. Probably ran off like a coward.”

			        Warren growled back, “We saw someone following us earlier. He went to see who it was.”

			        One of the soldiers went wide-eyed, “What if he walks into an ambush!?”

			        The big man shrugged, “I feel bad for the people ambushing him.”

			        The soldiers glanced around at each other and McCready moved to sit by Warren, “What do you know about our follower?”

			        Warren shook his head, “Not much other then the fact that they have been there for most of the day. Alden said for us to go after him after him if he is gone for more then an hour.”

			        The Captain nodded, “Alright. We can do that.”

			        Fifteen minutes ticked by slowly and Warren heard something in the tall grass. He rose to his feet as his hand drifted toward his mace. A second later a figure was tossed out of the high grass and onto the road. Alden stepped out of the vegetation a moment later.

			        The figure was a woman, clad in leather armor with two knife scabbards on her hip and two across her lower back. All four were empty. The woman smiled as Alden lazily pocketed a small stiletto.

			        The young man cracked his neck, “Almost got me with that one. You mind settlin’ down and talkin’ to us peaceful like now. If not I’m gonna take to using a blade myself.”

			        The woman seemed to take her surroundings in for the first time and she smirked, “I think I’ll take the peaceful option for now.”

			        Alden smiled, “Good choice. Now, let’s get you a seat and we can have us a nice long chat about why you’re followin’ us.”

			        Five minutes later the woman, who’s name was Lorelei, was sitting on the ground being towered over by Alden and Warren. They had taken her knife scabbards and anything else she could use as a weapon.

			        Alden spoke first, “So, Lorelei, wanna tell me why you been followin’ us?”

			        She shrugged and flicked her black hair over her shoulder, “Not really, you see, that takes all the fun out of you guessing.”

			        Warren cleared his throat, “I would avoid playing too many games with him. He has a rather short temper.”

			        Lorelei smiled and winked at the big man, “Oh, I know. You should ask him how his leg is although he hides it so well.”

			        The big man glanced over at his partner who shrugged, “It’s nothin’. Just a scratch. I’m startin’ to think I should’ve just knocked you out and left you out there in the grass. I hear there are some rather strange….things…..out there.”

			        The woman smirked, “Mmmmm, I think that conscious of yours wouldn’t let you do it. I can see it in those pretty emeralds of yours. You’re way too nice to just leave someone to die.”

			        Alden growled, “I’m getting’ awful tired of you, lady. I might not be one to leave someone to die. But piss me off and I will run a sword through you.”

			        The smirk grew wider, “Why don’t you do it then tough guy? Show everyone here how big and bad that temper of yours is. I can see it in you to kill, that boiling fury just under the surface. You’ve never done it before though and you’re afraid. Afraid of what it’ll do to you. Afraid of what your friends will think once you’ve drawn blood. You’re afraid of what you’re family will say once you’ve tainted your soul. Go on and kill me then run home and tell mommy about the bad thing you did.”

			        Alden snarled, “Don’t talk about my mother or my family.”

			        Lorelei giggled and looked at Warren, “I thought he would be protective of her. Probably because she’s the village whore.”

			        The young man roared as his sword came free but Warren slammed his gauntleted fist across Alden’s face before he could take a step. The green eyed teen sprawled across the ground and lay there for a long moment before he groaned, “Thanks for wakin’ me up.”

			        Warren chuckled, “Don’t mention it.”

			        Alden didn’t bother getting up right away and Warren started to talk, “You really should avoid speaking about his mother like that. If you do it again I will not waste energy stopping him. Also, I am surprised he drew his sword. Normally, he just uses his fists at that point. So, unless you want beaten to death I suggest you start cooperating.”

			        She smiled at Warren and winked again, “Of course, handsome. All you needed to do was ask.”

			        Alden grumbled something as he rose to his feet, “Then why have you been bein’ such a pain in the ass?”

			        Lorelei didn’t take her eyes off Warren, “Because you aren’t as tall. You’re friend here though, well, he could get me to do a lot of things just by asking.”

			        The smaller teen rolled his eyes and made a gesture that said “she’s your problem” as he walked back towards camp, rubbing his jaw. Warren looked back toward him and then back at Lorelei as she bit her lip and then asked, “Well, big guy, what’s it gonna be?”

			        Warren swallowed, suddenly nervous and wishing it was Alden in this predicament. He swallowed again and asked, “Why are you following us, Lorelei?”

			        She leaned back and crossed her legs, “Well, that’s a secret I’m really not supposed to tell. I will though but you have to do something for me first.”

			        The big man leaned back and crossed his arms, standing on familiar territory now, “And what would that be?”

			        Lorelei uncrossed her legs and then recrossed them the other way, “Well, you and your angry friend are Knights right? That means you have to keep your word once you give it.”

			        Warren nodded, “Get to the point.”

			        The woman uncrossed her legs again and fidgeted, “I’ll tell you everything I know but you have to swear you’ll escort me all the way back to the capital.”

			        The big man’s brow furrowed, “Why do you want to go to Cinnati?”

			        Lorelei shrugged, “Personal reasons.”

			        Warren sighed, “You do realize you’re going to have to ride with us until we go back. Which means going to the Badlands with us.”

			        The woman’s eyes widened and she took a deep breath, “That’s okay. I can manage that.”

			        The big man rubbed his forehead, “If you make me regret this I will make you pay for it but I will see to it you make it to Cinnati.”

			        Lorelei closed her eyes, took a deep breath and smiled, “Thank you. Here’s my story. Near here, my brother has a farm and a family. I do, other things to make a living. I’m not going to tell you what because it’s irrelevant. A group of thugs found me and told me I had to work for them or they would burn my brother’s farm and kill his family. That was two months ago. I’ve been baiting travelers into ambushes for Ripper, creative I know, and his men the whole time with a damsel in distress act and I’m sick of it. I hated it from the beginning. I never went after the common people, only those with too much for their own good. What I want from you handsome, is for Ripper to disappear.”

			        Warren sighed, “Let me talk to the others.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 48 Potential Break

			 

			        Solace pulled his cloak tighter around himself as he strode through Low Town. Watching Sergeant Hunter had yielded nothing to date which is what the Inquisitor had expected but it was worth checking all the possibilities. At this point he was following an elven smuggler operating in the city. Crime ran through the bosses that operated out of the darkest parts of Low Town and his armor would not win him any friends here. That’s why the Inquisitor was dressed in leather pants with a heavy shirt and a cloak wrapped around himself. He had left his typical sword and shield behind him and had knives hidden a dozen different places on his body.

			        The elf he was following had flowing black hair and pale skin. He wasn’t a member of the Netherfire clan, their skin was normally a gray ashen color. This elf was probably an outcast. He bore Netherfire blood but his features were softer, more human. A half breed. Even a halfbreed could be useful to the elves though. They could do the dirty work and if they were caught the clan could deny any involvement.

			        The elf rounded another corner and Solace followed a moment later. His target was standing there, leaning against the wall of a dead end alley smiling at him. Solace yanked a pair of knives free as he lurched forward. A big man landed where the Inquisitor had been standing a moment ago. Solace sent a knife spinning through the air and it buried itself deep in the attacker’s chest.

			        The Inquisitor froze as a dark blade pressed itself against his neck and the half-elf asked, “Why are you following me?”

			        Solace noted the tattoo on the man’s hand and said, “No real reason. I just heard you were a guy I could do business with.”

			        The half-elf hesitated, “What kind of business?”

			        The Inquisitor thought quickly, “My employer wants to frame a competitor and put him out of business. I was hoping you might be able to supply something to assisst in the matter.”

			        The smuggler snorted as he released Solace, “I know the story. You’re gonna have to pay for killing my man.”

			        Solace nodded, “We should be able to come to an arrangement.”

			        The half elf studied Solace for a moment, “I’m sure we can. First off, you’re gonna pay my friend’s weight in silver. Then we can negotiate other matters.”

			        The Inquisitor turned and looked at the big man he had put down, “I’ll need to make arrangements for that much silver. Or maybe I can provide something else that might interest you.”

			        The smuggler cocked his head, “And what would that be?”

			        Solace smiled tightly, “Information.”

			        The half elf rubbed his face, “Let me here it and then I’ll let you know if it’s worth anything.”

			        The Inquisitor shook his head, “No, you’ll say its worth nothing no matter what. So, I’ll give you a hint and then you can decide if you want to know more or not.”

			        The smuggler held up his blade, “Or I can cut it out of you.”

			        Solace slid back out of reach easily, a knife in each hand, “That might be harder then you think.”

			        The half-elf scowled, “Well, let’s hear a piece of the puzzle then, bastard.”

			        The Knight smiled, “Well, it involves someone with an elven knife set with dwarven runes.”

			        The smuggler frowned, “Go on.”

			        Solace raised his eyebrows, “Does that mean you’ll accept this information as payment for your friend?”

			        The other man scowled again and nodded. The Inquisitor smiled easily and continued, “I have sources in the Wall stating that a young man was attacked and managed to disarm his assailant. The knife was dark and set with runes by the dwarves. They also mentioned something about it being related to Netherfire, whatever that is.”

			        The smuggler flicked his knife through the air but Solace drew on the Magic he had. The knife veered off course and slammed into his arm instead of his chest. The Inquisitor grunted and staggered back as the smuggler rushed him. Solace ducked the first wild swing and threw an elbow up into the man’s face. The smuggler staggered backwards as Solace snapped his arm out straight, slamming the pommel of his dagger into the smuggler’s head knocking him out.

			        The Inquisitor grit his teeth and yanked the knife free of his arm with a silent scream. Stars danced in front of his eyes for what felt like an eternity. In reality it was about twenty seconds. Solace sniffed the blade of the smuggler’s knife and then discarded it. He couldn’t smell any poison but that didn’t mean anything.

			        The Inquisitor pulled a gold ring from his pocket and slipped it on. A tendril of magic and the ring flared with warmth and then cooled again. Solace slipped the ring back into his pocket as he studied the half elf more closely. The hand tattoo marked him as an outcast of the Netherfire but he had never been exiled from the Elven Confederacy itself. The ring on his other hand was silver, with dwarven runes. Solace extended another wisp of his magic toward it, muttering the words of the spell under his breath. The ring was not lethal in anyway but Solace wasn’t sure what the use of it was.

			        The Inquisitor removed the ring and studied it as a trio of Knights appeared. One hefted the unconscious man and another went about cleaning up the corpse Solace had left. The third began tending to Solace’s arm efficiently. The Inquisitor frowned, hoping that the smuggler would give something up. The plan had been to follow the half-elf home but that plan had gone out the window. Then again, every plan seemed to jump out the window.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 49 Ripper

			 

			        Alden was sitting on Renegade the next morning with Lorelei on the saddle in front of him. Warren didn’t seem to know how to handle her. The big man had explained her story the night before and they all agreed Ripper needed taken care of. Damien wailed and moaned about the time it would cost them but everyone, except Lorelei, had been sworn to uphold the King’s Law and these men were breaking it.

			        The young man had a feeling he knew what other things Lorelei had done for money, especially with how she had handled those knives yesterday but he hadn’t said anything. Alden couldn’t shake the feeling they were walking into a trap but he trusted Warren. They would make it through this mess.

			        Ripper’s camp was off the main road and before they reached it the group dismounted. Two soldiers were staying behind with Damien while Lorelei lead the others through the grasses to the bandit camp. Warren and Alden donned their helms for the first time. They had both been given traditional knight’s helms and it made Alden feel blind and like he couldn’t breathe. He pulled it back off his head and clipped it back on his saddle.

			        Twenty minutes of walking through the tall grass and they emerged in a clearing, a large tent just in front of them. It was broad daylight and Alden could hear snoring inside. The young man motioned for the others to stay put and leaned out around the corner of the tent. Most of the camp was asleep. One man was standing on a raised platform with a telescope. He was looking out toward the road, probably waiting for a group of travelers to appear.

			        Alden leaned back around the tent and looked at Warren, “Split into two groups. You, McCready and one of the men will head around the far side of the tent. Me and the others will head around the other side. Keep it quiet as long as you can.”

			        Lorelei frowned, “What about me?”

			        The young man looked at her, “What about you? Head back to the horses or wait here. You’re choice.”

			        She scowled and moved to respond but Alden was already moving. Two of the soldiers followed as he stepped around the corner of the tent and then rounded to the front. One man was awake out front and Alden swung before he realized what was happening. He had killed for the first time. Maker forgive him he had killed someone.

			        The young man shook his head clear and found that one of the soldiers he was with had dispatched another guard. Alden nodded to him and stepped inside the tent. A big man was laying on the bed asleep, snoring loudly. A burn scar ran down the right side of his face and his right arm looked like it had been shredded by a very big and very angry cat more then once. Alden stepped up close to him and looked down at his bloodied sword. Killing a guard about to raise the alarm on reflex was one thing. Making himself kill a sleeping man was another.

			        One of the soldiers gasped and Alden whirled to see what was wrong. A woman’s body was laying on the floor, bruise marks coated her neck like she had been strangled. Alden grit his teeth and his sword flicked without him looking back at the man behind him. There was a wet squelch and a gasp of breath. Ripper was dead.

			        Alden closed his eyes and pushed his guilt away. He could deal with what he felt later. He had a job to do though. The young man’s head snapped toward the entrance as he heard shouting outside and he darted into motion.

			        The lookout on the tower had noticed Warren moving from tent to tent and the whole camp was awake now. There was a dozen men assembling, scrambling as they found weapons. Alden looked over his shoulder and snapped, “Hit ’em hard and hit ’em fast!”

			        The soldiers shot across the field and had their first two victims down before the bandits knew what was happening. Alden lunged into battle, he batted a hasty blow with a makeshift club aside with his shield and his sword whistled through the air. The bandit screamed for a half second as his hand came free of his arm and then fell silent as Alden’s backswing bit into his neck.

			        The young man jerked aside as a soldier shouted a warning and a bandit stumbled past him, off balance from a thrust of his sword. The pommel of Alden’s sword came down, cracking the man’s skull open. The young man turned away from the bodies and looked around, all of his men were standing. One soldier was holding his shield arm at an odd angle. His face was pale and covered in sweat.

			        Alden walked over to him and examined it, “Looks dislocated. Want me to set it back in or have one of your friends do it? I understand if you want someone you know to do it.”

			        The soldier swallowed and shook his head, “Set it, sir.”

			        The young man nodded as he grabbed the soldier’s arm and jerked his shoulder back into place. The man kept his teeth clenched together and let a long growl escape as the bone popped back into position. A second later he tenderly rolled his shoulder and nodded to Alden.

			        He managed a weak smile, “Thank you, sir. It’ll be good as new before long.”

			        Alden slapped him on the good shoulder and turned to see Warren, staring down at one of the bodies near him. The smaller man walked over to him, “Whatcha got runnin’ through that head of yours?”

			        Warren gestured to the three bodies surrounding him, “I killed them.”

			        The green eyed teen nodded, “You did. And I killed a few others. But Warren, at the end of the day, these men, they preyed on people who can’t protect themselves. They walk into people’s homes and take whatever they want. These men are wrose then animals and do you know why?”

			        Warren looked up at his friend, “Why?”

			        Alden put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, “Because these men can reason and think just like you or me. And they chose to kill and prey on those weaker then them. Animals act on instinct and need. These men acted on conscious thought and killed without guilt. What you feel now for these men is what sets you above them, Warren.”

			        The big man held Alden’s gaze for a long minute, “And what do you feel?”

			        Alden sighed as his guilt threatened to rush forward, “What’s done is done. I will remember each of the men I killed. How I killed them. But most of all I will remember why I had to kill. And I will remember this guilt but I refuse to linger on it. Instead, I will remind myself that there are many people who will make it home because of what we did today.”

			        Warren nodded, “You surprise me sometimes, Alden.”

			        The young man managed to smile, “I surprise myself sometimes. Let’s find Lorelei, regroup and get on the road. We have a ways to travel yet.”

			        The large teen nodded again as he clipped his mace back into place. Alden started to walk away, his mind racing. He told Warren what the big man needed to hear but was he right? He had killed four men today. He pushed the guilt back again and move toward the main tent. Lorelei was nowhere to be seen.

			        Alden let out a breath. He hoped she hadn’t run off but even if she had it was a small price. A band of thieves had been removed and if one young woman who happened to be talented with knives slipped away. Well, one knife would cause less damage then twenty. With a little luck she had just gone back to the others.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 50 Western Citadel

			 

			        Warren strode down the middle of the road alongside Alden. He felt numb. The blood, the fear in their eyes as his mace had smashed into them. They had hesitated when they saw him but they had attacked him anyway. And he had won and he felt like he shouldn’t have won.

			        The big man played Alden’s words over in his mind again. He had done what needed to be done. And those men would have had no qualms about killing him or any of the people he was with. Warren knew he couldn’t hesitate to act; he just wished he had Alden’s confidence that his actions were just and right. His duty was to serve the Crown and the Kingdom. The Kingdom was better off having roads free of thieves. He had performed his duty and bettered the Kingdom for it. That would have to be enough to hold his guilt in place for now.

			        A few more minutes of walking had the other soldiers come into view with their horses in tow. Lorelei sat on the back of Renegade and the stallion didn’t seem to mind. The big man silently thanked whichever divine that was watching over him that Alden was the one riding with her. Lorelei maintained a certain chill towards the smaller Knight but flirted with Warren easily.

			        The big man pulled himself up onto the back of Gallius as Alden frowned at the woman on Renegade’s back. She smiled down at him and Alden slid up into the saddle behind her. Tomorrow she would have to ride with someone else since riding double would only wear the black stallion down. The rest of the trip to the Western Citadel passed quietly.

			        The Citadel itself was a stone structure in the middle of a cleared section of the tall grass. There was no real sudden mark in the change of terrain. All at once a fortress was there with roads cut through the weeds. A few trails ran out, further into the Badlands from the Citadel.

			        Damien waved at the gatekeeper from his saddle and a moment later the porticullis was raised. Warren ushered Gallius into the courtyard and dismounted. Lorelei dismounted from behind McCready easily. The big man kept his gaze level on her as a man as tall as him walked out.

			        He had bright blue eyes and short, grey hair but didn’t look any older then 30. An angry scar ran down the right side of his face as he called out, “Brothers! I don’t know you so you must be new to the life. Tell me your names and what brought you out here!”

			        Alden answered easily with a smile, “Alden Flint, Knight Cadet. This is our Second Trial.”

			        The big man’s eyebrows went up, “Cadet? Last I checked Fox would never send a Cadet out here.”

			        Warren glanced at his partner, “My name is Warren, Warren Faulkner. We are both Cadets.”

			        The big Knight reached for the haft of a greatax across hia back and asked with a growl, “Who are you and why are you impersonating Royal Guardsmen?”

			        Warren and Alden both spread their hands to either side as at least seven crossbowmen turned their weapons on them. Three more soldiers nearby had hands on their weapons. Damien was the one who saved them, “These men are Knight Cadets and I am Damien la Cinder. The reason Captain Fox sent these two is because the King changed my destination at the last moment. Originally I was to travel to the du Lac estate. I suggest you keep that axe where it is Knight Commander Baber.”

