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Chapter 1
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IN THE TOWN OF OLDRUM, a week's travel from the city of the main house of Grantitewatch, whose rule came upon its 38th year of leadership over the Realm of Lords, a ruckus was stirring. A knave of ill repute had risen his hand against the kind and furtive people of the aging pasture town, and accosted by two justice-seeking knights in training. At least, that's how they described themselves.

The offender, a young man who only knew the work his parents didn't care enough to do for themselves, faced off against a duo of likewise irresponsible, but righteous young juveniles. Before him, blocking his way from the alley, they pushed him into was a boy about as old and far brasher. He had curly blond hair and a scuffed, rebellious face. 

"Come on, then?" the blond boy said. "You were all tough taking from those kids, right? You think you must have deserved it?"

"Just get away from me," the stranger demanded. "You don't know!"

Behind the blond lad was a girl, who stood as solidly as either boy did with short auburn hair and high-risen thick pants latched up over her shoulders with straps. She held a broom with matted bristles over her shoulder like a poleaxe. "Oh, we know plenty," she said. "We know the names of the children you assaulted. We know their parents only give them money when they have enough to spare after paying out their monthly debts."

"And how do you know them?" the blond boy asked.

"Darrion," the girl said, nudging the boy with the tip of her broom, "I don't think we know his name, do we?"

"You're right, Rosha," he replied, leading Rosha to nod affirmatively. She moved to block the rest of the alleyway. "Well, he's not going to tell us now, is he?"

"Probably not," she said.

"You two," the unknown lad protested, "are just a couple of bullies, aren't you? You - you pick someone out of the crowd you can't recognize and wallop them cause you clean the shit off the Prince's ponies."

"I think his name ought to be mud," Darrion said. 

"He doesn't look the part for that name, though," Rosha said. Then she feigned like she had an idea. She took her broom and aimed the bristles at the lad. He could see clumps of dirt stuck to the hairs and tangled up. She started prodding and jabbing the broom at him to sweep the dirt over him while Darrion stood back and made mocking gestures imitating the boy's panicked arm swings.

"Get away from me!" the boy shouted. He swung the broom down on a thrust, and Rosha yanked it back on the return after it drifted low and swung between his legs. She got him in the groin. His legs buckled together, and he stumbled back. Rosha let the broom go by mistake, and he fell on it. The two were a bit shocked as the boy crumpled to the ground holding himself with the broom apparently stuck under his crotch.

"That's not," Darrion began, "that's not very knightly."

"He got what was coming to him," Rosha said, confidently. 

"Right, well," Darrion said, projecting to the lad on the ground, "be glad we caught you or the guard would have your head on a pike. You'll thank us for this in time, most likely. Just... don't do it again."

"Sod farmers," the boy groaned impotently. "The House should abandon you all!" He went back to whining and taking careful breaths on the ground while the two would-be heroes left. They got out of the alley and into the streets when their celebration was cut short. Three adults stood in their way, two older women and an armored guard.

"Found your kids, ma'ams," the guard said. He pointed his arm down at them both, and the women marched upon them. Darrion looked away at first, then turned back with his brow furrowed and committed to obstinance, already starting to protest before his mouth fully opened. The woman before him slapped him hard. Rosha stepped aside, and the woman at her side reached a hand down to hold her back.

"You ungrateful," the aggressive woman began, "ornery little shit! You had chores to do, and what did you do instead?"

"I was -," Darrion tried to speak, but he got hit again on his blond head. The rest of the people in the street, all neighbors and friends of one or more of the families involved, gave nothing more than a short glance before going on their way. Darrion looked up from his position and saw them all turning away from him. It made his brow deepen. 

"How is this making any money for the inn," the woman demanded, "when you go out and push around any traveler that comes through this nowhere town!? And now what? Oldrum will be known as a haven for scoundrels like you soon enough! You're scrubbing the roof today, by yourself! And may the sun burn the hair on your head a shade darker!" 

The woman grabbed him by the collar and yanked him away. He shuffled his feet against the ground to keep up as the woman hauled him down the road toward the two-story tavern that stuck out against the rest of the common houses along the way.

"Rosha," the other woman said, in a much gentler tone that still sounded distressed. "Darrion forced you into this, didn't he?"

"No, mom, he..."

"He did, didn't he?" she said, more demandingly. "You... you were working when I last saw you. He came and forced you into this. He has no respect for the proud work we do, and you know that."

"Mom, that's not true," Rosha protested. Her mother pulled her in tighter and shook her head with a shaky breath.

"It'd be so easy if you were just a boy," she said. "I could forgive this... this roughhousing from you then but Rosha, dear..." Rosha shrugged her shoulders back and broke away from the gentle embrace. She cast her head down in anger and sighed.

"Come on," her mother said. "There's still work at the stable. Where's your broom?"

Rosha looked to the alley and saw the boy walking out, taking wide limping steps with his legs. He dragged the broom behind him, by the handle, and the dirt flaked off against the rough cobblestone road below. The guard stepped forward, between him and the ladies, with his arms crossed over his armored chest.

"Is that the stablemaster's broom?" he asked.

The boy looked up at the guard and down to Rosha. Inspiration flickered between his surprise and his sudden onset of cowardly fear.

"You have to help me," he pleaded. "She's the one who did this. She assaulted me, stabbed at me with this filthy broom out of nowhere. Her and some scoundrel with gold-colored hair, they chased me down and hurt me!"

"Garis," Rosha retorted, "we saw him stealing from children! From Clari, Tathan, Rony, and Byrus! We saw him take their money and chased him so he would drop it. He still has it, in his pockets, he hid it on him. We were trying..."

"That's fine, Rosha," Garis said, with a hand up to stop her.

"But we were doing the right thing!" she protested further. Garis stepped forward and put his hand gently on her head.

"I'll handle it," he said. Rosha calmed down and nodded. He turned to the boy who looked between the two of them, saw the exchange of them knowing one another, using their names and the names of all the rest of the kids. He began anxiously moving his feet. 

With Garis standing in the way, the boy had nowhere left to run, even in the open street. He dropped the broom, and Rosha's mother went over to pick it up. 

"Come, Rosha," she called. Rosha ambled after her, then slowly increased her pace to march back home.

"I mean it," the boy said, timidly to the stern-faced guard. "They hit me. I don't know what she's talking about with all that, with the Tommy and Lonny and... thems, but I promise I didn't do anything until they chased me down."

"Well then," Garis said as he leaned in to put his hand firmly on the boy's shoulder, "we can tell all the guards at the gatehouse about it, okay?" 

The boy nodded. 

"Of course, you'll empty your pockets when we arrive. Make sure you don't have any sharp things you shouldn't have close to the keep." 

The boy wasn't as eager to nod over that. Garis pushed him along, an arm over his shoulder, down the road, and toward the castle gatehouse at the top of the hill. Behind there rose the main keep, a single tower, and a castellan manor beneath where the middle-aged Prince ruled and where his royal guard was collected.

Ahead of them walked another, far more mysterious figure, wearing a cloak that concealed their head and body on their approach to the castle gates. One small thing led to another, which everyone soon came to know. Within minutes, word spread around the town of nearly a thousand residents that Darrion and Rosha had stirred up trouble again. The bastard orphan blond-haired boy and the reckless tomboy stable girl. Another passive day of their peasant youth gone to waste on angsty playing instead of worthy chores.
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Chapter 2
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THE EVENING WAS BEGINNING to set. The rising hills blocked most of the twilight hours to the west in Oldrum. Only the high watch of the keep was far north enough on the ocean bluff to see over the hills and enjoy the golden hours of the setting sun properly. For everyone else, the first light of deep orange was the first signal that work was done for the day, and anyone not working by lamplight or by hearth fire indoors would be wise to go home.

That applied to punishments as well. Auntie Gertie, the matron of the Main Way Inn, went out of the backdoor and looked up to the roof. Darrion was up there, wrenching out old broken tiles to replace with newer ones. His hands were caked with thick muddy spackle, and a line of broken clay spotted the grass underneath the roof's slope.

"Come on down, boy," she called up. "Patch up whatever holes you've made now and come in for wash and supper."

"Yes," he called back, monotonous, and agitated. She shook her head and nudged some of the debris below with her foot.

"Would you keep this attitude up for your ma were she around?" she asked. Darrion slapped the handful of sealant he had down and grew silent with anger. The reminder didn't come out mockingly, or even cruelly. It came as the words of a sister expressing her own longing to an estranged nephew she could hardly raise up. 

"She'd hate to see it, you know. This fighting you do. And with that girl up the road, you need to watch yourself."

"You still won't listen to me, will you?" Darrion asked hotly. 

"I'll listen when you're older," she replied, "and when you've cleaned up from the day's work, you were meant to do when it was still light out."

She went back inside, leaving Darrion alone to vent his frustrations on the roof. He rolled onto his back and tried to exhale his anger away, one deep breath at a time, with no avail.

He only knew one person he could talk to. There was only one to confirm his feelings. He had only one friend. One confidante. One person, even he was even close to thinking of as a partner in justice. He cleaned himself up, wiped all the excess grime and hard tack off on the grass below, then shoveled all the broken pieces into one pile, and hid it under a bush.

He went off on his own again, like he always did, to the stables up the hill toward the castle. No one was out in the hours approaching evening. He was willing to skip a meal with his so-claimed family in favor of a simple snack with Rosha and the horses.

Rosha, meanwhile, continued to tend to her own chores. Her punishment was far less severe, as was her scolding. Her family managed the royal stables. The steeds of the Royal Guard and the Prince himself were kept there and cared for by her family, and had been for generations. It was one of the most important duties of the entire town. Aside from being part of the guard for the members of the royal houses, caring for their property was a great privilege.

Rosha didn't see it that way. She did her best and tended to the horses with care, but she didn't care about the prestige it represented. Her family did, and she wasn't as open with her ambitions as Darrion was. He had a cruel lot in life, orphaned by his mother, and left to his Aunt and Uncle, who ran the local inn at his laborious expense. 

Just as she was thinking about him, she heard a familiar clatter from the rear of the stable, an unused entrance that only one person she knew dared to take. Darrion climbed through the window of one of the stables that a royal horse grazed out of. He maneuvered around the beast to its rear and over the hay that served as its flooring.

Rosha met him from the other side with her broom held up like a halberd at his neck. 

"For an aspiring knight," she said, "you have all the skills and tact of a thief."

"Know your enemy," he said, a bit bemused. He lowered the broom away from his face and escaped the stable over the gate. The horse swatted its tail in his direction like he was a wandering fly. He and Rosha retired to the front of the stable and shared one carrot each, meant for the horses but just as good for themselves.

"Are you hurt?" Rosha asked. 

"No," he curtly denied. She reached over gently and tried to examine his head. Beneath the grime and dirt, she could still see the remains of a bruise in his skin. His blond hair was marred with dirt and dust and mud, turning it spotted with brown. She started brushing it off, daintily, and ready to shrink back in case he swatted her away, but he didn't.

"Are we truly too young," he asked in a somber tone, "to make a difference with anyone? Or anywhere?"

"I wouldn't say that," Rosha replied. "I mean, maybe. I'd like to get out, certainly, and do something else."

"It's not fair to either of us," he protested. "We do what's right when we see wrongs being committed. Is that not knightly? Is that not just?"

"It is," she said. "But there may be more to it than just doing the right thing as we see it."

"What do you mean?" he asked. He was agitated, looking for answers, and Rosha knew she couldn't appease his desire enough to calm him. She turned away and gnawed on her carrot instead, and he turned to do the same.

"Someday," he said, "we'll be out of here. And they'll miss us. Or else we'll be the youngest people left in Oldrum. Even thirty more years on that will be true."

"Clari and Rony will still be here," she said.

"And isn't that frustrating?" Darrion asked. "Just...giving up like that. Never leaving this dreary place, never going further than the owner-to-be of an old farmstead, they've worked on all their young lives for someone else. All they gain from it are the taxes their parents were paying before."

"Well, what about pride?" she asked.

"No more pride in all of this," Darrion complained, "than being a beggar. If I spent all of the money in the inn to travel to the city and begged, I'd earn more in one day than the inn can earn in a week, I guarantee it."

"Garis took that boy away," Rosha bragged. "I'm certain he of all people appreciates your actions."

"He'd better," Darrion said. "How did someone like Garis even get stuck in a place like this where nothing happens? What a waste. And if we entered the guard, there's no guarantee we wouldn't be in the same lot. All the effort to go there, and we'd just end up back here."

"It's still worth trying," she said. She finished her carrot down to the stump. Darrion checked his impromptu supper and was only half done. Rosha clapped her hands clean while Darrion quickly chewed the rest of his meal down.

Darrion looked out the front of the stables toward the gatehouse of the castle and the walls that rose up, like taunting reminders of how much effort was made to keep him where he was, on his side of the divide, while the guards he aspired to be were within. As he brooded, he saw some stirring within the walls, shadows moving past windows with alarm, and then he saw someone running with great speed away.