			        The Commander froze his hands in place as he studied Damien and the soldiers. His eyes settled on Lorelei, “Who’s she?”

			        Damien snorted, “Ask your ‘brothers’.”

			        The Commander turned his gaze to Warren, “She is going back to Cinnati for trial. She helped us remove a gang of highwaymen who had been ambushing people on the road.”

			        Baber looked back at Damien, “Your papers?”

			        The messenger grumbled to himself as he rummaged through his bag and produced a scroll. The Commander snatched it out of the messenger’s hand. The big man scanned the document quickly and then waved his hand at the surrounding men, “At ease.”

			        The soldiers returned to their duties as efficiently as they had left them. Warren lowered his hands with a breath of relief. Lorelei appeared quietly beside him and winked at the tall teen. Warren turned his gaze back to Baber.

			        Damien held out his hand, “My papers?”

			        The Commander rolled the scroll back up and offered it to the smaller man, “I apologize but you understand my caution. I know my Captain and under normal circumstances these two would not be here.”

			        The messenger bowed shallowly, “Of course, Commander although you understand I’ll have to report this. But onto business, the King has sent me with two things. First of all, he said to inform you that the packages had arrived and thanks you for the service. Secondly, well, that would be better discussed in private.”

			        The scarred man nodded, “I understand. I’ll have a few soldiers show your escort to empty bunks. My brothers may of course accompany us and will be given their own rooms. As for the woman, well, I don’t have any cells and I take it you two are adamant about her standing trial.”

			        Alden was the one who answered, “We are. Unusual circumstances surround her case. Plus she led us to a bandit camp and hasn’t even tried to run even though she’s had plenty of chances.

			        Baber grunted, “Well, I can have another room opened for her or she can stay with you two. It’s your choice.”

			        Warren and Alden glanced at each other and the big man answered, “Put her in our room. I doubt she leaves but no sense in taking risks.”

			        Lorelei broke in, “You do know I’m right here, handsome.”

			        Warren shrugged, “And? Would you rather stay in the barracks until everything else gets sorted out in a few hours?”

			        The woman stepped back, “Your room will work.”

			        Baber nodded, “Alright. With that settled step this way.”

			        The giant Knight strode away as soldiers took their horses and led the men under Damien to bunks. Lorelei, Warren, Alden and Damien followed Baber into the Citadel proper. A few hundred yards in a soldier stopped Lorelei and led her to a door nearby. He unlocked it and let her step inside before shutting the door and re locking it.

			        Baber had kept his brisk pace as this went on but the soldier caught up to Warren and handed him the key as he said, “There isn’t a window but it does have lights. She’ll be waiting later when someone shows you back this way.”

			        Warren nodded to the man as he raced off and the big teen picked up his pace to catch up to Baber. The Knight Commander led the group to a small office in one of the towers of the Citadel. Alden and Warren stepped just inside the door way while Damien sat down. Baber sat down behind his desk and gestured to the remaining chairs, “Sit, brothers. Everything Damien and I will discuss is free knowledge between us.”

			        Damien narrowed his eyes at the comment but remained silent. Warren took a seat to the messenger’s right and Alden sat on the big teen’s right. Baber leaned back in his chair and studied them for a long minute before clearing his throat and looking pointedly at Damien.

			        The messenger started into his message nervously, “The King has…denied…your request for more soldiers.”

			        The Knight Commander leaned forward in his chair, “Did the King say why?”

			        Damien swallowed, “Because there are not enough soldiers to send more here.”

			        Baber nodded, “I see. And why did you need to tell me that in private?”

			        The messenger reached up and tugged at his collar, “Because the King is going to withdraw forces from the forts across the Badlands.”

			        Knight Commander Baber’s eyes narrowed as let out a deep growl that made the room seem to vibrate “WHY?”

			        Damien glanced over at Warren and then back at Baber, “Because, the King plans to go to war.”

			        Baber stood and turned to face the window behind him, one hand balled in a fist while the other rubbed his scar, “And who is our King planning to go to war with? And why?”

			        The messenger bit his lip, “The dwarves. They’ve been a nuisance for far too long. I suspect the King will also want you on the front line, Commander.”

			        The Commander waved a hand, “Tell the King I hear him and understand. One of my men will show you to your room, Damien la Cinder.”

			        Damien stood and rushed out of the room. Warren and Alden rose to their feet at a slower pace as Baber stopped them, “Hold, brothers. I would like to hear about things back home.”

			        The door shut behind Damien as Warren and Alden sat back down. The Commander sat back down in his high backed chair, the only decorative piece in the otherwise Spartan office. Baber’s face was twisted into an angry scowl.

			        A long moment passed and Baber spoke, “I’m going to write a letter to Captain Fox and give it to you. He needs to know what’s going on and I get the feeling the King has left him out of the loop on this one. Don’t let tight ass there know you have it.”

			        Alden frowned and one glance told Warren that the gears were turning. Baber nodded almost to himself, “That accent of yours makes people underestimate that mind of yours don’t it, lad. This isn’t part of the Trial. Your job is to protect Damien and that’s it. You’re loyalty is to the King and Captain Fox is a servant of the King just like Damien there. If anyone asks you’re just delivering a letter from one old man to another. Understand?”

			        Warren accepted the man’s reasoning but he knew from Alden’s gaze that his partner wasn’t convinced. Baber smiled, “Suspicious until the end. Good quality to have actually. Who is training you two anyway?”

			        The big teen answered, “Sergeant Malcolm Hunter, Commander.”

			        Baber waved a hand, “Cut the titles and the sirs now. Call me Herc, all my friends do.”

			        Warren nodded, “Herc? I feel like that is a nickname or short for something else.”

			        Herc smiled, “My mom named me Hercules after some famous strong man from a long time ago. Anyway, what’s going on back in Cinnati?”

			        Warren and Alden briefly summarized the events they knew such as the establishment of Inquisitor Solace, the other Cadets, the attacker Alden had fought in the halls. The pair told about how they had found Lorelei and how she led them to the bandit camp and what had happened there.

			        The Knight Commander nodded, “You two killed for the first time today. Warren, it was the first time you had ever spilled blood. And for you, Alden it was the first time you had ever dealt in the human variety. I am going to explain something and I hope you two don’t write it off as an old man rambling. Never deal in Death lightly and never let someone else decide what you draw blood for. Should you ever kill for something you do not believe, that decision will haunt you forever. Understand me?”

			        Warren frowned, “So we should disobey the King if it disagrees with our conscious?”

			        Alden interrupted Herc’s reply, “No, he’s saying the sword will always be their first solution but should always be our last.”

			        The big teen looked over at Alden, “What is that supposed to mean?”

			        The smaller man smiled, “The King will see a problem and tell us to kill it but we can always find another way to remove the problem. It doesn’t matter how we do it, as long as the King gets his solution.”

			        Warren looked back to Herc who nodded and smiled, “You’re friend here hit it on the nail.”

			        The big teen shook his head, “And here I am thinking you are just some guy with a sword and an odd accent, Alden.”

			        Alden chuckled, “I have a funny accent? You’re the guy who doesn’t know what a contraction is.”

			        Warren snorted, “Of course I know what a contraction is. I just have to talk slow so you can understand.”

			        The smaller teen smiled and opened his mouth to reply as Herc spoke, “I hate to interrupt your banter but I have work to do, brothers. I’ll see that one of my men gives my letter to you by tonight. I expect Damien will be eager to leave tomorrow.”

			        Warren rose to his feet, “I do as well. I will admit I am eager to be back home as well.”

			        Alden stood and cracked his back, “Bein’ back at the Wall will be nice. Familiar faces and a bed I know. It was good to meet you, Herc. I have a feelin’ we’re gonna see you again.”

			        Herc bowed his head, “I suspect you’re right on that, Alden. Warren. It was good to meet you. Let Malcolm know I’m doing well and congratulate Solace on that promotion for me.”

			        Warren smiled and offered the big man his hand, “We will. I hope we see you again before we leave.”

			        The Commander smiled and grabbed Warren’s hand in a firm grip, “I will try to see you off tomorrow but Damien will probably try to leave before I have a chance. So best of luck, Brothers.”

			        Herc released his grip on Warren and grabbed Alden’s hand, “Keep up your training and make sure to keep your wits about you. If your wits don’t have the solution, your heart probably will. And if your heart doesn’t have a solution, double check.”

			        Alden smiled, “We should be able to handle that.”

			        The duo filtered out of the office and made their way down the halls behind a soldier to their room. Warren unlocked the door and they drifted inside. Lorelei was asleep on the couch so Warren and Alden began to remove their armor. A short time later they woke Lorelei as dinner was brought to them along with a bundle of letters addressed to various officers of the Royal Guard. They had an eight day ride ahead of them so the three fell into bed early.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 51 The Return

			 

			        The ride home was uneventful until the last day. Alden got up in the morning and noticed that Lorelei was gone. The woman had stolen both Alden’s and Warren’s hunting knives and the extra food they had left over in their supplies. She had taken the bedding she had taken from the bandit camp and her belongings. They searched for an hour but found no sign of the dark haired woman so the group set out again. They would make it to the Wall by that evening and Alden knew he would be glad to be back in a familiar bed.

			        Sergeant Hunter greeted them at the entry to the Wall. He smiled and looked at Damien, “Well?”

			        The messenger grunted, “Couple bumps in the road but they did what they were supposed to.”

			        Hunter bowed his head, “Very well. You know I’ll need a detailed report from you, Damien. I’ll also need one from the Captain and both my Cadets.”

			        The three warriors nodded and chorused their confirmations. The Sergeant smiled, “Good, you’re all dismissed and free to return to prior duty. Alden and Warren, leave your horses with the stable hands and come with me.”

			        Alden dismounted Renegade as Warren hit the ground with a thud. The big man stood back up and cracked his back. The smaller teen smiled, “Startin’ to regret all that plate aren’t you?”

			        The big man shook his head, “Never.”

			        The pair made their way into the Wall and followed Sergeant Hunter up the stairs to their meeting place. Skorri and John were waiting for them there and the giant smiled broadly, “Warren! Alden! It’s good to see you both!”

			        Alden smiled back at him, “Its good to see you to, Skorri. And you, John.”

			        The quiet teen bowed his head in Alden’s direction and then the four turned their attention to Malcolm. The Sergeant cleared his throat, “The four of you have all just returned and while I need to get the formal reports in from what I have heard all four of you have passed the Second Trial.”

			        Skorri guffawed loudly and Alden asked, “What about the others?”

			        Hunter’s eyes flicked to Alden and then he continued, “The twins returned yesterday while Blackfeather and Hawkes arrived back the day before.”

			        Skorri simply nodded his head and began studying his knuckles. A long silence filled the air until Alden broke it, “Sir, what are these Trials supposed to be testing us on?”

			        The Sergeant frowned, “What do you mean?”

			        The young man shrugged, “Why are we doin’ this so early? We have three Trials to make it through and I’m guessin’ there’s going to be more we have to learn after those and more tests for what we learn then. So, why are you having a bunch of newbies escort Royal Messengers around?”

			        Malcolm answered easily, “Because next year you’re going to be on active duty as well as training formally. We believe in learning by doing. The Trials simply determine if you can handle field work. After that you’ll training directly with various Knights on developing other skills.”

			        The young man made a note of the rehearsed feeling the response had. After a minute of silence Malcolm nodded to himself as he called out, “Dismissed. I want reports from all four of you by tomorrow morning.”

			        Alden led the group of four down the stairs and into the interior of the Wall. The young man weaved his way through familiar corridors and found his door and stepped inside. Warren followed just a step behind and began to shed armor. As soon as the armor was gone Alden grabbed clean clothes and moved over to the shower. He hadn’t had a chance to bathe since they had left the Citadel.

			        A half hour later had Alden dressed in clean clothing and scribbling a report out for Sergeant Hunter. The young man had other things to take care of tonight. Ten minutes of furious writing later and the young man grabbed his duster and darted out the door to the library.

			        Elise was sitting at a table with her back to him. Nose buried in a book already. Alden crept up on her and leaned in close to her ear before whispering, “You have lovely hair.”

			        The young blonde jumped up out of her chair and spun. She punched his shoulder, “Don’t scare me like that, Flint.”

			        Alden chuckled at her and answered, “You’re cute when you’re angry.”

			        She crossed her arms and the young man smiled even wider. He stepped closer and kissed her once before asking, “How was your adventure?”

			        Elise uncrossed her arms and hugged him, “Boring. Nothing happened the whole time and Lincoln’s son spent the whole time there ogling me”

			        Alden pulled her closer, “Well, when I meet him I’ll tell him only I’m allowed to ogle you.”

			        The blonde pulled back a step, “Believe me, Enzo almost beat the kid to a pulp. He doesn’t like it when anyone looks at me.”

			        The young man cocked an eyebrow, “That might explain the cold shoulder he’s been givin’ me.”

			        Elise nodded, “Yeah, it is. Of course he knows who I see is my choice which is why he hasn’t said anything.”

			        A silence followed that the blonde eventually broke, “I missed you.”

			        Alden grunted, “I know. I miss myself sometimes to.”

			        Elise laughed and punched his arm as they separated, “You know what I meant, you jerk.”

			        The young man smiled at her, “I know. I missed you to.”

			        The pair sat down at the table together as they began to dig through the countless books in the law section of the library. Alden felt like they were grasping at straws now but he couldn’t just give up on Elise’s father. He never could for her sake.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 52 Repetitive Threats

			 

			        Warren jerked awake and sat up coated in a cold sweat. He glanced around the dim room. Alden was on the other side of the room sleeping. Just like he had been the last three nights when Warren woke up. The big teen fell back into bed. It was the same dream as before, the same nightmare.

			        The three men he killed confronting him, yelling at him, telling him that they had deserved to live, that they could have been redeemed if he had not murdered them.

			        The big man shut his eyes again and tried to sleep. Warren reminded himself that those men had chosen their path and he had done his duty and spared many innocents from those highwaymen . The big man drifted off to sleep for an hour before Alden woke him again to resume their training. It was their fourth day back from the Second Trial and their first day back in the care of Sergeant Hunter.

			        Warren rubbed his face as he sat up in bed. The big man glanced up at his friend as the younger man dressed. Alden had been quieter since they got back and seemed to spend more time lost in his own head. The big man started to get dressed and followed his partner out of the room and down the halls.

			        Sergeant Hunter was waiting on them as always and glanced up as they came in, “Good, you’re here. I wanted to discuss the Trial with you two before we resume training.”

			        Alden and Warren stepped up next to each other and waited as the Sergeant finished reading the paper in his hand, “The first thing I wanted to discuss is that you both did a fine job but you, Alden, have got to control that temper of yours. If you had lashed out at a noble the way you reprimanded Damien we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Our station lets us get away with a lot of things most people wouldn’t be able to. But nobles can get away with more then we can. Understand?”

			        Alden nodded, “Of course.”

			        The Sergeant nodded, “Excellent. Warren, you did a fine job. The only problem I have is that you let Alden venture out and confront an unknown alone without any real plan of finding or tracking him. Now, I understand that the risk was minor but for future reference always have a backup plan. That goes for both of you. Understood?”

			        Both teens bowed their heads, “Of course, sir.”

			        Sergeant Hunter looked from Warren to Alden and then back again, “Now, I think it’s time we got back to training. Weapons and tracking are the things we’re going to be focused on. However we’re also going to be going over strategies for dealing with orcs.”

			        The boys picked up the practice weapons and began to run through the drills and forms Sergeant Hunter gave them. It wasn’t long before they were both coated in sweat and ready for a break. The afternoon passed by the same way and the Sergeant told the pair to use the evening as they saw fit.

			        Warren found a card laying on his bed. It was scripted in familiar handwriting. He opened the card and scanned it quickly. Victoria had gotten his message from when he had returned and wanted to see him that evening if possible. The big man smiled and changed quickly as Alden read the open card laying on the big man’s desk.

			        Alden smirked, “All she needs is to write you a note and off you go. You, my friend, are whipped.”

			        The big man scoffed, “Like you are not.”

			        Alden chuckled as Warren continued, “You don’t even need a note. You just rush off to do what your lady wishes without even bein’ told.”

			        The green eyed teen smiled, “Careful, Warren. This accent of mine is contagious.”

			        Warren frowned as he pondered his words, “Thanks, Flint. I have to double check myself now to make sure I do not start speaking backwoods farmer.”

			        Alden slapped him on the back, “It happens to everyone. It’ll fade once you can get out of my hair for a week or three.”

			        The big man made a dismissive gesture and rushed out the door. He wasn’t sure how long Victoria could wait for him but the King didn’t seem to keep a close eye on her. Victoria had told him that her father only paid attention to her little brother since he was the one who had inherited the strong will of the family. From the stories she had told Warren, Prince Dorian had sounded like, well, a brat. Of course Warren had also never revealed he knew she was the Princess so she might be telling him about the worst days just to vent to someone.

			        Warren made his way down the stairs and around the corner, slamming into someone and knocking them to the ground. The big man looked down to find Reginald Blackfeather sitting on the ground in front of him.

			        Reginald surged back to his feet, “Watch where you’re walking you big ape.”

			        The big man grit his teeth, “Let’s just go about our business, Blackfeather.”

			        Blackfeather smiled, “Thanks for reminding me actually. I was on my way up to your rooms to give you a message. I know you didn’t believe me last time but this is your last chance. Do NOT speak to Princess Victoria again.”

			        Warren rolled his eyes, this again, “Look, last time all you did was turn my hair white. Easy enough to fix and the short hair look actually suits me. So, thanks for that I guess.”

			        Reginald sneered and stepped closer to Warren, “Faulkner, if you continue to see the Princess I will destroy your family. I will kill your family and that whore-son of a partner you have while you watch. And then I will break every bone in your fat, miserable body and let you die slowly. I hope I’m talking slow enough for you to understand.”

			        The big man snorted, “All I hear is hot air coming out of a spoiled brat who got told he was special and is now finding out he is second class.”

			        Warren moved to step around Reginald but the smaller man got in his way, “Nobody talks to me like that, Faulkner. Nobody.”

			        Warren made a show of looking around the empty hallway, “Do something about it. We both know you are not a match for me in a fair fight.”

			        Reginald glared at the big man for a moment longer before snorting, “You see, I’m giving you one last chance to walk away unscathed. Thrashing you here would only serve to make me seem dishonest. I’ll be seeing you.”

			        Warren watched the smaller man round the bend and continue up the stairs. He rolled his eyes and set off again, wandering when it would dawn on Reginald that the world didn’t revolve around him. The large man ducked his head as he drifted outside into an early snow.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 53 A Promise Kept

			 

			        Alden studied the first flowers of spring coming up along the road as he waited with Warren by the bridge to High Town. The young man reached up and pushed his bangs to one side. He needed to get a haircut soon but it always seemed to be the last thing on the long list of things to do. Like waiting on a Princess to give her a tour of Low Town as promised in the fall.

			        Warren had a borrowed kite shield on his back and his mace at his side but he had dressed casually for the venture. An occasional jingle told Alden that Warren was also wearing a chain mail shirt at least under his clothing but the young man could understand the caution. Alden himself was dressed in a pale shirt, jeans, his boots and duster. His shield was across his back and sword at his side. And a head of hair that wouldn’t stay out of his eyes.

			        Victoria appeared a few minutes later, and Alden examined her quickly. She carried a simple knife hidden by her shirt and another hidden in her boot. She was dressed simply although the material was a little clean and a little too nice for a trip to Low Town. As the young man had learned more about Low Town over the winter the more he had regretted agreeing to this. But he had agreed already so he would do what was necessary.

			        Warren greeted her quietly and Alden smiled easily as the big man ‘introduced’ the two of them. The smaller man inclined his head, “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Victoria.”

			        Victoria smiled back, “Excuse me? I don’t remember-oh.”

			        Her voice lost enthusiasm as it dawned on her that Alden was fully aware of the fact she was the Princess. Alden’s easy smile never faltered, “Right, the ball. Lovely night. Anyway, we should head on to Low Town so we can be back before dark.”

			        The young man set off towards the shadier part of the city. Victoria seemed surprised and hesitated for a moment before following with a nudge from Warren. Alden knew by saying what he had she wouldn’t trust him. But this way she would be on her toes and watching for trouble.

			        Low Town was not the kind of place one visits unless they were heavily armed and dangerous or had a few heavily armed and dangerous friends with them. The half close to the Market wasn’t too bad. The buildings were run down and the people could barely make ends meet. The lower half of Low Town was where the thieves, murderers, gangs, smugglers and other criminal types tended to run things. It was safer in the daytime but that’s because there was only a 50% chance of someone jumping you versus the 99% chance of being jumped at night.

			        Alden tried to keep the tour confined to the nicer part of Low Town but sure enough Victoria asked, “What about the outer limits of the city?”

			        The young man sighed, “It gets really bad the closer you get to the Southern Gate. I think we-”

			        She cut him off, “I want to see how all of the people in this city live.”

			        Alden grit his teeth, “It’s three times worse then this.”

			        Victoria met his gaze evenly, “I want to see it for myself. Seeing it will help put everything in perspective.”

			        Alden looked to Warren for help but the big man just shrugged. The green eyed teen sighed and swept his hair out of his eyes again as he ventured further into Low Town. Fifteen minutes later a trio of men appeared at the end of the street they were walking down. Alden glanced over his shoulder and found two more men following.

			        Warren fell into step behind Victoria as Alden walked toward the three men waiting for them. The center figure, a bald man with pointed ears and tattoos across his hands and face held his hand up for them to stop. Alden paused as Warren turned to face the two men who were following them.

			        The pair were relaxed and ready to move at any moment. The bald man cleared his throat, “Going for them weapons would be a mistake, lad.”

			        Alden smirked, “Really? And what makes you say that?”

			        The bald man smiled, revealing his yellow teeth, and gestured toward the roof and the young man glanced in the direction he pointed after a moment’s debate. Sure enough, sitting on the roof looking down at them was a crossbowman. The green eyed teen called to Warren, “Up high. On your right.”

			        Warren answered a moment later, “I see him. Any ideas here.”

			        The bald man cleared his throat, “I have an idea. You two stop talking and listen to what I have to say.”

			        Alden muttered quickly “Stay close to the Princess,” and then turned to face the bald man and called out “Let’s hear it then.”

			        The green eyed teen saw Victoria tense as he whispered those words and realized she had heard him. The leader of the thugs smiled, “You two are obviously Knights. Heck, the crest is branded across your shields, but don’t worry, I’m not after your money or your lady. I want information. Late last fall one of yours took one of mine and I wanna know where he is. So, you can tell me where he is or I can have my man up there but a bolt in your lady friend there. What do you think?”

			        Alden rubbed his chin for a moment, “Well, let me tell you my idea.”

			        The bald man raised his eyebrows as Alden drew another breath. The tattooed leader jumped as Alden’s sword whistled out of it’s sheath and the young man shouted, “Turtle! Now!”

			        The young man felt Warren spring into motion more then anything. There was the hard crack of the crossbow firing and then a shrieking sound as steel was pierced and a clatter as Warren fell to the ground. Alden’s sword was already in motion, biting into the closest thug’s neck. The young man yanked the blade free and spun, parrying one club aside and taking the man’s arm with the back swing. He screamed as blood soaked his shirt and Alden rammed his sword into the man’s chest.

			        The man stumbled as Alden released the blade and dodged a wild swing from a club. Alden rammed his fist into his attacker’s nose, making the thug stumble back and Alden grabbed the hilt of his sword again. He yanked on it and pulled, the still standing dead man began to fall as Alden’s sword came free.

			        The green eyed teen turned to face their assailants. One was on the roof and another had blood pouring out of his nose. The leader smirked, “I’d like to meet your mother, lad. She must’ve been one heck of a whore to get whoever your daddy was in bed.”

			        Alden felt anger flood him as he grit his teeth, “You don’t know nothin’ about my mother.”

			        The leader shrugged, “I’m just saying your dad must’ve been one hell of a fighter. And a fighter like that ain’t gonna sleep with any old whore.”

			        The young man roared and then heard the crack of a crossbow. Without thinking Alden moved, spinning to face the crossbowman, his left arm extended. His hand slammed shut and he turned his glare onto the crossbowman. The green eyed teen snapped the wooden shaft of the bolt in two and dropped the pieces to the ground. Alden turned his attention back to the men on the street as the crossbowman ran back up the roof.

			        The tattooed man drew his sword and swallowed. The other two thugs glanced at each other and slid backwards a step but the leader stopped them with a growl, “You run and I’ll make sure everyone knows.”

			        The men looked at him, back at each other and then at the leader again before stepping backup to where they were. Alden roared and charged forward. The thugs met him with their clubs. Alden knocked one blow aside with his sword and then reversed directions. The sword bit through the thug’s neck, leaving a decapitated corpse behind. The second thug managed to crack the young man in the shoulder. Alden looked up and stabbed forward. The thug never stood a chance as Alden’s sword slammed through his teeth and out the back of his skull.

			        The leader held his sword up as Alden pulled his free. The tattooed thug swallowed and brought his blade down in a heavy over head swing. Alden’s blade arced up and met the worn,poorly kept blade and the thug’s sword shattered. Alden dropped his sword and punched the man in the face three times. The green eyed teen continued his assault, slamming his knee into the thug’s stomach and then throwing a right hook across his attacker’s face. The barbs on his knuckles tore bloody furrows into the man’s tattoos but Alden grabbed him and yanked him back upright.

			        Alden hefted the man off the ground and shoved his back against the wall. The young man growled, “Why should I let you live?”

			        The thug stared at Alden for a long time and then started to scream, “Your eyes. You’re, You’re one of them! One of those things! Let me go you abomination!”

			        The young man frowned and dropped the thug to the ground. The man just sat there staring at him as Alden smashed his elbow across the thug’s face, knocking him out. The young man turned to look at Warren. The big man was sitting on the ground with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his shoulder. The big man was pale and in pain but seemed to be awake and Alden motioned to his face and Warren shrugged, “Same old green.”

			        Alden turned and tossed the thug over one shoulder, “Can you walk, Warren?”

			        The big man nodded as he struggled to his feet, pain plain across his face, “I can manage it. I take it you want to talk to him now.”

			        The smaller man snorted and wrapped his arm around the larger man, helping him stand, “Not really. Now that my head is clearer though I reckon whoever has his brother might want to talk to him. Plus there’s the eyes thing which I am just a might bit curious about. Let’s head back to the Wall and give this guy to Solace.”

			        Warren nodded as the duo of Knights and a Princess returned to their homes.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 54 Unexpected Gift

			 

			        Solace sat down in the small, damp, cold, stone room in a high chair. In front of him was a plain wood table and on the other side of the table sat another half-elf. This one had been outcast by both his clan and the Confederacy. The elf sat in a rickety wooden chair with an uneven seat. It was designed to be the most uncomfortable chair you could ever sit in.

			        The Inquisitor cleared his throat, “So, you and some of your friends ambush a pair of Knight Cadets and a young lady on a street in Low Town. One of those Cadets killed all of your men and knocked you out and dropped you on my doorstep. That sound about right?”

			        The elf grunted, “You already know the answer to that.”

			        Solace nodded, “Fair enough. One of the Cadets reported you started screaming about his eyes. Why did you do that?”

			        The thug swallowed, “His eyes, they were bright green but the way he moved, the way he just plucked a bolt out of the air. When he turned back to face me his eyes were bright red and glowing. There’s something in that boy you don’t understand.”

			        The Inquisitor waved a hand, “Are you sure it wasn’t just a trick of the light? You had been beaten and supposedly just witnessed a man catch a crossbow bolt mid-flight.”

			        The elf shook his head, “No, I know what I saw. He’s one of them.”

			        The Knight leaned closer, “Them?”

			        The thug nodded, “I’ve seen eyes like his. A group of people from the Arch-Mage who came to meet with the clan elders. They had eyes like his. Red and white and one fellow even had gold eyes. Faster then any men had a right to be.”

			        Solace studied the elf for a long time before clearing his throat, “That’s not the thing I came here to discuss anyway. I need answers for a more, delicate, situation. And you’re going to give them to me, scum.”

			        The Knight leaned back in his chair, folding his hands together. He let a silence build in the air until the half-elf asked, “What do you want, Knight Inquisitor Solace?”

			        Solace raised an eyebrow, “First, how do you know all of that? That information was kept within the Guard itself.”

			        The elf smirked, “You already know the answer.”

			        The Inquisitor leaned forward onto the table, “Fair enough. I already know and understand there’s a spy. But you made a mistake.”

			        The banished elf look to the door and then back at Solace as the Inquisitor continued “See, I wasn’t positive if your brother knew anything or not so I haven’t let anyone get too excited about knives or clubs or anything like that. But now, I know that the information I need is either in your head or his. Which means that I have a proposal for you. Would you like to hear it?”

			        The half-elf sneered, “Does it really matter if I want to or not?”

			        The Inquisitor grinned, “Of course not. I was just being polite. So, you can tell me who’s spying on us right now or I can go see if I can get the information out of your brother.”

			        The tattooed thug grunted, “Neither of us will talk.”

			        Solace shrugged as he stood up, “I don’t know. I have a few friends in the Special Forces who can keep a man alive for weeks as they work on him. Of course if they accidentally kill him it doesn’t really matter. We have you as a back up after all.”

			        The elf swallowed as Solace walked toward the door and as the Inquisitor reached for the knob the half-elf cried out, “Stop!”

			        The Inquisitor looked over his shoulder at the man who stammered, “I-I, I don’t know. Give me time. Let me think. Please don’t kill my little brother.”

			        Solace stared at the man for a long time, considering. After a minute the Inquisitor nodded, “Alright, you have five days. But, if you make the wrong decision I am going to give my men the go ahead to start on your little brother. I trust you’ll make the right choice.”

			        The Inquisitor stepped out of the room and let out a breath. The older brother seemed more likely to break. Neither elf had given a name or anything to call them by. Solace started toward the exit, silently praying that the elves ouldn’t call his bluff. Although it looked like he would have to keep an eye on Alden for a while. Odds were that nothing would come of it and life would continue on. But it always paid to play on the side of caution.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 55 Last Chance

			 

			        Warren sighed as Hawkes sat down at the breakfast table across from him. The big man looked up at him as Alden scowled at his breakfast. The gray eyed man offered a small smile, “What’s Reginald up to now?”

			        Hawkes shook his head, “I don’t know. Just, he’s furious this time.”

			        Alden snorted, “How is that new? He’s furious I’m here at all. Furious anyone not of his station should be permitted to do anything other then lick his shoes.”

			        The big teen shot his partner a stiff glare before returning his attention to Hawkes, “That does not tell me what he’s planning.”

			        Hawkes rubbed the back of his head, “Well, the truth is that I don’t know this time. It’s worse then normal though.”

			        The green eyed teen scoffed and opened his mouth but Warren cut him off, “What makes you say that?”

			        Alden shook his head and muttered something under his breath. Hawkes gave him a glum look and then answered, “Reginald, he’s very, well, particular. Very routine. He always goes to bed at the same time, arranges things in a certain way,eats the same breakfast, that sort of thing. It’s all gone out the window in the last week and he’s always up half the night muttering to himself about how you stole everything and that he’d get you back.”

			        The green eyed boy looked up with a frown, “I haven’t taken anythin’ of his?”

			        Hawkes shook his head, “Not you. Warren.”

			        Alden elbowed his partner, “Since when are you the breakin’ and enterin’ type?”

			        Warren shot his partner a flat look, “You know as well as I do that I did not steal anything. Did he say what I took?”

			        There was a scraping as Hawkes pushed his chair back and shook his head, “No he didn’t. I just thought I’d let you know that it seems like Reginald has had a screw or two pop loose. I’ll see you around. Stay on your toes.”

			        Later that day all eight Cadets stood in a loose circle around Sergeant Hunter in a field just outside the city. There was a cart of weapons laid out nearby and a ring was marked out. A pair of Knight Medics stood on the opposite side of the ring having a discussion with Captain Fox. All of the Cadets were in full armor and they were all carrying their weapons.

			        Sergeant Hunter cleared his throat, “Today, Captain Fox and I will be watching you spar with one another. You will each fight once and you will use the practice weapons provided here and you will avoid purposeful injury. I understand accidents happen and that is why we have a pair of Medics with us. Understood?”

			        There was a murmur of approval from the Cadets and Sergeant Hunter nodded, “Good. Our first match will be decided by Captain Fox. If you would?”

			        Captain Fox closed his eyes and then opened them, “Skorri and Warren.”

			        The giant teens stepped out of the crowd and Warren dropped his heavy mace and lifted the weighted and padded practice version. Skorri didn’t carry a shield. He had a weapon he wielded with both hands that had a large hammer-axe head on the end of it. Warren rolled his shoulders and dropped his helm onto his head. This was going to be painful.

			        Skorri stepped into the ring first and Warren followed along behind him a moment later. Sergeant Hunter cleared his throat, “Stop fighting when either steps out of the ring, I say to, or one of you think you managed to break something. Damn hammers. Ready?”

			        The giant warrior slid his helm on and hefted his great hammer as he nodded. Warren unslung his shield and gave a short nod so Sergeant Hunter barked, “Begin.”

			        Skorri brought that massive hammer of his whipping down and crashed it into Warren’s shield. The big man stumbled back a step as his left arm went half numb under the titanic force of the blow. Warren grit his teeth and charged forward, crowding into the giant soldier’s space to keep him from getting the leverage needed to wield the big weapon effectively.

			        Warren slammed his shield into Skorri and the giant planted his feet and rammed the head of his hammer into the tower shield again. The shock of the blow was much duller then the first but it still sent a spasm of pain into Warren’s shoulder. The big man grit his teeth and before Skorri could pull back for another blow Warren swung his mace out around the shield. It was a sloppy blow but it caught Skorri’s shoulder and sent the giant off balance just enough for Warren to push with his shield.

			        Skorri stumbled back a step as Warren brought his mace around in a second attack. The giant stepped back out of the way and brought his great hammer around in a full circle. Warren knew his shield wasn’t going up in time so he did the first thing that came to mind. He fell. Warren clattered to the ground in a heap of steel as Skorri’s hammer whistled by overhead. Warren swung his mace and smashed it into the back of Skorri’s knee, sending the giant down to a kneeling position. A moment later Warren and Skorri were both on their feet again.

			        The tower shield was getting heavy as pain began to replace the numbness in Warren’s arm. The big man grit his teeth as Skorri lunged forward, hammer arcing down again. This time Warren stepped sideways and angled his shield so that the blow glanced off instead of taking the full weight of it himself. It still sent a fresh spasm of pain through his arm but the weight of the hammer made Skorri overextend himself.

			        Warren brought his mace around and bashed it into Skorri’s back. The blow sent the giant soldier rolling across the ground as Sergeant hunter yelled for the match to end. The big teen dropped his mace and knelt down by Skorri.

			        Skorri rolled over and started to laugh, “That hurt. But you’re a good fighter. I’ll get you back one of these days.”

			        The big man held out his hand to the giant on the ground, “I’m sure you will.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 56 Brotherly Love

			 

			        Warren and Skorri drifted out of the ring as Alden leaned back and crossed his arms, grinning at his partner. Skorri drifted over to the Knight Medics who coated his back with a golden aura of light that sunk into his skin. One of the Medics slapped him on the shoulder and waved the big man back to the crowd of students. Captain Fox and Sergeant Hunter stood talking to each other quietly for a moment.

			        After a few minutes of their arguing Alden coughed loudly. The pair looked up and narrowed their eyes at the young Cadet who looked down in mock embarrassment to hide his smile. The Captain grunted, “Have it your way. Alden and Enzo. You two are up.”

			        Alden put on his helmet. He still hated the stupid thing and the way it restricted his field of vision and made him feel suffocated but rules were rules. The young man set his long sword down and snagged a wooden blade off the practice table. Enzo carried a rectanglar shield and a dane axe. It was a single bit axe blade fixed to the end of a steel rod. The rod was then encased in a wooden handle with pins driven through it. The practice weapon simply had a padded blade instead of the sharpened one. The handle was three feet long; short enough to use one handed but long enough that Enzo could use both hands on it if the need arose. The blonde man also had rectangle shield fixed to his left arm. Alden studied it and noticed that the shield was actually a part of his bracer.

			        The young men stepped into the ring as Enzo slid his helmet on. The blonde was wearing full plate armor like Warren’s and Alden knew that he would be hard pressed to find an opening. Alden gave a short nod as Sergeant Hunter looked at him. Enzo grunted in response to the implied question and held his shield up. Sergeant Hunter inclined his head, “Begin.”

			        Alden didn’t rush in like Enzo expected and the blonde tensed, waiting for the blow. When it didn’t come he started to relax and glanced passed his shield at the green eyed teen standing across from him. That was the moment when Alden sprang forward and rammed the edge of his shield into Enzo’s.

			        The blonde’s shield snapped back and he nearly hit his own forehead. Alden pulled his shield back and darted back as Enzo’s axe came around in a wide arc, creating space. The green eyed man swung his sword toward Enzo’s shoulder, hoping to catch him off balance but the blonde let his axe carry him backwards. The blonde choked up on the axe and stepped back into Alden’s guard. The padded blade came down as Alden’s shield snapped up and intercepted the blow. It was still enough to make Alden’s forearm erupt in pain. He grit his teeth as Enzo pulled the axe back and swung it down again, this time with the leverage of the handle behind the blow. Alden turned his shield and let the blow glance off but the impact pulled his shield down with it. Both boys stumbled and Alden lunged with his sword, overextending himself as he moved.