A hooded figure, who ran as if his life depended on it, came through the gate, holding something under his arm. Then a guard came after, followed by two more, and then ten and twenty. The entire royal guard gave chase after the apparent bandit, all for the bounty they kept huddled under their arm.

"Rosha," Darrion called. "Can you see this?"

"See what?" she asked. She was in another part of the stable already, doing the final check on all the windows to make sure they were closed. She looked out in the same direction toward the castle and saw the stranger sprinting down the road.

"Halt in the name of the crown!" the guards yelled. "Stop them! "After them!" "Don't let them get away!" 

All shouting in a chaotic mess to one another. Garis was second in the race to apprehend the bandit, and a younger, stronger guard ran out first. He made an approach, head down and chin tucked in, armor clattering as his arms and legs pumped hard to push him forward.

The fleeing suspect turned and produced a glorious scepter with golden inlays and awesome prestige. A flash of light and piercing noise covered the area. Rosha was stunned by it and turned away. Darrion, inside the stable, saw the light from behind a post. It didn't affect him the same as the others. He saw the culprit running toward the stable. A vandal on the loose, a real criminal fleeing from the crown while the royal guards were all stopped in their tracks. He had to do something. He had to act!

The criminal leaped over the still unlocked stable gate and went into the main row of horses. Most of them were in a frenzied panic, unapproachable, but the few trained for the royal guard to ride. The apparent thief released one of the calmer horses and tugged its reins gently to goad it outside. They mounted up without a saddle and started riding out. Then, finally, Darrion stepped out and revealed himself.

"Halt!" he shouted. The horse charged at him. It was trained to take no orders but from the one who rode it, and it did not distinguish its current rider from its normal ones aside from the difference in weight. It was already at a gallop before it exited the stable, and its sturdy legs plowed through the swinging doors just as Darrion leaped to the side and fell to the dirt to avoid being trampled.

Rosha heard the commotion from outside and recovered her sight in time to watch the thief ride on. She started to give chase in the fastest sprint she could and shouted out as she ran. 

"Horsethief! Horsethief!" 

Her voice reached the homes at the same time the racing hoofbeats did. The most anyone could do was open their doors and watch as the thief rode on, clear out of town, with the royal guard many lengths behind them, not having been as fast to mount their steeds. 

Rosha got to the edge of town, past the last and oldest house on the main road, and watched five men on horseback take chase down the hill and toward the dales and woods of bandits and outlaws.

That day struck a grim reminder in both Darrion and Rosha of where they stood within the world. Not as adults, but still older than children, unable to act but unwilling to sit still. Neither of them was able to stop the incident from occurring as the thief left Oldrum. 

The next day, the retinue of royal guards returned. The horse was recovered, but the thief was not. What they stole was declared in a bounty posted all over town, at every trading point, and in every home which guests from out of town would frequent.

Two-hundred gold pieces, a year's worth of earnings for most of the townsfolk, was offered by the head of the Royal Guard for the return of the Prince's Scepter, the symbol of his inheritance and treasure of the Crowned House Granitewatch. 
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THE DAY FOLLOWING THE theft, the town was alive with an energy that was painfully absent from it nearly every other day of the year. No festival or commemoration matched what was happening from home to home or out in the streets. There was a mixture of uncertain dread, impatient agitation, and adventurous excitement rousing through every house and family in them. 

A thief made off with the Prince's Royal Scepter. Said Prince remained within his palace domain, locked in and removed from the common folk, and spoke only through his royal guard who took to the streets on double duty to prevent even the chance of a similar crime being committed.

The two people in the town with the most positive attitude over the event, the most forward-acting and adventurous minds weren't any of the besmirched guards readying themselves for a chase and a hunt in the wilderness between cities. It was Darrion and Rosha, who couldn't help but stop and stare at every poster they saw on their way through town. Their own jobs were halted in light of the event. The stables were locked down and inspected while the inn was quartered by soldiers and turned into a militarized checkpoint for all foreign travelers.

"I wish I could have done something," Darrion said, lamenting his inaction for the hundredth time that day. "I was right there. I could have tackled them or thrown dirt in their eyes. I could have done anything. But I just ended up back in the mud again."

"It's all my fault," Rosha said. "The stable should have been locked up by that time. Even if they got in, the guards would catch up in time for them to get everything open before they could ride out."

"Well then, it's my fault, too," Darrion retorted.

"No!" she rejected. "Don't take my guilt away from me! I can't even have my own worries anymore! You're trying to take them on yourself!"

"I'm the reason you kept the stable open," he said. "I should have done more to stop it. That's why it's more my fault."

"You're deluded," she retorted. "Deluded if you think having the greater burden of responsibility somehow makes you more chivalrous."

"It does, though," he said with a sigh. "I have the most motive to go after them, don't you think?"

"You and what supplies?" she asked. "Half a dozen men are pulling from the winter stores in the castle to embark into the outlands for a month to search one-quarter of the Prince's fields and forests. I hate to admit it, I really do, but at this point, there's nothing we can do but hide our shameful part in all of this and hope we won't be found out and trialed."

"No," Darrion said. "I've thought it over. They returned the same day, just as night fell, with the horse the thief rode out on, and they still couldn't catch him."

"Yes," she said. 

"They must still be nearby," he said. "Close enough to escape on foot, through some terrain a horse can't pass, and that's where the guards will mess it up! And where we can make two hundred coins!"

"Now you're putting me up to it," Rosha said, offended. "You'll make some grand scheme to go out and fetch a thief like it's a chore and come back a day later for a bag full of royal coins all because you think I'll agree to be your second set of hands?"

"Well, it was your fault," he said casually. Rosha stepped back and kicked him in the rear. It was more shove than blunt impact and caused him to laugh when he received it. "Is that how you'll do it? That move to catch the thief?"

"Hmph," Rosha huffed. "Hardly. But... a broom won't suffice as a weapon this time."

"Yes," he said. "And neither will a heavy boot. If we're going to go after this thief, we need real tools and supplies."

"Agreed," she replied. "I'll talk to Garis. If anyone is willing to listen to us, it will be him."

"That's true," he agreed. "We have to hide our intentions from your parents and my Aunt. If they hear what we have planned, they'll try and stop us."

They agreed to their plan and departed, full of vigor and ready to prove their potential as earnestly as they could. They would no longer be stuck to the trappings of their hometown, to the passive menial labor, and purposeless drifting in the tiny community. One-hundred gold pieces each would be enough to leave the town, to reach the city, and to live in comfort while they trained for the King's Guard. Even the accomplishment itself would be worthy of a recommendation, which no gold could match or properly buy. Their hearts were determined toward the single end, and they planned to make it happen no matter what.