			        Enzo managed to catch the rushed blow on his shield and the pair separated and studied each other for a moment. Alden lunged back in refusing to admit defeat. He feinted forward with a over hand blow and when Enzo swung his axe to parry the blow Alden snapped his shield forward instead. Enzo absorbed the blow with his shield and Alden rammed his own shield forward again, driving Enzo back. The young man brought his sword down in a over hand arc but Enzo deflected the blow with a sloppy parry. Alden let the blade’s momentum lower it to his side and then he lunged forward. The shield was in the way again so Alden simply let his weight carry forward and hit the steel wall with his shoulder. It hurt but the blonde stumbled back out of the ring.

			        Alden stepped forward to continue his attack but stopped as Sergeant Hunter thundered, “Enough, Alden!”

			        The green eyed teen took a deep breath and sheathed the wooden sword. Enzo clapped him on the back and the two returned their practice weapons to the table.The blonde man cleared his throat and whispered just loud enough for Alden to hear him, “Take care of my sister. If you hurt her I swear I’ll make you regret it, Flint.”

			        Alden belted his regular sword back on as he replied, “I understand. I’ll keep her safe and do whatever I can to make her happy.”

			        The blonde boy grunted and Alden moved to take his place by Warren again. The Sergeant and Captain didn’t waste much time as Fox called out within thirty seconds, “Reginald, Elise.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 57 A Foolish Move

			 

			        Warren forced down a scowl as Reginald stepped away from the line. The big man considered saying something but decided against it. Alden snorted, “Kick his ass, Elise.”

			        Sergeant Hunter looked up, “Flint. Uncalled for. Knock it off.”

			        Alden inclined his head to the man as Reginald scowled back at the young man. The green eyed teen smiled back at him and Reginald tossed his longsword onto the table.

			        Warren shook his head, “You just have to poke at him.”

			        The smaller man shrugged with one shoulder, “He started all of this. I’ll let it go when he grows a brain and deflates his ego.”

			        The big teen smiled glumly and turned his attention to Elise and Reginald as they dropped their helms into place and hefted their practice weapons. Reginald had a shield and a longsword, identical to the gear Alden wore but Reginald wore full plate to accompany it. Elise had a smaller, dome shaped shield and a scimitar. The weapon required precision to use against heavily armored foes but it was light and fast. Warren hoped she had the skill needed to wield it.

			        Alden crossed his arms and leaned back as Sergeant Hunter asked both fighters if they were ready. When both said they were he let the fight begin. Reginald struck first, lunging forward like a viper. Elise tossed the blow aside with her buckler and then let Reginald’s weight carry him towards her. She punched forward with the dome shield and slammed it into Reginald’s chest. The young man gasped inside his armor and Elise pulled back and punched with the edge of her shield this time. Blackfeather took the blow on his shield and stepped back out of range.

			        Elise’s scimitar leapt into motion at that point. She slashed at his neck, elbows and shoulders. All were places where there were seams in his armor but Blackfeather parried once with his sword and blocked the other two blows with his shield. The blonde refused to relent her assault and stepped in, pushing her shield forward and trying to catch him off guard but Reginald was ready this time and he punched back. Elise stumbled backwards from the blow and Reginald swung his longsword. The blonde deflected the blow with a clumsy parry and reset her stance.

			        Reginald charged in, shield up and tried to knock her down but Elise whirled out of the way. Her shield arm extended out and the momentum of her spin brought it down into Reginald’s back. The young man fell to one knee and then the wooden scimitar flicked out and wedged under his helmet.

			        Sergeant Hunter cleared his throat, “That’s enough. Thank you b-”

			        The Sergeant was cut off as Reginald violently swung his elbow back and into Elise’s knee. There was a hard clang followed by a sharp crack and Elise collapsed. The blonde hit the ground and her breath came out in a low hiss as she gnashed her teeth together.

			        Sergeant Hunter was surged towards the field, “BLACKFEATHER! Are you deaf!? I said that was enough! Explain yourself and this had better be good!”

			        Reginald pulled his helm off as he stared at the man and then snorted, “I didn’t hear you. My ears were ringing. It was an accident.”

			        The Sergeant’s face turned red as Captain Fox placed a hand on his shoulder, “Medics. Take care of Elise.”

			        Warren was grinding his teeth together as Reginald stood looking at Sergeant Hunter and Captain Fox. The Sergeant opened his mouth, closed it and then opened it again. Alden moved before Warren could think to act.

			        The green eyed teen darted across the field and tossed his gauntlet against Reginald’s chest. Everyone went quiet and the Sergeant went even redder, “FLINT! WHAT IN DAMNATION DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!

			        Alden’s eyes never left Reginald’s, “I challenge you by Rite of Arms as laid out by King Lance, the Founder.”

			        Reginald started to laugh, “Do you really think you can beat me?”

			        The Sergeant broke free of the Captain’s grip and surged into the ring. He grabbed both of the young men and slammed their foreheads together and released them both. Both stumbled backward and fell to the ground as the Sergeant started to bellow, “JUST SHUT UP! BLACKFEATHER, GET YOUR ASS UP AND FOLLOW THE CAPTAIN! FLINT, GET YOUR DAMN TEMPER UNDER CONTROL AND STOP ACTING LIKE A CHILD!”

			        Both young men were quiet as the enraged Sergeant studied the assembled Cadets. There was silence until the Sergeant took a deep breath, “Dismissed. Flint, don’t move a muscle.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 58 Depths Of Stupidity

			 

			        Alden sat on the ground as the others left. The Medics put Elise on a stretcher and carried her away as Captain Fox led Reginald off. Warren offered Alden a sympathetic look as he turned to go and the green eyed teen replied with a smile that said he knew how stupid he was.

			        Sergeant Hunter paced back and forth for another minute before letting out a long breath and started, “Alden, you amaze me. You’re a talented fighter, a good man, and dedicated to those who win your loyalty. You can also be a colossal dumb-ass.”

			        The young man stayed silent as the Sergeant rubbed his forehead. “ I.. admire… your urge to protect and defend those close to you but at a certain point you have to put your temper and personal feelings aside and let things be settled by those who are supposed to settle them. I understand that Reginald and you have a problem with each other. All of the little stunts you two have pulled against each other in the last few months have made it back to me. But what you did today crosses a line. Giving each other black eyes in one thing. The Rite of Arms is a death match that hasn’t been used in a hundred and fifty years, Alden.”

			        Alden opened his mouth, some spark of anger flaring to life but the Sergeant cut him off, “Shut it before you dig the hole any deeper, Flint.”’

			        There was silence for a minute and the Sergeant shook his head, “You still intend to go run Reginald through.”

			        The young man knew there was no sense in denying it so he just nodded his head and the Sergeant looked up at the sky, “What am I going to do with you?”

			        The older man closed his eyes and then reopened them a moment later. He paused with his mouth open for a moment and asked, “What will killing Reginald gain you?”

			        Alden thought about the question for a moment before he answered, “Some peace and not havin’ to look over my shoulder all the time. He wouldn’t hurt any of my friends again.”

			        The Sergeant nodded, “Alright. How do you think his family would respond?”

			        The young man thought about all the petty things that Reginald had done and then realized he had been doing it with a small piece of his father’s fortune and power. If somebody killed his son, even if it was justified, odds are Alden would want to kill them. The green eyed teen sighed, “They’d make Damnation look like a vacation.”

			        Sergeant Hunter nodded, “Good. Now, are you going to let this go or keep pushing it?”

			        Alden grit his teeth, “I’ll let it go. Unless he does something else.”

			        The Sergeant narrowed his gaze, “No. You’re letting it go. Period. This grudge between you and Reginald ends now. You don’t have to like each other but I’m done letting the two of you squabble like children over who’s spoon was shinier. You hear me?”

			        The young man nodded, “Yes.”

			        Sergeant Hunter grunted, “Good. Go get your head checked by a Medic. You’re bleeding.”

			        Alden touched his hairline and then looked at the blood smeared across his fingers. Sergeant Hunter had bounced his skull off Reginald’s pretty hard. The young man rose to his feet and strode back to the hall, passing Hawkes on the way. The anger in his gut hadn’t slowed at all. Alden set his jaw and began to think of a way he could get back at Reginald once and for all but first he had to go to the Med Wing.

			        The young man weaved his way through the Wall and bumped almost directly into Isaac. The Knight frowned down at him, “You again.”

			        Alden managed an embarrassed smile, “Me again.”

			        Isaac sighed, “Follow me.”

			        The Knight Medic led Alden deeper into the room and Mason smiled at the pair as they walked by. He was standing on his own feet although he was doing it with the help of hand rails and a Knight Medic stood nearby. Alden smiled as the injured Knight took one shaky step and then another. It was still a long way from where the man had been but it was improvement.

			        Isaac flowed past the room and into a small examination room where he directed Alden to sit down in a chair. The young man reached up and felt the wet edge of his hair. The bleeding had already stopped but like all head wounds it left Alden’s face a bloody smear from him wiping the sticky fluid away from his eyes. The sight was one Knight Medics were used to and most of the time these little accidents were nothing in reality despite all the blood.

			        Alden bit the inside of his cheek as Isaac examined the wound and muttered a few words. Golden light billowed out of the Knight and into Alden’s head and a moment later the dull throb in the young man’s head subsided.

			        Isaac grunted and tilted Alden’s head back, shining a light in his eyes and asked, “Do you feel dizzy or unsteady?”

			        The young man replied easily, “I feel normal.”

			        The older Knight grunted, “Go wash your face off then. The healing wasn’t perfect this time and it left a scar behind.”

			        The green eyed teen nodded in response and stood up out of the chair and stepped over to the too familiar wash basin. He had been in this room a few times. After he had been arrested, a standard examination upon his return from each of his Trials. He had dropped by after each of his various fights and they had helped him along. Although they rarely healed all his bruises and injuries. They would touch upon the ones that might keep him from training properly and let him deal with his aches and pains. Maybe it was there way of teaching him to not get injured.

			        The young man shrugged his thoughts aside and began to scrub at the dried blood on his face as Isaac drifted out of the room and Alden looked at himself in the mirror. Alden reached up and traced a finger over the pale scar on the left side of his hair. His nose was crooked and a small line traced over the right edge of his lip. None of them were large flaws. A smile formed on his lips and Alden shook his head. He had changed so much since he had left home but he was still the same, just better.

			        Alden stepped away from the mirror as he toweled his face dry and drifted out of the room. He strode down the hallway, looking in each of the small rooms until he found Elise. She was sleeping and her leg was set. There was little Magic could do for bone beyond jump starting the process and speeding it up. It would still be at least a week and a half before the young woman was healed. He reached down and brushed a few strands of her hair back behind her ear and smiled before turning and walking out of the room. He would see her later when she woke up. When a Knight Medic made someone sleep it took an hour or two for the power to wear off.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 59 Truth Of The Matter

			 

			        Warren sat beside the bridge and waited, hoping Victoria would show up. It had been a few days since Alden had revealed that they knew exactly who she was. The big man was worried that she might not want to see him because now he had to treat her as Princess Victoria Cinder and not his friend Victoria. Or did he have to treat her as the Princess when she didn’t want to use the title? Was it actually an obligation to treat her as a Princess when she didn’t want to be treated as a Princess?

			        The large Knight didn’t have long to wait because Victoria appeared fifteen minutes later and stared down at him. He managed a smile, “How are you?”

			        She shrugged, “Depends. How long have you known who I am?’

			        Warren let his smile falter, “Alden told me who you were the night we met after our dance. When you wanted to meet he informed me that you wanted to have someone who did not see you as the Princess. And saw you as a friend instead. So I thought I would try.”

			        Victoria crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, “Are you sure this wasn’t just an attempt to get closer to my father?”

			        The big man rose to his feet, “Please believe me when I say that is not what I wanted. I just thought you were smart and so alive and usually Alden is better with people then me and I just thought I would take his advice and be a friend to you and I honestly enjoy being your friend and I do not want that to end and this is not some gambit to earn favor with the King and I just want to go read and learn about the world before this one came and here I am ramblin’ because I’m nervous and now I’m startin’ to sound like Alden ‘cause I talk with his accent when I get worked up and I’m just gonna stop talkin’.””

			        The Princess frowned at him and her eyes seemed to pierce the very fabric of his soul as she stared into his grey eyes and finally she let out a breath and uncrossed her arms, “I think you’re telling the truth.”

			        Warren let out a breath but sucked it back in as she held up a finger, “I believe you didn’t spend all this time with me just to get close to my father. I’m not sure that your motives are entirely pure either though.”

			        The big man frowned as he studied her and then his eyebrow went up, “No, no no. I’m just trying to be your friend, Victoria.”

			        She smiled at him and Warren let out his breath again. Only to have her arm fly up and smack him across the face, “I know you better then that. And that was for making me worry you were nothing but another kiss up for my father. Let’s go, Warren.”

			        Warren reached up and rubbed his cheek before smiling weakly at her and offering her his arm, “I’m hoping this means we’re still friends.”

			        Victoria looped her arm through his as they walked into the city, “I hope so to, Warren.”

			        The pair weaved through the crowded streets to one of their usual spots. A small diner next a library near High Town. They sat and chatted quietly about nothing but Warren started to worry about a tension he felt in the air. Something didn’t feel right. The big man scanned the room, wandering where the prickle in the back of his neck was coming from. He wished Alden was around. It always helped to have someone watching his back.

			        The Princess stopped talking and hesitated before asking, “Is something wrong?”

			        Warren narrowed his eyes and sighed through his nose, “I’m not sure. Something feels off to me.”

			        Victoria glanced around the room and then Warren locked eyes with Reginald. The smaller teen glanced between Victoria and Warren before he scowled and left the room. The big man relaxed as Reginald disappeared and smiled at Victoria, “We’re fine. It was just someone who cannot take a hint.”

			        The Princess made a sour expression, “Who was it?”

			        Warren shook his head, “Reginald Blackfeather. He likes to think the world orbits around him.”

			        Victoria let out a breath, “I know the type. My father wants me to pick one of them out of a dozen to marry me off to. I suppose I should be grateful I have any choice in the matter.”

			        The big man felt something inside of him go cold but he dismissed the feeling. It wasn’t like he could do anything to stop the King’s will. The Knight bowed his head and let out a breath, “I’m sorry, Victoria. If it were my decision you could live as you wish but I do not wear the Crown, I only serve it.”

			        The Princess smiled sadly, “I’ll be fine, Warren. I shall always have Knights like you to protect me from the evil forces in the world. Like boredom and marriage.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 60 A Message

			 

			        Solace sat down across from the tattooed elf again and folded his hands, “You have your answer?”

			        The half elf let out a slow breath, “I’ll tell you what I know but let me see my brother.”

			        The Inquisitor shrugged, “After. Now spill.”

			        The thug glared at the man and crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair, “I don’t think that’s going to happen. I have what you need to know.”

			        Solace rose to his feet and made for the door, “Maybe your brother will be a bit more cooperative.”

			        The elf growled, “Fine. I’ll tell you but I need to see my brother immediately after.”

			        A smile ghosted across Solace’s face before he wiped it away and turned to face the man sitting at the table. The room really was rather depressing. All dim and damp and just plain sad. The Inquisitor made his way over and sat back down. The elf licked his lips and glanced around the room before sighing.

			        The Knight raised an eyebrow and the man started, “I don’t actually know who it is. He’s always passed information along by dead drop and we pick it up. As for the murders you’ve been looking into. We haven’t ordered them but our informant is the one committing them. It was his price for helping us but I don’t know what he has against you.”

			        Solace crossed his arms, “How do you contact this informant?”

			        The thug shook his head, “We don’t. A date is marked in the information for the next dead drop.”

			        Silence filled the air and Solace made a ‘go on’ gesture with his hand. The elf stared at him in silence and the Knight let out a breath, “When is the next drop and where?”

			        The elf opened his mouth and then shut it and then opened it again, “What’s the date?”

			        Solace rolled his eyes, “It’s Sunday. April 3rd, 1503 Post-Cataclysm. 3524 by the old calendar. Is that specific enough or do you need the hour to?”

			        - “It’s tonight.”

			        The Inquisitor glared at him, “Where? And don’t make me get a map.”

			        Tension filled the air as the prisoner leaned back away from his questioner and swallowed, “Near the river, the bridge of graves. I don’t know the details of where it’s hidden, just that its on top not underneath.”

			        Solace leaned back in his chair, “Do you pick it up or does one of your men?”

			        “One of my men normally but that red-eyed freak killed him. I never sent him out until after dark but he always came back right away. Well, there was that one time he didn’t but that was because of that lady from the who-”

			        “-Who I don’t care about. Does your informant know who you are or just a general sense of who you work for?”

			        -“I don’t know. I’ve never met him.”

			        -“This information. Who’s it for?”

			        A nervous glance at the door and Solace popped a knuckle, making the elf turn his attention back to the Knight, “I don’t know. I send it out with a messenger they send to me once a month.”

			        Solace ran his fingers through his hair, “When is that messenger due to arrive?”

			        “15th of every month. By the South Gate. She’s a human, not an elf and well, she stands out. Lots of knives, likes leather. Her name is Lorelei. She normally hangs around for a few days. I think it’s partially to be forgotten by gate guards and partially to meet with other contacts.”

			        The Inquisitor stood up, “I see. I’ll have some more questions for you later.”

			        The elf stared after the man as he walked across the room, “What about my brother?”

			        Solace sighed, “See, you have trust issues. I haven’t even left the room and you’re already panicking,” The Inquisitor opened the door and looked at the guard, “Toss him in his brother’s cell.”

			        The guard snapped a quick salute and Solace rushed off down the hallway. It was time to get back in the field.

			        Three hours of watching the bridge of graves and there was nothing. Reginald and Hawkes had drifted back into the city across it but for as old as their families were both would have relatives buried in the graveyard outside the city. Dozens of people had made their way across the bridge in both directions, including a funeral procession. Anyone could have dropped something and the elf didn’t know any more about where the drop was. Solace knew he could find it though and kept watching the bridge as the sun slowly set.

			        There was nothing overt about it. Then again there was a spy in their midst so he may have found out about the capture of the other half of his information chain and bailed out on tonight. It never hurt to check though. The sun dipped below the horizon and Solace continued to wait for another hour. The Knight finally decided to call it and dropped down to the street below. The bridge was a macabre affair made of dark granite and carved with angry, demonic faces that were supposed to keep the unquiet dad where they belonged. It had been built just a few hundred years ago after the old bridge had collapsed.

			        Solace scanned the bridge for anything overt and didn’t see anything obvious. That wasn’t surprising though. A few silent words and power flowed through the Knight and swept across the bridge. Pressure bloomed in his head from the direction of the city but one spot felt absurdly sharper then the rest from directly behind. The spell had been designed to search out items with certain similarities to the original. In this case, ink. Solace had also brought paper with him in case the ink failed. The Inquisitor turned toward the sharp pressure and ignored the more distant items and plodded across. As the Knight reached the edge the pressure seemed to e coming from directly below him and the man knelt down. The pressure rose as he lowered himself to the ground.

			        The Inquisitor raised his hand and it began to glow with a dim light as he scanned the stonework. There wasn’t any writing but one stone’s mortar looked fresher then the others. Solace reached forward with his other hand and grabbed the stone. Then gave it a yank and the mortar dissolved, a spell had been holding it in place. Solace reached into the hole and pulled out a tube of paper and smiled as he unfurled it. The handwriting was familiar but Solace couldn’t place it. The thing that bothered Solace the most is that the Princess had been frequenting a particular diner with only a single Knight to accompany her and that she was not acting as the Princess. She was hiding in the populace. At the bottom, the black outline of a bird with its wings spread was visible. Solace grit his teeth at the foreign symbol and headed back towards the Wall.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 61 Three Days

			 

			        Alden stood alongside Warren with Elise, Enzo, Skorri and John gathered around the tower they were waiting for Sergeant Hunter in Wednesday morning. The green eyed teen knew that there was only one reason why all of them would be gathered again so soon after the last incident. Elise was back on her feet but she wasn’t at 100% just yet. The young man worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep up when the time came to take the Trial.

			        The blonde seemed to read his mind and muttered from her position next to him, “I can handle myself.”

			        Alden opened his mouth but Enzo cut in from the other side of Elise, “We know you can. We’re just worried you’re not healed all the way.”

			        Elise rolled her eyes, “I’m fine. Really, the Medics cleared me this morning.”

			        The green eyed teen grunted and Enzo seemed inclined to let silence fill the air. Elise let out a huff, “Do I need to prove it? Which one of you wants to fight?”

			        Both young men gazed evenly at her and Alden grunted again. The blonde simmered for a moment longer and then leaned back up against the wall between them. A silence filled the air as Reginald and Hawkes arrived. Blackfeather made his way to the opposite side of the tower without glancing at any of them and Hawkes nodded politely to them before settling in beside his partner. Sergeant Hunter arrived a few seconds later and stood on top of a nearby chair.

			        The older Knight scanned the group of Cadets before him and took a deep breath, “The next three days are yours to do as you please. The Third Trial begins Saturday and you will need to be combat ready. I suggest you use that time to prepare whatever you may need because some of you may not make it back. Each team will be fighting an orc in the arena with the King and city in attendance. Do you have any questions?”

			        A stunned silence filled the air and Skorri was the first one to break it, “What weapons can we bring?”

			        The Sergeant shrugged, “Whatever you want to.”

			        More silence. This one lingered in the air and seemed to settle over everything until Reginald broke it, “They expect us to kill orcs?”

			        Sergeant Hunter turned and looked at the Cadet from atop his chair, “Yes, they do. They expect you to do it in three days. They might expect you to do it again three years from now.”

			        Alden let out a breath, “What weapons will they have?”

			        Malcolm frowned, “I’m not sure exactly but expect clubs and basic weapons. Nothing bladed though. At the worst I would say spears. Orcs, as you should know, are dangerous without weapons. They’re stronger and faster then any of us so don’t try to pummel the thing into the ground with your fists. Skorri.”

			        The giant snorted. “I’m stupid, not suicidal.”

			        The Knight Sergeant smiled for the first time and looked around, “Is there anything else?”

			        The Cadets glanced at each other as the silence returned and Malcolm nodded, “Very well. You know where to find me should anything come up. Enjoy yourselves. Dismissed.”

			        Alden glanced over at Warren as the Sergeant moved toward the door and the green eyed man said, “We probably should keep training between now and then. Best to avoid gettin’ lazy.”

			        The big teen nodded and Alden glanced over at Elise, “I guess me and Warren are gonna go beat on each other with pointy pieces of metal. I’ll find you later?”

			        Elise smiled at him, “I suppose you will if you come looking. Which I expect you to. Meet me in the library after dinner and we can make plans for tomorrow and the next day.”

			        Alden smiled back, “I can do that I reckon. Take it easy and get that leg back where it needs to be. I don’t want the orc to think you’re taking it easy on him.”

			        The blonde rolled her eyes, “I’m sure that’s what he’ll think. I’ll see you later.”

			        Warren coughed into his fist and this time Alden let out an exaggerated sigh, “I gotta go, my mother hen is calling me.”

			        Elise laughed as she planted a kiss on Alden’s cheek and the young man turned to follow his large friend back down into the Wall. If Enzo could melt things with his eyes, Alden would be a puddle. The sandy haired teen made his way down below the Wall to the training rings and stepped into the sand pit with Warren. Neither of them wore their armor and practicing with actual steel blades would do more harm then good.

			        Alden lifted a wooden practice blade off the rack and swung it a couple of times to see how it felt. Just like his actual sword. Warren had found his shield and mace already as the door swung open and Reginald Blackfeather swept into the room. Hawkes was already absent from the dark teen’s presence and the young man smiled, “Faulkner, I see you and your hick have decided to train. Not that I blame you of course, with a partner like that I would train as much as I could as well.”

			        The green eyed teen grit his teeth as Warren responded, “I’ll take him over you any day in any situation, Blackfeather.”

			        The dark haired teen nodded a few times, “I see. Well, since you’re backing him I have no choice. Alden Flint, I, Reginald Blackfeather accept your challenge by Rite of Arms for the duel to be held on the following Sunday after completion of the Third Trial provided that all parties involved are capable of performing at full capacity. Your witness?”

			        Alden stared at the young man for a full ten seconds before Reginald raised an eyebrow and asked, “Did I speak too fast for you to understand?”

			        The green eyed teen felt his temper flare and responded, “Warren Faulkner. Your witness, weapons and terms?”

			        Blackfeather smirked, “Alexander Hawkes. Longswords only. To the death.”

			        Alden grinned broadly, “Feeling confident are we?”

			        The dark haired teen turned on his heel and made for the door, “Let’s keep this between us. Just so you know, I’ll be cheering for you during the Third Trial. I wouldn’t want an Orc to rob me of my chance to kill you myself you whore son.”

			        The emerald eyed young man half growled, “Same to you, Crow-feathers.”

			        Reginald stopped and tossed a cold glare over his shoulder as Alden felt a cold chill race down his spine, “Don’t insult my family you stupid, ignorant, dirt farmer.”

			        Alden’s temper flared and heat flooded his body, “Then don’t insult mine you spoiled, arrogant cheat.”

			        The tension in the room could be cut with a knife as Alden’s eyes narrow and the young man saw Warren lower himself into a fighting stance. Reginald snorted and walked out of the room. Alden let go of his anger and the room seemed to cool back down. The young man slowly let out a breath and lifted a kite shield off of the table and enterd a ready stance across from Warren. He couldn’t wait to teach Reginald Blackfeather a lesson in manners.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 62 The Beginning Of The End

			 

			        Three days never slid by so quickly. Saturday had arrived and Warren sat in the stands over a large, circular, grassy arena. The original arena had been built before the Cataclysm but had since been destroyed and rebuilt. Nothing of the original had been saved except for the shape of the arena which was a rounded off arrowhead. The entire fighting ground had been planted in grass with two thirds of the arena along the edges of the point of the arrow head being surrounded by seats. A wall stood on the far third that was roughly ten feet tall. The entire thing was smaller then the original had been.

			        The big man sat alone looking into the arena as he waited. No one but the participants were expected to be here yet and Alden was off with Elise. In a way Warren was nervous but at the same time he wasn’t. He had faith in his abilities and in Alden’s. Both of them were capable fighters and they had the advantage of equipment. He rose to his feet, armor clanking and stretched as best he could. His shield hung from his back and his mace was clipped to his hip. His helmet sat on the next seat and the big man rolled his neck, popping it as he picked up the helmet and descended from the stands into the rooms below. They also offered a more direct view onto the field but were covered with a matrix of heavy bars. This is where they would be waiting and watching the others. After the fights they would be taken elsewhere to be checked over and given a chance to relax and recover.

			        Warren and Alden were set to fight in the second match. Skorri and John were fighting first. Reginald and Hawkes were set to fight third and Elise and Enzo were fighting last. Warren sat with a heavy thump and continued to wait, staring out through the heavy bars. A few minutes later Enzo appeared, axe at his side and shield in hand. The other hand was carrying a heavy leather sack. The blonde man sat down beside Warren and dropped the sack that rattled with the sound of metal on metal. A comfortable silence fell between the two men.

			        A few minutes later Enzo let out a grunt, “Why do I get the feeling I should be beating the snot out of Alden right now?”

			        Warren took a moment to respond to the sudden question, “You’re asking the wrong person. Although the imminent potential of death does bring out our passions.”

			        Enzo’s eyes narrowed as he gazed out onto the field and the silence returned. Skorri and John arrived a few minutes later and Skorri laughed as he looked at Warren, “I’m glad you’re here. If you weren’t I’d be worried about the sounds coming from your room.”

			        The blonde twin surged to his feet and Warren grabbed his shoulder, “You have good intentions in protecting your sister but let her make her own decisions.”

			        Enzo glared back at Warren, “Let go of me, Warren. I have to go kill Flint.”

			        A familiar voice driftd through the door, “Kill me for what?”

			        Warren glanced up at the outline of Alden, Elise standing behind him. The blonde woman shot her brother a pointed stare, “Enzo. Calm down. We’re not children anymore. As far as the Crown is concerned I’ve been allowed to do as I please for a year now.

			        Alden glanced over at Elise, “You’re eighteen? I thought you were younger then that.”

			        Elise looked at the green eyed teen, “Really? That is what you’re focused on? 

			        The young man shrugged, “Well, I’m only 16, wait, 17 now.”

			        Enzo’s glare slowly faded away as the conversation took place, “You don’t know how old you are? And I know our age, Elise.”

			        Alden rolled his eyes, “I know my own age. My birthday was on the 4th and I forgot about it.”

			        Reginald’s voice broke in, “I’m honestly surprised you can count. And that you haven’t managed to walk off a cliff in 17 years. But still, miracles do happen from time to time.”

			        Blackfeather locked eyes with Alden and the young man clenched his fists and took a step forward before Warren put a hand on his shoulder, “Alden, we have enough to worry about today.”

			        Alden took a deep breath, “You’re right.”

			        A tense silence filled the room that persisted for five minutes before Sergeant Hunter appeared and broke it, “Today is the day. The Third Trial. I’m sure all of you are nervous but you’ve all been trained for this moment. There is no reason that today will end in tragedy. The people will start arriving soon. Skorri, John. Your fight starts in an hour. Anyone need anything?”

			        Silence filled the room again and Sergeant Hunter left. Awkwardness settled over the room as an hour ticked away. Nerves eating at each of the Knights. Elise leaned into Alden and Warren found himself wondering if Victoria would be watching. Odds are she would be with her father viewing from the center of the stands in the Royal Box. Fights in the Arena weren’t common, but they weren’t uncommon either. It would attract most of the people living within the city and a few members of the nobility as well. Maybe even a Lord or two. The time continued to creep by.

			        Sergeant Hunter entered the room again from above and motioned to John and Skorri, “These guys are big and strong you two. Don’t get heroic. Wear him down. Come back in one piece.”

			        John stood in silence and checked his falchion at his side as he strapped on his round shield. Skorri nodded once and tossed his maul onto his back and hooked a pair of axes into his belt. The big man smiled, “Just in case.”

			        Sergeant Hunter nodded once and opened the door to the arena letting Skorri and John out into the open. The people started to cheer and Warren moved over closer to the bars. The stands were packed with people but the Royal Box wasn’t visible from the holding chamber where the other Knights waited. Warren watched Skorri and John bow toward what he assumed was the King. The people continued to cheer as Skorri pulled the maul from his back and rested it on his shoulder. John drew his falchion, the wide, single-edged sword gleaming in the sunlight.

			        Warren licked his lips as the gates opposite their holding cell door opened and the orc stepped out. His skin was a grey color, and the whites of his eyes were a grey as well. He wore a brown pair of pants but no shirt and he was bald. Big wasn’t the word. Huge almost did it. John was just shy of 6 ft tall. Skorri was 6 and a half feet tall and a giant. The orc was nearly 7 ft tall and just as broad as Skorri. Warren saw Skorri lean his head back and laugh as he hefted his maul and twirled it in one hand. The orc bellowed as a heavy club was thrown out after him and the orc hefted the weapon in one hand. It had to be five feet long. The grey giant gave a bellow of rage and loped across the field toward Skorri and John. The fight was underway.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 63 Skorri's Harmr

			 

			        Alden slid up beside Warren as the orc’s rage echoed through the chamber. John seemed nervous but calm while Skorri bounced with excitement. That didn’t surprise the green eyed man in the least. Skorri was the type of person who lived for the thrill of battle.

			        The loping stride of the Orc seemed to make the ground shake and as the grey giant closed the distance Skorri and John fanned out in opposite directions. The Orc locked his eyes on Skorri and made a bee-line for the large Knight. The big man held his ground as the club came arcing through the air and Skorri swung the blunt side of his maul to meet it. The heavy hammer head turned the crushing blow aside so it slammed into the grass beside Skorri and the giant Knight released one hand from his maul and rammed his elbow into the Orc’s head.

			        The Orc’s neck twisted as he registered the blow but then Skorri’s eyes went wide as the grey giant smiled and his open hand flew toward Skorri’s neck. The big man rolled under the grasping hand with a clatter of steel and stumbled back to his feet as he abandoned his weapon. The Orc released his club and picked up Skorri’s maul, examining the weapon before grunting and sending it soaring through the air toward the big Knight.

			        Skorri twisted out of the weapon’s path and the Orc laughed. The laugh twisted itself into a bellow of pain as John’s falchion tore into the grey man’s tough skin drawing a thick, viscous line of yellow-green blood. The bleeding Orc swung his fist and John ducked the heavy handed blow and the follow up punch to the chest that followed. The third blow was a crushing left that John caught with his shield. The punch sent the young man sprawling onto his back and the Orc smiled, walking toward his fallen foe.

			        The Orc jerked away from the blade of Skorri’s first axe. The second blade whirled through the air behind it and the Orc nimbly dodged it as well. Skorri grit his teeth and pressed forward, a barrage of steel slicing through the air in front of him as the Orc dodged backwards and his grin grew broader and broader. The Orc hopped back a half foot and swept Skorri’s maul off the ground where it had fallen. The grey giant wielded the heavy weapon with one hand and batted aside the next swing of Skorri’s combination and smashed the butt of the weapon into the big Knight’s chest, making him stumble. The Orc brought the bladed head of the weapon arcing around as John pounced with a snarl. 

			        The heavy weapon bit into John’s shield and buried itself there. The grey man growled loudly and yanked on the weapon, pulling John off balance as the maul came free. The Orc struck the smaller Knight’s chest with his open palm and sent the young man sprawling. Skorri bellowed as he stepped forward, axes whistling. The grey giant bellowed as one axe tore into his left arm but the inhuman being swung Skorri’s maul and made the young man hop back a step, abandoning the weapon.

			        John rolled back to his feet Skorri and the pair lunged forward. The Orc swung the maul in a wide two handed arc , making both Knights duck under the blow and then hop back as the maul whistled back through the air. The grey giant bellowed out as he twisted out of the way of Skorri’s axe and spun, the butt of the large weapon smashing across the big man’s shoulders and sent him sprawling face first into the dirt.

			        John lunged forward with his falchion extended before him only to have the blow batted aside with the maul’s haft and then the butt came around, smashing into the shield and making John stumble. Skorri started to rise and turn as the blunt end of the maul swung around in another wide arc. The giant Knight lurched forward. The arena fell silent as the resounding crash of steel on steel echoed and John was flung sideways like a rag doll, the side of his helm caved in.

			        Skorri stopped in his tracks as he stared at John’s limp form. The Orc snorted and yanked the axe free of its arm. The grey man dropped it beside John and drifted a few feet away. The giant Knight ran over to his fallen partner and landed on his knees. Alden saw Skorri remove John’s helm and then clench his fists. Skorri rose to his feet slowly and looked up at the sky and then to the Orc. Sergeant Hunter was visible in the stands, glancing between the arena and the King. Distress was written across his face.

			        The giant Knight reached up and pulled his helm off exposing his face. Rage and grief were written across his features as he stared at the Orc. He reached down and scooped up the bloody axe from the ground and leveled one of his blades at the Orc.

			        The grey being hefted the maul again and Skorri took a deep breath before he spoke, the words echoing across the silent arena, “You, you killed my sword brother. Now, say goodbye because I’m coming for you!”

			        The Orc bellowed in rage as Skorri charged him, the Knight brought his axes down in a blinding whirl. One blow was dodged and another batted aside but a third blow was already impossibly on its way. Alden found himself unable to keep up with the flurry of blows the enraged Knight unleashed as he scored one cut and then another. The Orc began to lag, its thick blood running down it’s arm and side and chest but there wasn’t as much blood as a human would have lost by this point. Skorri scored another slash into the Orc’s thigh and the giant lurched forward with a punch. The blow connected with Skorri’s head and made the Knight’s head snap sideways.

			        Skorri continued his onslaught without pause and tore into the Orc’s chest with one blade and left it there. The bleeding Orc fell to one knee, gasping for air as Skorri whirled and planted his axe deep into the Orc’s right arm, burying the blade to the bone. The Orc bellowed in agony as the maul slipped from his grasp and Skorri gingerly hefted the weapon again. The blade whistled as Skorri swung it, the heavy blade cleaving into the Orc’s skull with a sickening thump.

			        Cheers erupted from the stands as Skorri walked silently over to John’s body. He stared down at the young man in silence and Alden watched him drop his gauntlets to the ground and wipe at his nose. He bent down and lifted John’s limp from in his arm as the Knight Medics appeared to lead Skorri from the field. A group of workers came out to collect the fallen Orc and the discarded gear.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 64 The Third Trial

			 

			        Warren stared out into the arena before him. Somehow, the fact that John was gone hadn’t sunk in. He had watched it happen but it didn’t seem real. The big man saw Elise press herself against Alden quietly, a sad look on her face. Alden’s face was stoney and unreadable, his eyes hard. Enzo sat back against the wall, resting his arms on his legs and staring at the floor. Hawkes stared up at the ceiling in silence and Reginald sat with a thoughtful expression on his face. The big man crossed his arms, wondering what Skorri was going through.

			        Sergeant Hunter appeared in the room, his mouth set in a tight-lipped line. The man took a deep breath, “Alden, Warren. Your match has been delayed. Captain Fox is appealing to the King again in an effort to return to the traditional Third Trial.”

			        Silence filled the room again and finally Alden snarled, “So, you’re sayin’ we’re not even supposed to be fightin’ Orcs?”

			        The Sergeant stared at Alden with sad eyes, “Traditionally, no. However, this whole affair was the King’s idea. It’s supposed to raise the morale of the people and show just how powerful our Knights are.”

			        Captain Fox stepped into the room, “Malcolm. The King won’t budge on this.”

			        Sergeant Hunter let out a breath, “I see. Then I guess you two are up then.”