Their plans were dashed almost immediately. When Darrion came home first, he entered the inn from the rear entrance to the family room in the back and saw his Aunt Gertie and uncle Donovon waiting for him there with two guards flanking the doors. At first, he thought he was intruding and politely bowed himself away.

"Sit down, Darrion," Gertie commanded. He halted when he heard her and looked between her stern, disapproving face and his uncle, who bore no ill intent through his placid stare. He sat and was the only one to sit, as the four adults loomed over him from different angles and approaches. 

"Darrion of the Main Way Inn," a guard declared, "orphaned son of Delia, father unknown, adopted into the foster care of his most immediate family Gertrude and Donovan of the Falstead house of Oldrum."

"Yes... sir," Darrion replied.

"You were witnessed," the guard said, "at the scene of the crime committed on yesterday evening at the royal court stables. Your presence was noted by one Garis of the town watch and royal militia who had you tended to for potential pains or injuries following the escape of the criminal hence known as The Thief."

"Y-yes," Darrion said. "He nearly trampled me. I... I tried to stop..."

"Don't talk," Gertie ordered. "Just listen." She reached up and itched under her eye, casually covering her motions to wipe a building tear before it could leave her eye.

"Your actions," the guard said, "have led to the consequential escape of The Thief from apprehension by the Royal Guard, and you have therefore been placed under house arrest pending a trial by the city council to determine your punishment."

Darrion stood up with force, and his chair clattered out from underneath him. His uncle stepped forward, just behind the guards, with his hand out.

"Calm yourself, boy," he said. "You have a rash look in your eye. Just be still." 

"What good are you?" Darrion lowed. The guards looked at him with indignance. His insolence started breaking their stoic veneer. "Not one of you tried to do what I did. Not one of you could! I had more mettle in me than you wear every day to even try standing in front of that horse. Should I have died for it? If he'd trampled me to the ground, would my blood and guts have stuck to the horse and wound around its legs to stop it from racing away? Is that what you wanted!?"

"Darrion, be silent!" Gertie yelled.

"Are we common folks only good to you pricks if we're dead!?" Darrion shouted. 

The guard stomped forward. His hand was clutched shut. Darrion glared up. The heat in him was swelling hard. His face was red under his golden hair and made his head look like a flame.

Uncle Donovon sank his fist into Darrion's stomach and took all the wind out of his chest. The guard stood back while the boy sank slowly to the ground, holding his hands over his uncle's balled-up fist just under his ribs.

"Let it go," Donovon whispered. "Not for them. Not for this." 

What made the blow so much more effective was not the force or blind-sided impact, but Darrion's own disbelief. All his life, his Aunt was the one who gave him the greatest hassles while his uncle tended the bar, served the food, and kept up the inn. He never saw him as a strong or violent man. Being proven wrong so swiftly made his legs give out before the emptying of his lungs.

"See to it he's locked down securely," the guard said. "He's just as much an outsider as any other."

The guards departed from the sitting room. Gertie kept her eyes locked to the floor while Darrion sputtered and coughed a few short breaths as he slowly overcame the pain.

"Not fair..." he groaned. Donovon reached up and patted his nephew on the back. "I tried... I did... to do the right thing..."

"It's right, too," Donovon said, "sometimes, to not try." 

Those words sank into Darrion's ears like bitter, toxic venom. As he heard them, he learned them and intuited them to his life. To not try and to lay himself down for his fate to run over him. It was no different in his mind than being trampled to death. He avoided one such fate only to be walked into another. The frustration boiled up to the last point, and he cried, quiet, muffled grunts of pain replacing the sobs he couldn't afford to make.
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Chapter 4
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ROSHA WAS ON HER WAY to the gatehouse. It was just past the stables and the home where her family lived. She saw guards stationed outside of the locked-down stables. She wasn't allowed inside, not even to work. The paranoia of the Prince had slipped deep into the ranks of the guards. The thief came from outside, and anyone could have been his accomplice. There was also a guard outside her home, the very one she was looking for, talking with her worried mother.

"Hello, sir Garis," Rosha greeted as she approached. Rosha's mother, Claudia, turned to her daughter and held her arms out for her to return. Rosha was slow to oblige and got just within reach of her hands, refusing a full embrace out of her own hidden guilt.

"Rosha," Garis said, "I've cleared your name with the guards. They are convinced there was nothing to be done about the break-in and theft, and as the horse was returned unharmed, no action is being sought against your property in recompense."

"That's good," Rosha said. "It's...fair."

"However," he said, "your parents have risen a concern to me that I can't ignore, one which may have led to the compromise of security which allowed this travesty to occur." 

Rosha's eyes went wide on alert. She saw Garis, a trusted face and a friendly man she'd known all her life, turn cold and methodical. His words were not heart born concerns but recitations from a higher court of authority, ones he didn't fully believe in but represented with all the privilege his position came with.

"They said the stable should have been locked by then," he explained. "They were going to come out and check on why you weren't inside yet after twilight, but the sight of the guards from the castle drew their attention away, and they became far more concerned with your safety. After the unexpected flash of light debilitated much of the pursuing guards, your parents were likewise forced to remain indoors. They were unable to assist you in time to make sure the stables were locked down, however, because the main doors weren't properly shut and the main lead gate wasn't locked in place, the thief was able to get away on one of the royal guard steeds."

"....yes," she said. "I was there. That's what happened."

"Why didn't you lock it?" her mother demanded. "Why? Why wasn't it locked?"

"I, I was about to," she said. "I was just taking a break. I was eating... a carrot."

"Rosha," Garis said. "We saw two discarded carrots at the front of the gate. This was far from any of the feed troughs or pens of any of the horses. Were you only eating one of those carrots?"

Rosha was honest, as well as headstrong, when it came to her own actions. She was either fully right and undeterred or absolved from involvement and clear of guilt. If she felt guilt or shame for her actions, it was because what she did was wrong, and the wrong had to stay responsible. 

"I was eating," she said, "with Darrion. He was there and tried to stop the rider from leaving."

"That horrible boy!" Claudia said in a hushed growl. "That awful...bastard child! With his strange, yellow hair. I've told you for too long not to trust him. First, he leads you into tormenting another poor boy, and now he's put you in harm's way of a demented bandit!"

"Darrion has been dealt with," Garis said with a sigh. "His role is being investigated by means of witness testimonies."

"I can testify!" Rosha said.

"No, Rosha," her mother protested. She wrapped her hand around Rosha's mouth and guided her back into the house by force. Rosha didn't resist for fear of struggling against her mother's lacking might and frail arms. 

"Go to your room." 

She let Rosha go, but the girl refused to budge.

"We're going to find him," Rosha declared. "He and I, we've decided. We'll go out and find the thief. We'll clear our names."