			        Alden nodded to Elise and kissed her before he stepped up to the door and donned his helmet. Warren followed suit a moment later, hefting his tower shield and mace. Warren rolled his shoulders as he stepped out into the daylight to the roar of the crowd. It was strangely muffled by his helmet and the big man turned to face the King. On the King’s left was the Queen and on his right was Prince Dorian. Victoria sat to the Queen’s left. She was pale and looked sick. The Queen appeared calm, even disinterested. The King hid his emotions, keeping his face impassive and so did the Prince.

			        Warren bowed, seeing Alden do the same out of the corner of his eye but Alden’s bow was jerky and stiff. The green eyed boy was letting his temper control him instead of thinking about what they had to do. The big man rose back to his full height and turned his attention to the double doors on the other side of the arena. They started to roll open slowly, revealing one of the Orcs, spear in hand.

			        The grey man strode forward, a confused expression on his face. He scanned the people around the arena and then his eyes locked onto Warren and Alden. The Orc glanced at his spear and nodded, understanding dawning in his eyes.

			        Alden grunted, “I’m suddenly wondering if these guys are really pure evil.”

			        The Orc strode forward at a steady walk and leveled his spear at the duo and barked out, “Veth fen greshka!”

			        Warren tightened his grip on his mace, “I’m pretty sure that was a threat.”

			        Alden widened his stance as the Orc started to lope towards them, “Well, yeah. But to be fair he was thrown into an arena with a spear and pointed at us. So not evil but they know what an arena is.”

			        The big Knight readied his shield and rushed forward, Alden following along behind him. As Alden had said it was the Orc or themselves. The spear whistled forward and Warren angled his shield. The sharp point rang off and slid toward the left as the green eyed teen stepped around Warren on his right. Alden’s sword sung and tore into the Orc’s leathery skin drawing a line of the yellow-green blood. The Orc set his jaw and pulled his spear back, sweeping the bladed point in an arc and hopping backwards. Warren stepped back out of the way as Alden rolled under the blow.

			        Alden’s shield caught a second thrust of the spear and Warren charged in, shield leading. The orc snarled and slammed the butt of his weapon into Alden’s shield, lifting the young man and throwing him backwards. The grey man whirled, the bladed spear clanging against’s Warren’s tower shield and stopping the large man in his tracks. Warren set his jaw and swung his mace, the heavy hammer arcing down toward the Orc’s shoulder. The grey man leaned back, pulling his spear back in the process and let the mace swing by. And then he lunged, spear rocketing forward. Warren twisted as he fell to one knee and the spear narrowly missed him. Alden roared and darted in from the side again, his eyes glowing like rubies.

			        The large Knight scrambled back onto his feet as Alden swatted aside spear blow after spear blow, his sword being deflected aside every time he swung it. The Orc snarled and punched Alden in the nose, the unexpected attack catching Alden off guard. Warren charged in as the spear jerked back, preparing for the kill and then the tower shield collided with the Orc’s side and shoved the grey giant back a step. The mace arced around and slammed into the beast’s chest. There was a dull thunk and the flanges of the mace head tore into skin but bones didn’t break. Warren’s eyes widened in surprise and the Orc growled low in his throat and grabbed Warren with his free hand. The grey giant pivoted and tossed the large Knight across the arena where he landed with a clatter and rolled across the grass.

			        Warren groaned as he started to get up and glanced back at the Orc. The grey giant tugged the mace out of his chest where it was caught and tossed the weapon aside, away from Warren. The big Knight started to trot back toward the Orc as Alden re-engaged, his sword flashing in the sunlight. Warren picked up his shield where he had dropped it as the Orc launched Alden back through the air again.

			        The big Knight gripped his shield and charged forward. He might not be armed but he didn’t need to be. He was the weapon. The Orc turned in surprise as Warren got close and the beast thrust his spear forward. A blow that Warren easily deflected. The big man brought the edge of his shield forward and rammed it into the Orc’s stomach. The beast stumbled back and Warren swung his shield sideways, the flat of the object smashing across the Orc’s head. The grey beast snarled and lunged forward with the spear. Warren caught the full force of the blow and stumbled back wards as a second blow hammered into his shield. Alden appeared again. His helmet and shield were gone and he had Warren’s mace in his left hand. His sword in his right.

			        The mace came down and smashed into the back of the Orc’s knee driving it down to the ground. The beast snarled and swept the bladed head through the air, driving Alden back. The young man tossed Warren his mace and the big man caught it as Alden closed again. Warren caught the second arc of the spear with his shield and stopped the blow. He dropped his mace, again and grabbed the haft of the spear as Alden’s sword tore into the Orc’s stomach. The blade sunk two inches into the beast before being stopped and the Orc yanked on his spear. Warren slid across the ground but planted his feet and yanked back. He couldn’t keep it up for long but he didn’t need to. Alden’s eyes pulsed with power and the temperature rose ten degrees around him. Alden’s sword drove forward, sliding between a pair of ribs and into the beast’s chest, burying the blade to the hilt.

			        The duo stepped back as the crowd went wild and then the Orc roared and lashed out, fist rocketing forward and slamming into Alden’s face. The young man did a back-flip before hitting the ground, laying on his chest. Warren swung his mace, striking the Orc across the head. The grey man collapsed, dead. Warren rushed over to where Alden lay and knelt down, pulling off his gauntlets and helmet. The big man reached down, searching for Alden’s pulse.

			        The steady beat was there but blood was on the grass and it looked like it was coming from Alden’s ear. Warren’s pulse thundered inside his ears, wondering if his friend could be saved or if his mind had been destroyed. Rage flooded Warren and the noise of the crowd died down. The big Knight laid his hand on his friend’s chest and noticed his skin was emitting a golden aura. Warren placed his other hand on Alden’s forehead.

			        Something was happening outside, someone was yelling at him, but that wasn’t important. He could see inside Alden’s skull and it was a mess. Nothing seemed right and his brain was bleeding. Warren pushed his power further, beyond seeing and tried to restore what was. Light poured out of him and Warren was blinded for a moment. The backlash of power sent a pulse of light rushing out over the stands and the surrounding Medics. Slowly, everything popped back into place. Warren didn’t know what he was doing. But the Light did. And Alden’s body did. Warren was simply a channel. A few minutes later Warren snapped back to himself. A group of Knight Medics surrounded him. Sergeant hunter knelt down beside them and stared down at Alden.

			        A few minutes passed and then Alden Flint coughed, “What the heck did you do to me, Warren?”

			        Warren broke into a smile, “Just saving your life.”

			        The green eyed teen rolled over and pushed himself to his feet as Warren stood up next to him. The crowd erupted as the pair made their way off the field.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 65 The Smith's Plan

			 

			        Alden missed Reginald and Hawkes fighting but it went without a hitch. It had ben the longest match of all of them and there had been no intense showdown or miraculous healing. The reason Alden missed the fight was because of the thorough examination Isaac insisted on giving him. Three dozen coordination, memory and critical thinking tests later Alden was allow to drift back into the more comfortable viewing chamber. Reginald was sitting in the back, a tired expression on his face and Hawkes had actually fallen asleep on a couch after removing most of his armor and revealing the cotton shirt and leather pants he wore underneath. Skorri was gone. Warren sat by the viewing window and looked down at the arena below.

			        Elise and Enzo were just bowing to the King and the Orc was being unleashed. Alden sat down beside his partner, “Thanks.”

			        Warren grunted, “Just wish I knew how I had done it.”

			        Alden nodded as Enzo opened his bag and pulled out a chain and pulled a hammer from his belt. On one end of the chain was a foot long spike that Enzo quickly drove into the ground before the Orc had a chance to close the distance. The other end of the chain was mounted to a device that resembled a ’t“ with four seams running through the long leg of the letter. The Orc bellowed and raised it’s club, charging forward. Elise backed up behind her brother and the blonde man jerked to the left of the blow, chain dragging behind him. Enxo kept moving, circling around the grey giant.

			        Elise moved toward where Enzo had originally been as the blonde man through the spike in front of the Orc and over it’s arms. The grey giant turned to face Enzo as Elise grabbed the chain and tossed it between the Orc’s legs and to her brother again. Enzo dodged a swing from the giant club as Elise’s scimitar sliced into the Orc’s back. The giant turned and Elise ran back away from it as her brother grabbed the spike again. He ran and pulled the chain tight before shoving the spike down into the ground by standing on the arms of the ‘t’. His hammer arced down again and slammed the top of the t into the ground.

			        The Orc turned and the chain snapped taut and Alden’s eyes went wide at the wicked device Enzo had made. The chains had blades in the links and with both ends now anchored, every motion the Orc made forced the blades to cut into the beast. It was by no means restrained. the chain was long enough that the Orc had some movement. But it couldn’t peel the chains away without shredding itself.

			        Enzo pulled his axe out and Orc bellowed, sweeping his club against the ground and tearing at one of the anchors. It popped free but the movement ripped the Orc’s shoulders, arms and one leg open in a long series of bloody lines. The blonde man scowled as Elise’s scimitar bit into the back of the Orc’s leg. The grey giant turned and Enzo ran up behind it, his axe biting deep into the side of the grey giant. It howled in pain as Elise carved another piece of it’s leg out and the beast fell to one knee. Enzo’s axe arced down and tore into the back of the Orc’s neck, killing it. The crowd erupted into cheers and Alden shook his head. He was happy, Elise and Enzo had made it through unscathed. But why would the King force them to fight Orcs in the first place?

			        Alden leaned back in his chair and glanced over at the King who was clapping quietly from his chair. The crowd was cheering though and the twins made their way across the field and to the room where the others waited. Elise stepped though the door and wrapped her arms around Alden, “I thought I’d lost you.”

			        The young man pulled her close to him, “It’ll take a lot more then an Orc to kill me.”

			        Elise released Alden and hugged Warren, “Thank you, for saving him.”

			        Warren looked down at the blonde, then at Alden and then at Enzo, his face caught in a surprised expression. Alden shook his head as Warren tentatively gave her a one armed hug and replied, “Well, I needed to keep him around. I look much better whenever his ugly mug is nearby.”

			        Alden scowled at his friend as Elise released him and moved back to stand by her brother. The green eyed teen indicated the field with a nod of his head, “Those chains were an interesting idea.”

			        Enzo grunted, “I expected them to work better. If I had made both ends the spring loaded spikes it would’ve been harder to get out of the ground.”

			        The door to the waiting room opened and the Captain strode inside, followed by Sergeant Hunter. The Captain grunted, “Quit patting yourselves on the back and listen up. I am pleased to inform all of you that you have passed the Third Trial and will be promoted to the rank of Knight Corporal. This includes John, may he rest in peace, who will be placed beside those Knights who have given their lives in service to the Crown.”

			        Silence filled the room and the Captain continued a moment later, “We shall always remember, we shall always honor, and we shall always forgive.”

			        The room echoed back, “Always remembered, always honored, always forgiven.”

			        There was quiet and the Captain sighed, “I am sorry this had to happen. We must move on though. The funeral will be arranged in a few days and we will have a Knight ceremony for all of you.”

			        The Captain turned and left as Sergeant Hunter glanced around the room, “Congratulations and welcome. You are all now full members of the Royal Guard. The next few weeks are going to be yours to do as you wish with. If you have any questions, just ask.”

			        Alden stood with his arm around Elise as the Sergeant left. It didn’t feel like he accomplished anything at all.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 66 A Declaration

			 

			        Captain Fox stared at the carpet as he sunk to one knee before his King. Edward leaned back in his throne and sighed, “The show yesterday was marvelous was it not?”

			        The Captain licked his lips, “The Knights performed well, I only wish that John hadn’t died during the Trial, your majesty.”

			        There was a hesitation before the King’s voice responded, “You sound resentful Captain.”

			        Fox swallowed, “I am not, sire. Only saddened by the loss of life and a good warrior.”

			        Edward let out a breath as he leaned back again, “It is a rather sad affair but the world keeps turning. There is no time to linger in the past because the future awaits.”

			        The Knight Captain felt his leg start to bother him from the kneeling position as he replied, “You are right, of course, sire.”

			        The King made a few sounds of agreement and Fox heard the man stand up, “I suppose you want to know why I called you here.”

			        It was a statement, not a question and Fox replied easily, “If you wish, sire.”

			        Edward sat again but another set of footsteps could be heard, “Get up, Fox. It’ll make things much easier.”

			        Fox rose to his full height and inclined his head to the High Wizard who had entered the room and stood beside him. She was an older woman but still fit with at least 20 years of life left to her. She smiled easily, “Your majesty, Captain Fox. I suppose I am the reason we’re all together here.”

			        The Captain remained silent and the King let out a breath, “Astrea, explain to Fox here what you told me earlier.”

			        Astrea nodded, “Of course, sire. During the Third Trial I sensed a significant surge of power.”

			        Fox grunted, “Warren did perform a powerful healing.”

			        The High Wizard shook her head, “No, not that. I sensed a surge of Fire within the arena coming from Alden Flint. And the bizarre thing is that he was performing a complex weaving on himself despite the fact that he has never cast a single spell. I’ve felt it before in different places around the city but I could never pinpoint the source until now and I can say with complete certainty that it is Alden Flint.”

			        The Captain frowned, “Okay, so what does that mean?”

			        Astrea glanced at the King and back at Fox, “Well, it means that your Knight is the single most powerful Fire Wizard I have seen in ages.”

			        Fox shook his head, “I don’t know where you pulled all of this from but I didn’t see Alden throwing any fireballs around out there.”

			        The High Wizard laughed, “That’s because what he was doing was a bit more complicated. We refer to it as ‘Fire’ energy but the reality is a bit more complicated. Alden is adept at channeling ‘red’ energies as I prefer to call them. They have a technical term but let’s not get into that right now. These ‘red’ energies are generated by different things such as fire, anger, hate, the sun and a myriad of other things. I understand that Alden has a rather bad temper. My theory is that he reflexively takes the red energy generated by that anger and channels it through his own body, making himself faster, stronger, and more powerful then he would be naturally.”

			        The Captain shrugged, “Okay, so he channels power without any formal training. I don’t get what the big deal is? A couple of naturals come along every couple of years after they accidentally set the barn on fire or called the wind and broke some kid’s arm.”

			        Astrea sighed, “You still don’t get it. Setting something on fire or summoning the wind are simple things that the energy wants to do. Every wizard has an ambient store of power that takes no effort to maintain. You just have to find the right thing to trigger it. What Alden is doing. He’s actively converting one thing into another and fueling a complex spell at the same time. What he’s doing is nothing short of incredible.”

			        Fox let out a breath, “So what do you want?”

			        The High Wizard glanced back at the King as she spoke, “I request that Alden Flint and Warren Faulkner be transferred to the Tower of Wizards.”

			        The Captain drew back a step, “What!? You can’t be serious!? Your majesty, these men have both been trained in martial combat and we will provide them with training for their latent powers as well. Those gifts were part of the reason they were selected.”

			        Edward scowled, “Astrea, you know as well as I do that once a man is inducted into the Royal Guard they will not be removed under any circumstance save permission for retirement from service of my Crown.”

			        Astrea bowed, “Very well, your majesty. Thank you for your time.”

			        The King cleared his throat as the High Wizard turned to leave, “Astrea, you forget your place. I was not finished yet and I have not dismissed you.”

			        The High Wizard bowed again, “I apologize, your majesty. May I ask forgiveness for my rashness.”

			        Edward waved his hand, “All is forgotten. As I was saying, I will not break the law but I will bend it. Captain, the Knights exclusively use Light as their means of casting. Flint’s talent lies in Fire. Therefore he will break protocol and use Fire. Astrea, you will send a Light and Fire Wizard of Master rank or higher to teach Faulkner and Flint respectively while they continue to train as Royal Guards. I will leave it up to you to work out the details. Astrea, you are dismissed. There are some other things I would like to speak to the Captain about.”

			        Astrea bowed a third time and removed herself from the room before Edward continued, “Fox, I am going to appoint Wayne Faulkner as Duke of Athens within Sycamore. I’ll need Warren for the oaths.”

			        The Captain bowed, “Of course, your majesty.”

			        The King leaned back in his chair and smiled, “You know he’s been seeing my daughter.”

			        Fox froze, “I did not, your majesty. I apologize for the failure on my part. It will be corrected immediately.”

			        Edward waved his hand, “Not to worry, Fox. I have more then you watching out for my family. Let her have her fun and should they try anything they shouldn’t I will know and it will be stopped. However, I thought I should let you know in case something should happen and I have to pull Warren. Understood?”

			        The Captain relaxed mid-bow and let out a breath, “Understood, your majesty.”

			        The King nodded, “One last thing, Fox. The Dwarves. We’re going to war with them. Swell your ranks adn get them prepared. You’ll have one year. Dismissed.”

			        Fox stiffened as he stood up-right and considered asking the question on the tip of his tongue but thought better of it and left the throne room. The King stared up at the ceiling and muttered to himself, “I will reclaim what my father lost.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 67 Remembered, Honored, Forgiven

			 

			        Warren stood in his dress uniform, a dark gray with black rings surrounding his wrists and a black line down the edge of his pants. On his left shoulder was the copper crest of a Knight Cadet. On his right was the mark of the Royal Guard, both in silver. Onyx buttons ran down the front of the uniform’s jacket and underneath the collared, grey jacket was a black shirt with the shirt collar over the jacket’s collar. The silver crest of his rank was tagged on the black collar as well. Warren’s hair had been cut again, leaving behind a dark crew cut.

			        Alden stood beside the large Knight in the same uniform. HIs sandy mess of hair had been tamed and combed, swept back against its will but leaving the green eyed young man with a professional look. Enzo stood beside Alden and his twin stood next to him. To Warren’s other side was Skorri and then a gap. Hawkes stood beside the gap and Reginald stood on the far end. Every one of them stood at attention in the middle of the throne room. Captain Fox was in his dress uniform, similar to their own but with the colors reversed and his badges were gold instead of silver. The rest of the Royal Guard currently off duty, around 40 men and women, were arrayed behind the new Knights. The King lounged in his throne on it’s raised dais behind the Captain, looking down at them. A casket, made of dark oak sat between the throne and the Captain on a table covered in a white cloth. Another Knight that Warren recognized as the man Skorri and John had trained with stood at the end of the casket.

			        The Captain cleared his throat and and let his deep voice echo through the hall, “Knights of the Royal Guard. We are gathered here both in joy and in sadness. Arrayed before us are eight Cadets who have met the challenges we offered them and won. We are here to welcome them into our fold. At the same time, one of their number has fallen in battle to an Orc and we are here to honor him.”

			        Fox took a deep breath and Warren could see sweat shining on his forehead. The older Knight continued, “Knight Cadets. It has been our pleasure to train you and it is my honor to offer you a place at our side. If there are any here who see a reason for these warriors to not enter our ranks speak now.”

			        Silence filled the hall and the Captain boomed again, “Warren Faulkner, Alden Flint, Enzo Colbert, Elise Colbert, Skorri Hafsson, John Shaw, Alexander Hawkes and Reginald Blackfeather. You have passed your Trials and have proven that you have the stamina, the patience and prowess to count yourselves amongst our number. As Knights of the Royal Guard you will have a clear purpose, protect the Royal Family and ensure the safety of the Kingdom from threats foreign and within her borders. Once the oath is taken very few have the power to command you. Abuse of that power will result in a sentence of death. Breaking the oath will result in a sentence to death. Your life is to the Guard. You may be recalled at any time after you are relieved of duty, even retirement. Those who wish to take the oath, kneel.”