"You will not leave this house!" Claudia shouted. Her voice reached a shrill tone that everyone could hear from the stable to the gatehouse. She dragged a shaky breath and calmed herself so much she had to sink down to the nearest chair to sit and rest her hand on her head. From deeper into the house, Rosha's father Richter, stomped into the room. 

"What happened?" he asked. "What made your mother shout?"

"Sir," Garis spoke up, "I'd suggest you keep your daughter safely guarded at home for the next few days. The search will most likely conclude before the week's end, and we can all return to business as normal."

"Dad," Rosha began, but he was far more stern, and she was less inclined to argue with him physically. He pointed away, in the direction of her room, and she leaned towards it. 

"I...," she started, but his hardened stare stopped her words from coming out. She marched to her room and shut herself in. Minutes later, she heard the lock tumble from outside. Even if she opened it from her end, a worse punishment would await her for trying to leave. 

It wasn't fair, she thought. She couldn't have known. She couldn't predict such things. But she had no excuses. The doors should have been locked. It was the last chore she had that day, and she had delayed it to talk with her friend instead. She didn't resent Darrion for her circumstances. If anything, she felt a pang of dread for his. Her parents were loving and noble people who valued their prestige and their legacy enough to treat her fairly and to punish her lightly without a stern or forceful hand. The innkeepers were more brutal and direct, especially lady Gertrude. No one raised a hand to another like she did. 

The day went on, and all hope began to fade out with the setting sun. All the dreams and ambitions the two had, the plans they made on the auspice of their success, and the accomplishments they could have done together were all but gone. Rosha was locked on the second floor of her house, and Darrion was most likely suffering some unknown, unseen abuse she couldn't stomach thinking about. Supper time passed, and Rosha was neglected. Her stomach growled, which only served to pile on the many different feelings of guilt to compound together. 

She was curled up in her corner, not even in her bed, head against her knees and sulking in the dark when she heard a tap at her window. She stood up to inspect it and saw Darrion outside, just below on her property, unhidden and exposed. She knew what he was trying to do and move her arms quietly for him to getaway. He held up his arm to signal her to wait a moment. She was still worried for him, and he was out making daring plans and leading an escape attempt.

When she went back to sit on the edge of her bed and think over his actions, all she could do was quietly laugh. She had received the least oppressive punishment and was already defeated, and yet he endured all kinds of pain and torment from hands that were hard to find any love at all in, and he was breaking the rules all over again. All for the sake of their plans together. A one hundred gold piece reward was worth any crime, it seemed. 

Darrion managed to sling a rope from the yard below up to one of the jutting struts of the home's second floor and climbed it without being seen. The twilight was ending, and the night was soon to fall. He appeared as nothing more than a shadow among shadows to any who weren't keenly observing, and the backside of the stablehand home faced away from the main road and was in the shadow of the castle walls.

Rosha took one of her tools from her stablehand belt that hung in her room, a shoe chisel for removing broken horseshoes, and jabbed it into the frame of the window to force it open. It was just big enough to be a hassle to pry out, but it was still just a window, glass in a pane that was fitted into the wall. A privilege for some, which she was quick to abandon for better means. She let the glass down on her bed and felt the night breeze blow into her room.

Darrion reached his hands up and found purchase on the hewn-out sill of her exposed window. "You should get a latched window like the inn has," he said with a strained voice.

"I thought you were being punished," she said.

"I didn't like it, so I stopped," he said with a false laugh. He was exhausted, she could tell. She reached her arm to help pull him in, but he didn't give her his weight. Instead, he tried pulling her out. "We're going."

"Going where?" she asked. Then, she realized. The determination he had that afternoon was unmoved and unshaken. There was only one place he could be talking about. "Right now? Are you certain?"

"There's no better time," he said. "I overheard the guards at the stable talking. They won't move out until morning, and hear this! They think they know where the thief is hiding." 

"They do?" she said.

"The old fort across the vale," he said. He took a few panting breaths and wrapped his arm up and over for a better grip. "This would all be easier to talk about on the ground, I think."

"I know we planned on it," she said, "but can we really just leave?"

"I can," Darrion said, "but I won't go without you." 

Rosha felt a quick jump inside her chest. Suddenly, she was all in. She let his hand go, and he slid back out and down the rope. She carefully climbed out of the narrow opening and followed down. Before they left, she swung the rope back off and gathered it up. Their adventure began there, in the dark, unsupervised, with no food, no weapons, and only a length of corralling rope to help them on their way.
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Chapter 5
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DARRION AND ROSHA MADE a wide path to go around the rear of the stable toward the town. They still had many things to pick up and take with them. Their journey would be a decently long one, but with the head start, they hoped it would be over before the royal guard could properly mobilize themselves. 

Their supplies were too limited to leave all at once, so they had to stalk the town streets under the assumption that they wouldn't be missed until at least the next morning. Then it would be likely, for Darrion at least, that some guards would be diverted from their initial charge to search for him, only furthering their conspiracy of blame against him for their own failures. Then while they were out on their wild hunt for nothing, he'd return with the scepter in one hand, the thief in the other, and leave Oldrum forever with a bag of gold at his side.

He stopped Rosha just behind a home with a small light flickering inside. They crept through the yard and were back in the town again, which had plenty of hiding places and blind alleys that the guards wouldn't bother patrolling. It was a town of merely a thousand , a sinkhole of one-way commerce and a royal stopgap between the more distant lands of the Granitewatch House's homeland territory. It was only made important when the first cycle of Lords established it as a place to raise new breeds of riding horses for its wide-open pastures and plaintive, eager farm folk natives. 

There was nothing there for them but heartache and boredom. Even if it cost them their reputations, they would break out on their own to fulfill their own ambitions. Against the world, the law and all impossibility. But even such heroics couldn't be performed on empty or wanting stomachs. Rosha's gut growled again as they stalked through the back streets between houses.

"I think I know," he said, "where we can get some food fast."

"Okay," she said. 

He led her to a particular house, unlit and seemingly locked down, but a door on the side was unbarred. Darrion opened it carefully and slowly. The inside was pitch black. Every window was covered, and only the slightest moonlight made a slim pillar of visible light inside.

"Who's house is this?" Rosha whispered.

"Avis Deenhead," Darrion said. "One of the guardsmen. He's quartered at the inn, and his wife is working in the castle gatehouse. He may not come back here for days."

"That's not a fair reason to rob him," Rosha said.

"Neither is vengeance," he said. His eyes started adjusting slowly to the dark, and he carefully reached for the handles of a pantry door. "But I won't be picky." 