			        Warren slid to one knee effortlessly and felt panic as Alden didn’t move. The young man jerked into motion and dropped to one knee in a rush when he noticed the others kneeling. The bigger man let out a breath. Alden hadn’t been listening to a word the Captain had said.

			        Fox studied them and continued, “Do you swear to serve the Kingdom as long as you live?”

			        There was a chorus of “I shall,” from the group and Fox continued, “Will you protect the Crown and the family of the Crown?”

			        Another chorus of affirmative responses rang out and the Captain asked, “Will you stand against any foe no matter the odds?”

			        One last round of “I shall,” rang out and the Captain turned, “Your Majesty, do you accept their oaths and accept them as Guards for you, your family and your Kingdom?”

			        Edward nodded, “I do, Captain.”

			        Fox turned back around and boomed out, “Rise as Knights of the Royal Guard and may you never fall to your knees again.”

			        Each of the Cadets, now Corporals, rose to their feet and snapped to attention, heels togethers, chins held high, their left fist behind their back and their fist centered over their chests. Warren felt himself swell with pride as the Captain and Sergeant who stood beside the casket moved toward them, removing the Cadet pin and replacing it with a silver Corporal. His father would be proud of him for this. He had become a Knight and could carry himself with pride.

			        Fox finished his trip through the new Corporals and took his place again, this time behind the casket. The Captain cleared his throat, “We have gained new warriors for our ranks. But we have lost a sword as well. John Shaw was a newly appointed Knight Corporal and in this life he was our friend and comrade and so he shall be remembered. he served the Crown loyally until he died and so we will honor him. And he gave his life in service to the Crown, so we shall forgive him his sins. it is time for him to join his brothers in the final rest. Those of you chosen to bear this burden step forward.”

			        Warren and the other new Corporals approached the Casket and divided. Warren took his place across from Alden and in front of Enzo. Hawkes stood in front of Warren and Skorri in front of Hawkes. The other side had the trainer opposite Skorri, Blackfeather behind him, Alden behind Blackfeather and Elise behind Alden. The casket led the way out of the hall and across the bride to the Tomb of Knights where a gathering had formed. Three priests stood in front of the tomb, one for each of the Masters. Warren had never known that John followed the Triad.

			        The priests turned and led the way into the tomb the priest in black robes led the way. The priest in white stood on his right and and the priest in red stayed on his left. A priest of the dead, of the sky and of battle. Each of the Masters were represented but their courts were not. They wouldn’t be for this. Right behind the casket a couple slipped in followed by the rest of the procession. The woman was crying and sniffling while her husband had a hollow, vacant expression like he didn’t know what was going on.

			        Deep in the tomb a stone slab lay resting on a stand. Warren and the others set the casket down on it and stepped back. John’s parents stepped between the Knights and stood at the center of the tomb. Skorri took a step out from the others but stayed behind John’s parents. No one else moved.

			        The Priests surrounded the casket, their faces hidden in the hoods of their robes. The dark robed Priest began, “Upon death, we shall each be judged by the merit of our honor and the stain of our sins. Let us pray for this young man, that the Master of Death may see fit to tip the scales in his favor should it be needed and see that he joins his brother Knights within the Highest Courts. May the Master find no guilt on his mind and no dark secret in his soul.”

			        The white robed priest continued, “Let us pray that the Master of the Skies may grant young John the strongest wings so that he might climb to the loftiest peaks amongst the Courts in the stars. May the Master find no fault in his dreams or a lie in his tale”

			        The third priest began, “Let us pray that the Master of the Battle finds John to be brave and valorous in his deeds and grant him a sturdy sword and shield to be used when the damned and forgotten rise up and try to claim to the Courts of the Masters. May the master find no crack in his courage or stain on his honor.”

			        The dark priest continued, “We forgive him his sins and pray that you accept his soul into your Courts. Let us pray for John.”

			        Silence filled the air of the tomb and was broken by frantic murmurs. Warren licked his lips as he bowed his head and heard Alden mutter, “Whoever’s up there. John’s a good man and you’d best accept him or or go damn yourself as well.”

			        Warren smiled despite himself and muttered a silent prayer, a bit more standard then Alden’s version. The dark priest continued, “John has moved on from his world. Let us lay his body to rest.”

			        Skorri stepped forward with John’s father. Together they slid the stone slab and the casket back into the wall and lifted the cover into place. Written on the plate was a short inscription:

			        John Shaw

			        A Loyal Friend

			        And a True Knight

			        Silence filled the air, broken by the sound of a hammer driving steel pins through drilled holes in the plate. A few minutes later Skorri and John’s father stepped back into the crowd and the priests bowed. The collection of people began to trickle out of the room. Warren felt a blanket of exhaustion settle over him as he moved for the door.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 68 Flint And Feather

			 

			        Sunday didn’t come soon enough. Ever since the funeral Alden had felt his temper boiling just beneath the surface. He had become bitter and cruel. The young man dressed, wearing his armor and duster, longsword at his side. Warrenwore his uniform and carried his mace but not his shield. Alden headed out the door, moving for the roof. It was already the middle of the night and Alden climbed the stairs quickly, Warren trailing just a step behind him.

			        They were almost there when Inquisitor Solace appeared in front of them, “Where are you two heading in the middle of the night?”

			        Warren began to speak, “Well, uh, see the thing is that we were just heading down to-”

			        Alden cut him off, “We were going to go get drunk, eat a lot of food and probably pass out somewhere since we’re off duty.”

			        Solace shook his head and walked by, “The idiocy of the young. I wish I was still like that,” the Knight called back over his shoulder, “Come back in one piece.”

			        The green eyed teen took off again before Solace had a chance to question them further. The large Knight followed just a step behind his friend and they reached the surface a few minutes later.

			        Alden looked around, “I don’t see them yet. Think he chickened out?”

			        Warren shook his head, “I doubt it. Reginald does not just think he’s better then you. In his mind, he is better then you.”

			        The green eyed teen grunted, “Good. I’ll be glad to finally teach him some manners.”

			        The big Knight crossed his arms and leaned back against the stone, “You do remember that you agreed this would be to the death right?”

			        Alden waved a hand, “I know that. I’ll just knock him around some and when he starts beggin’ I’ll let him go.”

			        Warren’s only response was a grunt as Alden leaned up against the edge of the wall, watching the river roll by in silence.

			        Ten minutes later Warren broke Alden’s thoughts, “Maybe he did decide to stay home?”

			        Alden shook his head and snorted, “I should’ve known he wouldn’t have the guts.”

			        A laugh broke through the air, “What? Do you think I’m afraid of you, Flint?”

			        The green eyed teen turned slowly and stared at Reginald Blackfeather. Hawkes stood a foot behind him and off to one side as Alden took a step forward, “You’re right, I know you ain’t bright enough to be afraid of me.”

			        Reginald shook his head, “You don’t even know how royally screwed you are, farm boy.”

			        Alden shrugged his duster off and tossed it to the edge of the wall, “You act like that’s an insult.”

			        Blackfeather frowned, “Normally you lose your temper whenever I start saying things like that. So why not now?”

			        The green eyed teen considered the question for a moment, “Well, normally you insult my family in the process. Which you can insult me as much as you like and I won’t quite care but my family on the other hand is off limits. Secondly, who ever decided that being a farmer is a bad thing? Farmers work honest, they take care of themselves, honor their word and can solve just about any problem you put in front of them. I’m proud to have grown up as a farmer.”

			        Reginald rolled his eyes, “Look, I don’t care. I’m going to kill you now.”

			        Alden raised an eyebrow as he drew his sword, “I’d like to see you try.”

			        Blackfeather smirked and Alden frowned. Something wasn’t right. A single word, low and guttural, that Alden couldn’t quite hear rolled off of Reginald’s lips. A fist of power slammed into Alden and sent him soaring back through the air and rolling across the stone. The dark young man’s laugh echoed through the night, “Alden Flint, prepare to meet death. I’ll send your family along shortly.”

			        Green eyes snapped open and flooded red with power. Reginald could use this power as well? Well, let him deal with Alden’s burning fury. The young man surged back to his feet and glared at Reginald. Warren had his mace out but the big Knight stepped back as Alden shook his head. This was between him and Reginald. Blackfeather’s lips started to move again, the words twisting and distorting so Alden couldn’t make them out. The young man felt his anger pulse as he darted forward.

			        A shadowy chain latched onto Alden and the young man stumbled before it broke but didn’t go down again. Reginald drew his sword as Alden closed the distance and their weapons crashed. That distorted language sounded out again and something about it made Alden even angrier. His sword slapped Reginald’s aside and came around in a dangerous arc. The chain reformed and jerked Alden’s arm to a halt before the young man ripped through the binding. Reginald had already moved though and a single word sent Alden skidding back a foot.

			        The red eyed teen felt to one knee and he balanced himself with one hand, a sizzling sound erupting from the stone below him. Why had Alden even expected Reginald to fight fairly? The thought made more anger flow and Alden pulsed with more power as the torches on the wall flared with towering flames. The young man darted forward again, sword flashing in the blazing light of the torches. There was a crash of steel and then another. Alden parried Reginald’s desperate lunge and slashed again. Blackfeather leaned back, narrowly avoiding the blade before barking that single syllable again. The fist slammed into Alden again but it was weaker this time and Alden took the brunt of the blow with a grunt. Alden’s sword stabbed forward and Reginald batted the sword aside with a sloppy parry but Alden reversed directions and the flat of his sword smacked across Reginald’s head sending the dark haired young man sprawling across the ground.

			        Alden let out a breath as Blackfeather lay there, unmoving but breathing. He turned to face Warren and the big Knight was unconscious with Hawkes standing over him, dagger in hand. Hawkes indicated Alden’s sword, “Drop it.”

			        The blade clattered to the ground but Alden’s eyes pulsed a deep crimson with power. Hawkes smiled, “Good boy. Now lie down slowly.”

			        Alden chewed on his lip and considered charging Hawkes. The red eyed teen dropped to one knee as Hawkes placed the knife against Warren’s neck. Alden lay down and as his palms pressed against the ground there was a hiss. Hawkes raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

			        The angry young man growled, “Why?”

			        Hawkes grinned, “Because I know I couldn’t handle you directly. But I can’t leave you two around to be the King’s star pupils.”

			        Alden’s mind took a moment longer then normal as it worked through the clouds of his anger, “Wait. You’re the one who attacked me that night. I thought that fight felt familiar.”

			        The young man nodded, “Ding ding ding, we have a winner. See, you weren’t my target that night but you were in the wrong place at the wrong time. And then you managed to get your hands on my knife of all things which slowed me down tremendously.”

			        Red turned to green as curiosity took control, “What do you mean?”

			        Hawkes sighed, “Well, you see, I’ve been murdering Knights, collecting information and all kinds of bad things here lately. But you don’t know about the murders because Inquisitor Solace and Captain Fox kept it all hush hush.”

			        Alden grimaced, “What about Reginald?”

			        There was a snort, “Reginald? He doesn’t know anything although he did drop the occasional useful tidbit. Warren’s lady friend might be in trouble before long. But anyway I’m going to kill Reginald with your sword, go take a nap and then report it to the Inquisitor this morning that he’s been missing since last night. This is Reginald’s knife in my hand, which I’m going to use to kill Warren here. And then, I’m going to throw you off the ledge. So, Reginald kills Warren and then you kill Reginald in a fit of rage followed by jumping.”

			        The young man started to push himself up, “You shouldn’t have told me that last b-”

			        Alden was cut off as Hawkes rammed into him and sent the young man stumbling back toward the ledge. The dagger flashed and tore a thin, short line across Alden’s cheek as the green eyed teen jerked out of the way. Hawkes pushed him again and Alden’s legs hit the stone at a look out, just like Warren’s had all those months ago. But Alden didn’t tumble backwards. A heavy hand caught his shirt and tossed him back onto the stone of the Wall.

			        Hawkes screamed in rage as Inquisitor Solace closed the gap between them. Alden started to push himself up again as Hawkes dashed straight for one of the lookout holes in the stone work. The Inquisitor lunged toward the young man in an attempt to grab him but missed and Hawkes soared off into the night. Alden made it over to the hole and looked down. There was no sign of Hawkes.

			        Alden fell onto his back as Solace tossed him out of the way and looked down. The older Knight scowled and turned to face Alden, “So what happened to drinking, eating and passing out?”

			        The young man shrugged, “I’m blind drunk at the moment actually. Just a very coordinated individual.

			        Solace glared down at the young Knight before a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth, “Smart ass. You two are lucky I followed you.”

			        Alden sat up, unsure if he should stand and asked, “Why did you follow us?”

			        The Inquisitor walked over to Warren and started to check him for injuries, “A few reasons. First of all, if you went out drinking in the dead of night I’m guessing Elise would kill you. Second, if Warren went out drinking in the dead of night I’m sure Victoria would make him regret it if she found out. Third, you, I can believe would decide to drink until you passed out, Warren, on the other hand, hates hangovers and only drinks if absolutely necessary. Now get up and carry this guy back to your room. I need to have a chat with Reginald.”

			        The young man climbed to his feet, “So, am I gonna get kicked out or anything over this?”

			        The Inquisitor shook his head, “This was just a midnight sparring session gone wrong. I was here for everything including the moment when you revealed that you had no intention of killing Reginald here. I’ll let it slide this time, Flint. But consider yourself in my debt.”

			        Alden inclined his head, “Fair enough.”

			        The young man managed to get Warren’s heavy frame over his shoulders and set off for their room again.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 69 The Duke

			 

			        Wayne Faulkner was in the throne room on one knee before the throne and a split table at which each of the Lords sat. Warren was a step behind and to the right of his father, dressed in the colors of his family. The King rose to his feet and stared down at the Faulkners as he stroked his beard.

			        The King walked through the gap in the tables and approached the elder man,“Wayne Faulkner, you have been chosen to rise to the rank of Duke by the Crown and to serve the Kingdom and it’s citizens. Will you accept this burden of duty?”

			        Wayne licked his lips before responding, “I shall.”

			        Edward continued, “Do you swear that you shall dedicate your life and the lives of your heirs to the betterment of the Kingdom, to set aside personal gain in favor of the greater good of your people?”

			        The elder Faulkner responded smoothly, “I do swear.”

			        The King turned to Warren, “Sir Warren Faulkner, Knight of the Royal Guard, do you accept your father’s oath as your own and swear to take up his mantle as your own upon his death?”

			        Warren answered, “I do and I shall.”

			        The King turned and sat back on his throne, “Rise as Duke of Athens then. Lord Sycamore, please inform the Duke of his holdings.”

			        Lord Sycamore stood, a thin man with dark hair and started to speak as Warren and Wayne regained their feet, “As Duke of Athens you are also the Earl of Mariet, Earl of Arthur, Baron of Logan, Baron of Lexington. You will be referred to as the Duke of Athens however. Your son may use one of your lesser titles until you should meet your end, hopefully many years from now. Welcome to the gentry of the Kingdom of Cinder, your grace.”

			        Wayne bowed, “Thank you, my Lords. Your majesty, I and my family are at your disposal.”

			        The King nodded, “Thank you. An escort will be arranged to see you to your new lands. In the mean time, you may stay here. My advisors are at your disposal to learn the ins and outs of your new position. Please don’t hesitate to make use of them.”

			        The newly appointed Duke bowed again, “Thank you, sire. Ignorance is no excuse for mediocrity and I shall endeavor to hold myself to the highest of standards in carrying out the duties of my new position.”

			        -“Your best is what I expect, Wayne. I do not give you this position lightly. Is there anything else?”

			        Wayne hesitated before asking, “Will my son be accompanying me back to Athens or will he continue his duties here?”

			        The King glanced at the young man before answering, “He will continue his duties here for the time being. At a later date he will be given leave to return to your holdings and familiarize himself with the position. When the time comes for him to take up the mantle of Duke he will be prepared for the position and will retire from my Guard.”

			        The elder Faulkner bowed again, “Of course, sire.”

			        Edward let out a breath, “If that is all you are dismissed. Warren, take Flint with you when you leave.”

			        Warren hid his shock as Alden peeled himself out of the shadow of one of the pillars in the back of the room and slipped through the door. The big Knight glanced at his father, expecting anger but there wasn’t any. As Warren stepped out of the throne room his father’s hand appeared on his shoulder and Warren stopped.

			        Wayne smiled down at him, “Thank you.”

			        The younger Faulkner raised an eyebrow, “For what?”

			        Wayne shook his head, “For bringing honor to our family name. I always knew you would succeed and people would respect you, maybe even call you a hero, but I never expected you to make such an impression on the King and his daughter that he would grant us a title.”

			        Warren opened his mouth, “Wait, he knows about Victoria and me seein’ each other? And he told you about it?”

			        Alden appeared from around the corner, “Careful there Warren. This accent of mine is slidin’ through on you again.”

			        The big Knight spared a glare for his friend before turning his attention back to his father as the older man replied, “He mentioned it in passing but he did not give me all of the details. All he said is that you had befriended his daughter and she described you as ‘intelligent, loyal, and occasionally charming.’ After that the King looked into our family history and decided to appoint me to the position of Duke.”

			        Warren mulled over the revelation and let out a breath. Victoria thought he could be charming. The elder Faulkner muttered something and stepped back, “I need to go get your mother and get ready. I have a lot to learn. We will catch up over dinner tonight and I expect you home as soon as you can manage to get away.”

			        The big Knight bowed, “I will be, father.”

			        The older man turned and walked away, headed toward the guest rooms of the castle. Alden grinned at his big friend, “Does this mean I have to address you as ‘your grace’ from now on?”

			        Warren pretended to consider the question, putting a thoughtful look on his face before responding, “No, my father is the grace. I, however, would be addressed as sir, master, Baron or Earl. I think I’ll let you call me master as my closest friend and the others may call me Earl Faulkner.”

			        Alden snorted and turned to go, “Let’s get goin’. The others are waitin’ to get to celebratin’.”

			        A Knight banged into the hallway and skidded to a halt beside Alden and Warren. She scanned the green eyed teen before asking, “Alden Flint?”

			        Alden nodded and the woman gestured back in the direction she had come from, “The Captain needs to see you.”

			        Warren glanced at Alden, “What did you do now?”

			        The young man shrugged, “Nothin’ that I know of. Let’s go find out.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 70 Foundation Breaking

			 

			        Alden strode into the Captain’s office and nodded to the Blood Fist waiting there beside the Captain’s desk. Fox rose and indicated the chairs before the desk which Alden fell into. Warren sat down beside him and the Captain let out a breath, “Alden, this. It isn’t easy. You may want Warren to leave for the moment.”

			        The young man stiffened, “If it’s that bad, I’d rather have him right here next to me.”

			        The Captain nodded, “Are you certain? Things may get….. emotional.”

			        Alden frowned and rose to his feet, leaning on the desk, “What’s goin’ on, Cap’n?”

			        Fox indicated the chair, “Sit down, Alden. There’s no sense in beating around the bush anymore.”

			        There was a tense silence before Alden eased back down into his chair, pulse thumping in his ears. Fear ran through him and it set his stomach turning. Something wasn’t right. There was a sense in his gut that something had been wrong all day but Alden didn’t know what it was.

			        The Captain looked over at the Blood Fist and then took a deep breath, “Alden, I just received a report from an outpost near your hometown. There’s no easy way to say this so I’m just going to be blunt. Your parents and sister were killed in a raid from across the border.”

			        Alden stared blankly at the older Knight, not understanding what he just heard. The words slowly sunk in and Alden shook his head, “NO. They’re not. They can’t be.”

			        Fox swallowed, “Alden, I know this is difficult. But the truth is that-”

			        The young man surged to his feet, “SHUT UP!”

			        The Captain drew back and Alden stood there, hands balled into fists, his face red and tears welling in his eyes. Warren’s hand landed on Alden’s shoulder and the young man let himself fall backwards, all of the anger leaving him in a rush. The whole reason he was here, to support his family, was gone. Warren said something but the words drifted by unheard.

			        Alden looked up, “What exactly happened?”

			        The Blood Fist snapped to as the Captain glanced at him and the soldier launched into a report, “Four days ago, a series of raids launched by the dwarves took place. Most of the attacks were beaten back but a handful were successful. The raid on Pleasant fai- was repelled but not without the outskirts suffering casualties. There were a total of nine dead. 4 civilians and 4 soldiers patrolling in the region. Amongst the deceased civilians were Tristan, Isolde and Jessica Flint.”

			        The young man stared at the ceiling, “Who was the fourth?”

			        The Blood Fist swallowed, “A wandering traveler who currently remains unidentified.”

			        Alden nodded, “Leave.”

			        The soldier glanced at the Captain who nodded and the man scurried from the room. Alden slowly rose to his feet and moved toward the door before pausing, “Captain, I’d like to return home.”

			        Fox nodded, “Granted. How long and when?”

			        The young man dead panned, “I’ll be leaving tomorrow. 3 weeks.”

			        The Captain hesitated but a cold glare from a future Duke stopped him and the old Knight sighed, “Done. I’ll send the papers up later.”

			        Alden opened the door and stepped outside, Warren following a step behind him. The young man left his friend behind, telling the big man that he’d be in the training rooms and made his way to the basement. It didn’t seem real. His mom, dad, and Jess. They were all gone.

			        Anger pulsed through the young man as he tossed his duster aside and grabbed a mace from the rack of training weapons. The heavy weapon smashed into the dummy, tearing strips of wood out and sending piles of straw through the air. The young man’s eyes flared red and the straw caught fire as it floated through the air. The flames spread through out the dummy and before long it had been reduced to a charred frame. Alden roared and smashed the frame before flinging the mace across the room. The weapon cracked and the heated steel shattered as it struck the wall.

			        The young man pulled a sword from the wall and worked through a whirling display of sword forms, the blade trailing fire as his anger burned higher and higher. His parents were dead because the Army couldn’t do it’s job! Because the Blood Fists were too busy terrorizing elves! Because the King spent his time bleeding taxes from people who couldn’t afford it! Jess was dead. His father was dead. His mother was dead.

			        Alden spun to a halt and slipped, falling on the formerly sand floor. There was a whirlpool of glass around him and the wooden blade in his hands was nothing but a charred stick. The young man tossed the sword to the side and moved toward the rack again.

			        A voice broke his movement, “Alden?”

			        The young man turned to the voice as Elise walked over to him, “Warren told me what happened and that I could find you here.”

			        Alden grunted as Elise wrapped her arms him and then drew back with a hiss. Regret flooded through him as he realized his skin could burn her. She smiled up at him though, “It’s okay. You’re just really hot.”

			        Red eyes faded to green and he deflated, “I’m sorry. Are you alright?”

			        She nodded and held up her hands, “I’m fine now that those emeralds are back.”

			        He managed a smile and then it came crashing in on him and he sat on the ground, “Jess. My parents. They’re dead.”

			        Saying those words made it seem more real and tears welled in his eyes. Elise knelt down beside him and gently reached out, her fingers brushing his face before she reached out and cupped his face in her hands, “I’m sorry, Alden.”

			        She kissed his forehead and shifted closer, wrapping her arms around him. Alden reached out and pulled her close to him, letting himself cry for the first time since he was a child. He wasn’t sure how long they sat there but she stayed with him the entire time until his tears stopped and then she sat with him even longer. It was dark when they finally left the room.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 71 Healing Wounds

			 

			        The next Sunday word of Reginald reached the young pair. He was in the dungeons awaiting sentencing for practicing Dark magic without permission from the Crown or the Tower of Reformation. The rest of the family had disappeared and Warren had informed Alden of the news, hoping it might snap the young man out of his funk. It had no effect besides a grunt. 

			        The young man had accepted his parent’s death but was still lost in grief. He woke up yelling three times and once after he set his bed on fire while he slept. The young man skipped breakfast and had barely said anything in two hours. There was no anger in him though, it was like he no longer cared. The little things that would normally set the young man to grumbling just made him sigh and turn away. The only positive thing that Warren could say is that the young man was active, even if it wasn’t with his normal energy.

			        Alden moved throughout the city with Warren as his shadow, collecting the things he would need for the ride home that would start later that day. It wasn’t a long ride but Warren worried over the young man making the journey alone. The solitude and grief might crack him. But the solitude might be exactly what he needed to move past things.

			        The green eyed young man seemed to read his mind, “Don’t worry about me.”

			        Warren offered a half-smile, “What else am I supposed to do?”

			        Alden shrugged and Warren sighed, “How about I find Elise and get her to meet you somewhere?”

			        The young man looked up at his best friend, his shoulders slumped and his eyes tired, “Warren. Let me have a little space.”

			        The big Knight looked around and then nodded, “Alright. Come find me before you leave today. And if you need anything, just, come find me.”

			        Alden nodded, “Right. Thanks.”

			        Warren shrugged, “No problem.”

			        The big Knight turned and strode away, hands in his pockets. Alden’s grief seemed to cast a shadow over the Wall and most other things in life. The big man made his way to the familiar bench by the bridge and sat down, wondering if Victoria would be around today. The Princess did appear a short time later and she smiled down at him.

			        Warren managed a weak smile in response but it fell from his face and she sat down beside him, “What’s wrong?”

			        The big man shook his head, “Just worried about Alden. He found out he lost most of his family yesterday.”

			        Victoria covered her mouth with her hand as she stared at the big Knight in shock, “What? That’s terrible.”

			        Warren nodded and silence filled the air. Eventually the big man grunted, “Let’s go for a walk.”

			        The Princess stood up and looped her arm through Warren’s, “Is he going to be alright?”

			        “I think he will be given time.”

			        Silence filled the air again and the pair found themselves sitting down at a diner. They claimed a table and ordered as Warren stared up at the sky and he finally said, “Your father knows about us.”

			        -“Of course he does. The man has spies almost everywhere. That and I told him about you.”

			        Warren’s gaze locked onto her, “What?”

			        Victoria shrugged, “Well, he asked. Once he asked I knew there was no point in hiding it. Besides, your father is a Duke now which means I am allowed to be seen in your company.”

			        The big Knight cocked an eyebrow, “You mean you were worried about being seen before by all the people in public?”

			        She shook her head, “No. Not like this. I mean in the castle and at official things. The festival I could get away with it since you are a Knight. But outside of that I couldn’t. It would be inappropriate for someone of my station to be seen with anyone not of noble ranking.”

			        Warren smiled as she rolled her eyes and he leaned against the table, “Well, everything worked out for us then since we can be friends everywhere now and not just some places.”

			        She smiled back at him, “I suppose so.”

			        The two sat and talked for a while longer as they ate and Warren escorted her back to the bridge where they always met. They stopped and Warren looked around, “How do you always know when I’m here?”

			        The Princess pointed at one of the castle’s towers, “There’s not much to do except read and wait for my father to find someone for me to marry so I spend most of my time in my rooms and I can see you from there.”

			        Warren smiled, “I was expecting something else. Sergeant Hunter, my instructor, could leave after us and reach the end before us when we were training somehow.”

			        Victoria laughed, “He’s using the tunnels.”

			        The big Knight turned to face her, “Tunnels?”

			        She nodded, “There are tunnels running throughout the castle and Wall that run in straight lines and you can sprint down them if you’re alone. They run up and down all through the stone work.”

			        Warren shook his head, “Alden will get a kick out of that.”

			        The Princess smiled and separated her arm from his, “I should go.”

			        The big Knight nodded, “I guess you should. I’ll see you.”

			        Victoria leaned forward and kissed Warren lightly before pulling away and rushing off, “I’ll see you.”

			        Warren stood dumbstruck, staring after the retreating form of the Princess. He shook himself out of his shock and walked back toward the entrance to the Wall. He bumped into the twins along the way and greeted them with a smile.

			        Elise looked over at him, “Did Alden find you again?’

			        The big Knight shook his head, “No, how is he?”

			        The blonde girl shrugged, “Quiet. But he ate lunch with me so there’s that. He told me that he would drop by The Oak to see if you were there. Since you didn’t run into him he’s probably gone by now but he asked me to let you know he’d be alright and not to worry.

			        Warren nodded and looked toward the east, wondering what the future held.

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 72 The Final Piece

			 

			        One of the men finally reported a solid location of Lorelei late on the 13th to Inquisitor Solace. She was staying at a shady inn within Low Town but had settled into a room and seemed to have no intention of leaving. Solace stationed a Knight to watch for her leaving and to find him if she did. There was nothing though and the next morning Solace went out to relieve the Knight and settled in to watch the supposed spy.

			        The dark haired woman left early in the morning clad in leather armor with four daggers attached to her hips and lower back. A leather bag was slung over one shoulder. Solace weaved through the ruins of the old structures, jumping the long gaps with magic when necessary as he followed her deeper into Low Town. The Knight wasn’t in his armor but he was still dressed finer then he should have been for this part of town. But then again so was she although no one spared her a second glance. They knew she was dangerous.

			        Lorelei eventually made a few turns, weaving through the cramped alleys of Low Town and making her way back toward the Market district. She was worried about being followed then. The Knight continued his jaunt through the rooftops and stopped as she drifted inside of a bar called The Weeping Oak. A familiar black stallion was tied outside, laden with gear.

			        Fifteen minutes later Solace moved across the roofs, looking at the backside of the building. There wasn’t a back door so she had to still be inside. The Knight dropped to the ground and found a window. She was sitting at a table with a man but Solace couldn’t tell who it was. The window was covered in grime and the man was clutching a piece of paper in his fist, covering the lower edge of his face. The Knight dipped below the window and crept towards the front as the pair made for the door.

			        Solace looked around the corner as Lorelei came into view, followed a moment later by a furious Alden Flint. The young man stomped towards Renegade but Lorelei stopped him, shaking her head. Her mouth moved but Solace couldn’t hear what was said until he mouthed the words of a spell.

			        Sound snapped to deafening volumes and he caught the end of her sentence, “-solve anything.”

			        Alden snarled, “I don’t care! They lied to me! I’m going to go teach them what happens when you mess ith my family!”

			        She stood in front of him unmoving and seemed to notice the attention they were attracting, “Let’s slip down that alley and talk for a minute. You know I’m right, tough guy.”

			        The young man clenched and unclenched his fists before spinning on his heel and stalking toward the alley Solace was hiding in. The Knight slipped backwards and around the corner jumping up with a boost from magic and laying flat on the edge of the roof. What was Alden doing here? Who lied to him? How did he know Lorelei? All of these questions ran through the Inquisitor’s mind as Alden stared at the wall of the alley. Lorelei leaned against the corner.

			        Ten minutes passed by in silence before Alden spoke, “I can’t keep serving here.”

			        -“I can understand that. So what are you going to do?”

			        There was a long silence before he replied, “I don’t know. I can’t just leave Elise and Warren. But I will not spend my life serving that farce of a King.”

			        Solace frowned as Lorelei continued, “That leaves one option.”

			        Alden turned to face her, “What would that be?”

			        The woman shrugged, “Replace the King.”

			        The Knight on the roof tensed, waiting for Alden’s reply. The young man snorted, “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

			        Solace was considering those words as Lorelei stepped towards Alden, “What would you do if an orchard gave you nothing but sour apples?”

			        Alden hesitated, “I’d start over. Are, are you askin’ what I think you are?”

			        The young man was hard to read due to his already angry state but he seemed agitated at the implication. She pressed on, “Help me start the orchard over, Alden. You’ve seen first hand how things like justice, taxes, and the needs of the people are handled. Your parents were killed because of this Alden. And I’m not alone but we need someone on the inside.”

			        The Knight Inquisitor prepared a spell to soften his fall as Alden opened his mouth. Then he shut it. He turned and ran his fingers through his hair and looked up at the sky. A tense silence followed before Alden let out a breath, “I’ll help you burn the orchard and start anew.”

			        Solace rolled from the roof top and landed in the mouth of the dead end alley. Lorelei darted away from the Inquisitor as the Knight crashed to the ground and then rose to his full height. The older man stared at Alden as the young man’s eyes flared red with anger. Solace let out a breath, “Alden Flint, though it brings me no joy I am hereby placing you under arrest for high treason.”

			 

		

		

		

	
		

			Chapter 73 Burning Walls

			 

			        Alden stared at the Inquisitor and gnashed his teeth together, “Why did you all lie to me?”

			        Solace’s brow furrowed, “Lie about what?”

			        The young man held up the letter Lorelei had given him earlier, “This! My family wasn’t killed by the dwarves! They were murdered by the King’s tax collectors who accused them of not paying for years!”

			        The Inquisitor shook his head, “What are you talking about? I didn’t even know your parents had been killed, Alden.”

			        Alden stuffed the letter back into the pocket of his duster, “I knew I couldn’t trust the King. But I thought I could trust the Knights. But I know, that I can trust my priest from back home and he wouldn’t lie about anything! So tell me, are you going to try to kill me, or let me go?”

			        Solace sighed, “Alden, come with me. You’re grieving and angry. This woman had been working with Hawkes to murder members of the Royal Guard. If you give up now I may be able to let them welcome you back into the fold. But if you push this you will be branded a traitor. Elise and Warren will receive orders to kill you on sight. Is that what you want?”

			        The young man’s eyes flared red, “DON’T YOU DARE USE THEM AGAINST ME!”

			        The Inquisitor held up his hands as Lorelei edged her way behind Alden. The older Knight swallowed, “I’m sorry. But Alden, look through all that anger. You know betraying your kingdom is not the answer.”

			        Alden thought about it. The justice system was broken and favored a small handful who were able to become wealthy at the King’s discretion. The middle and lower classes did not have a chance. Elves were treated as lesser creatures although they had the same ability to think that humans did. Orcs could form intelligent speech, even if they were an immensely violet group. Dwarves, Alden had never met, but the Kingdom marked them all as enemies of the state. Where was the logic in that?

			        The common people were taxed at whatever rate the King decided was best and not given much say in the matter. The Lords were supposed to keep this in check but the King had all of them under his thumb as well. The Conscription still existed, forcing people into a lifetime of service, even though it paid well, even though there was no need for that massive of a standing army. The King himself struck Alden as disconnected and more focused on his own affairs then the affairs of the Kingdom.

			        The Kingdom of Cinder was not a great place. It was okay he supposed. People managed to keep food on the table and had work but people should be able to get ahead by the strength of their own arms and the power of their mind even if the King hadn’t given them a permit. So long as you didn’t hurt your neighbor doing it there was no reason why people shouldn’t be allowed to build and trade and prosper with whoever they wanted using the product of their labor.

			        That meant the only thing left was whether or not he could leave Elise and Warren. The big man, Alden wasn’t too worried about. Losing his best friend would be hard, especially with everything that had already happened, but Alden knew he would make it. And Warren would be busy with training and odds are Skorri would be his new partner. The two would be a good match, a pair of titans on the battlefield.

			        The blond woman on the other hand. If he left she would be hurt but she would eventually move on. Elise didn’t really need him after all, she was strong and brave and stubborn and smart and she didn’t need Alden. He needed her. That was the simple truth of the matter. The young man stared at Solace as a realization dawned on him. The Inquisitor was alone. If he killed Solace, he wouldn’t need to leave and he could work with Lorelei as a spy. So the question became not if he could leave, but could he kill Solace? The man who had saved his life just a few days ago. Or, could he sell a story that he was giving up and seen the error of his ways and have her slip away? No, that wouldn’t work. Could Alden break her out once she was arrested? Even if he did Solace would immediately be keeping an eye on him. So that left kill Solace or give up the whole idea, even if it felt like the right one.

			        Alden and Solace stared at each other, rage smouldering in the young man’s eyes as he drew his sword. The Inquisitor drew his blade and swallowed, “Alden, one last chance. Stop this madness and do the right thing.”

			        The young man’s eyes flared red, “I am.”

			        Solace raised his blade to meet Alden’s but the young man redirected the lunging stab and cut a gash across the older Knight’s thigh. The Inquisitor hissed and stumbled back, swinging his sword in an arc to hold the young Knight at bay. Alden darted in again and the crossguard of his sword locked with Solace’s and the Inquisitor hissed, “You’re really going to abandon your friends?”

			        Alden turned the Knight and pushed him further back into the alley, “You came alone didn’t you?”

			        The Inquisitor froze for a split second and Alden’s sword darted forward again. Solace batted it aside with a sloppy parry and Alden lurched forward, his open palm slapping against Solace’s leather armor and a hissing erupted. The Inquisitor jumped back, surprised and then jerked as his face paled. Lorelei pulled her stiletto out of the Knight’s back and Solace fell to the ground.

			        Bile rose in Alden’s throat at the sight of the dead man. Lorelei approached him, “Are you okay?”

			        Alden swallowed and nodded, “Yeah, just. He was a friend.”

			        Lorelei sighed, “It’ll be okay, alright?”

			        The young man nodded again, “I know what I did is right. The Crown, it’s corrupt. I should be going. What are you going to do with-”

			        Lorelei held up a hand, “Don’t worry about it. You’ll come back from homel and everything will be the same as you left it.”

			        The green eyed teen let out a breath, “Alright, how does this work?”

			        She shrugged, “You go about your business, I go about mine. We meet once a month around the 15th. You tell me what you found out and I’ll take it back to the boss.”

			        Alden turned and walked out of the alley, unable to handle the sight of Solace, “Who is the boss?”

			        She smiled, “The Arch-Mage of the Republic.”

			        The young man left the alley and mounted Renegade, fighting the urge to vomit, “See you in a month.”

			        She nodded and Alden set off for the city gates and home. Hopefully, the image of Solace’s pale face would fade with time. A mile out of the city Alden stopped and vomited. It was going to be a long ride home.
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