Inside were many wrapped, bagged, and jarred foods and things to eat. Rosha found a cloak and made a bindle out of it. They put in a few pounds of jerky, preserves, a hinge-lid jar of crushed salt, and a deerskin for water.

"That's supplies," Darrion said. He carefully left the house, making sure every way was clear and unobserved, then bid Rosha to follow. 

"Now we just need weapons," she said. Darrion hung his head.

"Stealing those would be a day and a half's work," he said.

"I meant to ask sir Garis privately," she admitted. "He seemed more occupied than normal."

"How so?" he asked.

"He, well," she said, "brought the blame to my parents over my failure."

"Oh, that geezer," Darrion hissed. "Right. He'll just be one more bloke we prove wrong once we come back richer than any of them ever will be."

"But without weapons?" she asked.

"The farmhouse out of town," he said. "Last house on the right, bordered with the woods. A pitchfork and a sickle are as good as a spear and a sword, I think."

"Are they though?" she asked, craning her neck incredulously.

"It's better than nothing," he admitted, "and we can't leave with nothing." 

They went on, stalking and skulking, two shadows carrying a hunch of pilfered food between them, under the dark of each unlit house. The sun had set, and the day was done. The families who weren't sleeping likewise wouldn't leave their home and incur the wrath of a sleepless, judgmental guard on patrol. The town was locked down, but not sealed shut. 

They managed to break away from the inner boundaries of the town and left it behind. They reached the point where Rosha ended her chase yesterday, overlooking the long drop of the main road out into the countryside, past the farm and pasture below and into the rolling vale and hills of the outlands where the law of the House of Lords couldn't reach. Where the thieves and bandits and lawless men all gathered up to plan their wicked dealings against the honest common folk of the realm.

Weapons were an absolute must. Failing that, any well-kept farm tool was the second-best bet. The break they made across the field was a daring one. There was no cover unless they went up the steep hill toward the forests and split away into the woods prematurely, but then they risked losing sight of their goal and losing their food to wild animals that stalked the night. They were better off staying in their brisk paced midnight job along the prairie with the confidence that no one would be awake or observant enough to catch them.

"Just a bit further," Darrion huffed. "We can take some water, rest, and be in the woods before first light easily."

"You're a fount of energy," Rosha said.

"I've been holding back all my energy for years," he said. "There's nothing worth using it on back there."

"Training horses seems worthwhile," she said, "but protecting people is much better."

"Who better to start honoring than a prince?" Darrion said. "He'll acknowledge us, or bite his tongue off in shame. Either way, a fair accomplishment."

"Let's not let that happen until he's paid us," Rosha said. 

They laughed coyly together, then hushed as they approached the perimeter fence of the sheep yard. There was even less cover between them, and the barn as the sheep of the field had grazed all the grass down to knuckle-deep nubs. They had to walk around it the whole way to find another decent opening.

At last, they were nearly there, one gate and door away from a guaranteed victory. The thief, regardless of their power or affiliation, would succumb to the greatest advantage of a surprise attack. Surely, Darrion thought, they were already wistfully waiting, high off their accomplishment, proud of the disaster they laid in their wake and cocksure of their evasion. They would be expecting royal guards to stomp into the woods and hunt them down with their noisy armor and clattering of spears. They wouldn't suspect two youths with informal training and a crazed lust for adventure to crash their carefully laid plans of riches and royal ransom.

Darrion opened the barn door carefully. Inside was lit by a single lantern, and guarded by a single guard who sat in the middle of the floor on a shearing stool. His spear was propped up against a nearby wall. For all accounts, he seemed to be asleep. Darrion took advantage of the fortunate situation and crept up quietly, so not even the sheep were stirred in their pens. A spear outclassed whatever farming tools he could find. Let them be one spear short, he thought. They had numbers where the thief did not.

"Oh?" the guard said. He stood up immediately and sent the stool clattering to the ground. "You got here slower than I expected." 

Darrion froze in place, not within reach of the spear against the wall, and too far away to start running. He couldn't see the guard's face in the dark of the barn with the light behind him.

"Let's test that mettle of yours out against mine," the guard growled. He rapped his fist against his breastplate and dove in. Darrion stood firm to defend himself but was overwhelmed and grappled to a standstill. His adventure seemed to be at an end, surrounded by uncaring sheep who would not even raise their voices to help him.
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Chapter 6
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ROSHA WAS GETTING WORRIED. Darrion entered the barn while she stayed behind on the other side of the gate. One less person to hope a fence could run that much faster. The animals inside weren't making any noise, which she was thankful for, but she heard no sign of Darrion's success either way. Then, something appeared. A two-part figure, a man in armor with another body, clutched under his arm. It was a guard holding Darrion by the head. Rosha crawled over behind the barn wall and held her breath.

"Where is she?" the guard asked. His voice rolled out, threatening and low.

"This isn't funny," Darrion strained.

"No, it very much isn't," he said. "Now, you came here with another. Where?"

Rosha heard Darrion sigh. Even under that duress, in the grasp of a guard while under the suspicion of his life, he remained steadfast and rebellious against their authority. Then she heard steps growing closer with the slight clanking of metal joints of armor as the guard rounded the corner to see her sitting down.

"Hello, young one," Garis said. He stepped forward with Darrion forcefully following behind, still in his underarm grip, and finally let him go by raising his arm up. Darrion gasped a bit and rubbed at his neck. "Well, well, it's a good thing they put me on border duty tonight."

Darrion turned to face Garis with Rosha at his side. He stood in front of her, and she joined him, linking her arm over his, to protect their sack of food. He looked at her, confused until he saw the determination in her eyes. It revitalized his firm standing.

"Don't try and stop us, Garis," Darrion said. "We have every reason to find that blaggard and bring the scepter back ourselves."

"Yes, I'm sure you do," Garis said. "And that blaggard will have every reason to kill you if you try."

"We need weapons," Rosha said. "I meant to tell you but you, and my parents...you..." Rosha's arms went down. "Why did you do that?"

"I did think," Garis admitted, "against my better judgment, that you might stay home this time and leave this matter to the hands that have been tasked to handle it by a power even higher than ourselves. I hoped that. But, I can see that hope is dashed now, as you have come here of your own volition, exactly as I thought you would, to defy all standing orders for citizens to remain at home, and for suspects to remain under house arrest."

"Bullshit," Darrion said. "I did what I could."

"So I heard," Garis said. "I heard you lash out to one of the guardsmen as well. He was aggrieved about it. I dare say you hurt poor Avis' feelings."

Rosha darted her eyes to the food sack. Darrion did the same, with less subtlety, and Garis stifled a laugh as he followed their actions. 

"Either way," Garis continued, "it's good I caught you now."

"You haven't caught us until we've surrendered," Darrion said with confidence. Garis took out a scroll of paper and handed it to Rosha. She and Darrion unwound it. In the dark of night, they struggled to understand it but could tell it was some kind of layout for a fortress, an architect's document for the construction of the outpost they were bound for.

"Rosha," Garis said, "I'm sorry we met as we did. If it had been earlier, and someplace else, this could have been done better. But now I think it's time you two learn proper skills in handling weapons."

"What?" Darrion breathed.

"Real skill?" Rosha said. They turned to each other with building excitement unbound and unable to hide it. "Real weapons?"

"Don't be so surprised," Garis said. "Two hopefuls for joining the royal guard, and the King's Guard no less. Any help I can give you would not be enough."

"You'll really teach us?" Darrion asked.

"As much as I can for one night," Garis said, sternly. "It won't be enough, I fear, but I know you two. You are determined, and not as foolish as you may act. You are cunning and fast to act. What you lack is confidence in your follow-through, the necessary experience of what it means to take a human life, and the sense of justice to keep you morally just when the time comes to attack. I can only impart on you some skills before you leave now."

"We'd be grateful," Rosha said. "Beyond that, even. We’ll repay you somehow."

"You repay me by pretending this never happened," Garis said, returning to his kinder tone of voice. 

He ushered them along, down the pasture, and to the edge of a field. There, a few dummies were set up with arrows sticking out of them and in the ground around them. They were vaguely human-shaped with wood cores and baled up straw limbs. On various parts of the body were marked X's showing the lethal points of damage.

"This is the farmhand's training ground," he said. "Border patrol uses it to destress while they're out here on the fringe of town. They say it helps ward off the planar madness incurred by staring out into the countryside for too long. It can make the mind wander, and you'll be lost right where you stand." 

Garis held up his spear and drew a narrow, bladeless knife from his belt. He moved the dagger toward Darrion and handed the spear carefully off to Rosha.

"What kind of dagger is this?" Darrion asked. It was a solid metal shaft, four edges, but none sharpened. Only the tip was filed down to a point, with a slight twist of the metal from the base all the way up to where it ended.

"It's an armor breaker," Garis said. 

He lifted up a banged up and dented breastplate from the ground and draped it over the wooden dummy. He patted the metal on the chest and invited Darrion closer. 

"It's made for piercing metal, you see. If you position it correctly, handle flat to the surface you want to puncture and push with all the force in your body," he took Darrion's hand and demonstrated his tactic, which pushed the dagger all the way to the hilt, through the armor, and into the wood beneath in a single motion, "you pierce. Most armors are not made with the curves outward and all around to make that harder. This dagger is designed to find the stopping points, the flat areas, and the joints of armor where the metal folds inward, where it's easiest to puncture."

"How can I slash with it?" Darrion asked.

Garis shook his head. 

"You won't," he said. "The wild swinging and swiping of a blade is a fool's tactic. There's only so much flesh to aim for that will cause a lethal wound in an instant. The neck, or the larger sections of the upper leg, that's where much of the blood flows through. Cutting a man across his chest or his arm or his back will surely hurt him, but if it's too shallow, he can rise up and take you down. A puncture, a stabbing, is much harder to recover from."

"I understand," Darrion said.

"Remember," Garis added, "all your weight. Use your hands and arms to aim and then lean into it like you're holding your auntie back from the other side of a door." 

He smirked, but the reference just made Darrion grimace woefully. She'd be inconsolably upset once she discovered his disappearance. Garis went to Rosha next as she looked over the spear. She noticed the tip was flanged with small spikes sticking out of the sides.

"What are those blades for?" she asked. Garis sighed like he was about to deliver a delicate and sensitive lecture. He positioned Rosha in front of the dummy and moved her arms forward, then bent with her as she leaned in from her hips until she had to reposition her legs out. 

"Memorize the distance," he said. "Use any trick, you know. Always make your reach look shorter than it really is by a hand's length. The same as with Darrion, you will lean in with your body and not only work the spear with your arms. The arms are for adjustment, the legs and the back do all the pushing."

"Like a broom," she said. 

"A broom that kills," he said. "Now, angle it lower. This will work nearly every time." 

He had her aim the tip of the spear toward the ground between the dummy's legs. She looked on with horror as his physical instructions caused her to knock the spear up from the ground into the dummy's crotch. "That part is rarely well guarded. Even the best attempts will not stop the full force you can put behind it. Even if you don't angle the shaft-heads upward, the blade can nick into the thigh and hit an artery, causing deadly blood loss and a sharp panic to take over."

"That's not very chivalrous," Darrion said, hesitation in his voice. 

Garis smirked and shook his head.

"It's not all about living for ideals," Garis said "I too once wished for fame and glory in battle, but I learned that battle is a bloody thing, and protecting the peace where wars don't reach was a far nobler thing, even if it cost me the dreams I once aspired for. This thief you're hunting, and the bandits they may ally with will have no chivalry. They are killers and fiends who will not see you as I do, as two young ones ablaze with potential and passion. They'll see two children, strayed from their parents, too weak to fight and just innocent enough to kill. You have to prove them wrong."

"We will," Darrion said. "I will not take this lightly, I promise. You gave us power when no one else would believe in us.”

"It’s our fault the thief got away as he did," Rosha added. "It has to be us that bring him forward for justice."

"I hate my reputation here," Darrion said. He spoke with conviction, against the silence of the night, to his mentor and friend. "I will be a King's Guard. This is but one venture in my journey. I will show it to you and everyone else, the day Darrion Falstead earns his way up!"

Garis beheld the two with fondness. He nodded to them both and acknowledged their ambition. 

"Go now, young ones," he said. "May your hearts stay brave against the dark." 

The two set out. They walked an hour before they reached the base of the bandit forests that led to the old fortress. Garis watched them until they finally blended as shadows into the night against the long, rolling plains, and they disappeared into the woods, one night ahead of the royal guard's procession. One night's travel closer to their fate.
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Chapter 7
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THE SUN BEGAN ITS RISE along the eastern horizon, and its light was late and distant to meet the hidden camp of Darrion and Rosha in the wilds far from Oldrum's reach. The castle had grown distant in their retreat across the plains and into the hills, but even as they traveled far to the rim of the forest that held the lost outpost, they could still see it, and it could see them. The pull of their own destiny, the ever-present monolith that constantly shaded their homes from the thriving light, like the reach of royalty over empty lands, it was always in sight.

It was comforting for the purpose of travel, but upsetting to the growing sense of freedom they enjoyed. Rosha and Darrion's rest was cut short by the first glint of light through the trees as the sun rose over the rolling hills in the distance. Their small camp with a tight, huddled little fire pit dug into the ground was already long extinguished and cold. Their waking was rough, but they were used to hard mornings in different ways.

They slept back to back with the bindle between them to protect the meat from nighttime forest critters. They were just barely on the edge of the woods, only a few trees in, knowing that their path further in would have no landmarks or navigation beyond their intuition. They were slow to rise but steady to wake, just like every morning. Whether it was chores at the inn or rising with the horses, the only difference was that they were outdoors and had a far greater personal quest ahead of them to complete.

"Good morning," Rosha moaned.

"Yeah," Darrion replied. 

Rosha picked up her spear, and Darrion hoisted and hauled the bindle across his back. They fought off the shivers of the stark night and looked back one last time across the fields they traveled under darkness.

"The guards," Darrion said, "won't be coming up through here, that's certain."

"The horses will get here shortly," Rosha said, "but they're field runners. The guards prioritize sheer speed over rough riding, mostly."

"Then we can keep to the rough road," Darrion said. "It'll be faster than finding a smooth way to go running."

"Is it just at the top of this hill?" Rosha asked, uncertainly. "Or, is it beyond?"

Darrion swung the bindle down to his side, under his arm, and reached in to fish out the map. Beyond showing the blueprints of its design, the walls of the fort with many architectural, engineering notes that baffled them both, it also had instructions for approach and arrival as well as secret avenues for entry and potential emergency exits. The map they had showed a sketched drawing on the reverse side from the perspective of Oldrum's castle itself, a span of horizon drawn out by hand and detailed with swipes of a charcoal brush. On one hill, they marked the presence of the outpost by its design, the angles it viewed over the landscape, and the route through the wooded hills where supplies would travel to.

"Okay," Darrion said, "we're here." 

He pointed to the nearest hill and the closest forest past the plains. Rosha awed at the map.

"I've never seen the land from that high up before," Rosha said. "The village would be just below this, yes?"

"I think so," Darrion said. "But here, that's the outpost, and we're down here."

"That's miles out," she said. "If our run across the plains took as long as it did, we'd have to hike the whole day to reach the outpost. The horses will reach the path before we do."

"This map is ages old, though," he said, "and the outpost has been abandoned for as long as I know. The path would be too and covered by bandit's eyes. If the thief fled there, they'd know the safe way through, to avoid bandit traps or ambushes to reach the outpost."

"Then, the guards will just follow the old path and get caught?"

"If they find the old path," Darrion said. "I've heard talks from guards and travelers who encountered bandits and raided their camps. Bandits are tricky and clever, not wild random criminals. After all, one stole from the castle and got away..." 

His voice went lower when he mentioned it, reliving the shame of his failure, which led to this incident going on for as long as it had. Rosha could tell he was conflicted and reached out to him, but he stood up with conviction. 

"They say they hide themselves. They replant bushes and brush, even trees if their band is large enough, into places that seem natural at a glance to cover the trails to their camps."

"So the opening of the trail will be hidden," Rosha said. "Or, if they're smart enough, inaccessible on horseback."

"The thief abandoned the stolen horse," Darrion added. "If they could have, they would have kept it. Covering a horse's trail would be easier than simply going on foot."

"And a horse with that speed would be handy, regardless of where they were headed," Rosha said. "Then I suppose you're right."

"If we didn't have a chance, Garis would have stopped us," Darrion said. "He believes in us."

"Then, won't the guards also know about the blocked path?" Rosha asked. 

Darrion put the map away and looked away into the woods. 

"I just want to be sure we're going to do the right thing. I've never... We've never tried anything like this before."

"You're right," Darrion said, "but we have to try. They'll most definitely get ahead of us if we don't leave now." He adjusted the bindle back and began hiking forward, using the distant Oldrum at the top of the cliff as a landmark to guide him on. There were many trees to pass through to stay on the rough road. 

They started their day walking. They walked through the forest and traveled deeper. They kept away from the sight of the plains around them. Out of sight of anyone passing through the woods, for good or ill. They had to keep themselves hidden from the enemy that would possessively stalk and control their dark forest fortress and guards who would see them as potential allies of the royal thief.

Occasionally, Darrion would walk down the slope, toward the plains, just to check the surroundings. The hill between their woods and the Oldrum castle gave him an idea of where they were. The actual hill the outpost was hidden on was still a considerable ways away, but they'd made much progress before the sun got too high. It was only barely noon when they managed to make their way to the foot of the final hill. At the top of the miles-hike would be the outpost. Finally, they had a reason to stop and eat.

There was no time or place for formality with their food. They ate without caring. It wasn't unusual for Darrion. He was used to eating away from a table with the family gathered around it. Mostly, he wanted to get away from his aunt and uncle. Darrion preferred to be alone and relaxed, without obligations or chores weighing on his mind. Rosha ate more slowly and solemnly until she saw Darrion dipping a hard tack biscuit into a jar of mashed, cooked forest berries. The biscuit broke in half, and he fished it out with his fingers until it was soaked with sticky juices.

"Do you think," Rosha asked, "I should dip my smoked meat into the honey?"

"Why would you?" Darrion asked.

"I... I don't know," she admitted. "I’ve never tried it. When will I try again?"

"Well, go for it," he offered. 

"Will you try it with me?" she asked. 

Darrion was already halfway through the thick, tough bread that coated his mouth with sugary jam. Rosha looked excited. She was so free suddenly, so far from town and her obligations, and she seemed so happy just to do something so outlandish. 

"All right," he agreed. 

He took half of Rosha's stick of meat and swirled it around in his jam while she did the same. They both used it to scoop up a thick wad of the raw amber goo. They sucked the food in their mouths and stopped for a moment. 

There was instant regret. 

The smoke and spices of the meat didn't mix with the berries or the honey. The flavors clashed and couldn't mix; both were too powerful to be handled at once.

"Ugh," Rosha moaned. 

She was visibly unsatisfied. Darrion nodded, agreeing with her. While their mouths were full, and their lips stuck shut, all they did was groan and grumble and moan, using their inflections exclusively to try and talk. 

Partway through, they started laughing. The food went unchewed for a moment in the final portion of their rest until it overwhelmed their senses and palates to the point where they had to either gag it out or choke it down.

Darrion tilted his head up and gulped a few times. He reached blindly for the waterskin and finally managed to struggle his throat clear again. He was panting and saw Rosha struggling as well with her cheeks full to bursting and amber-tinted drool dripping out. He handed over the waterskin and watched her choke her mistake down. 

"Well," he said, "let's not try that again."

"Gah," she gasped at length. "Agreed." 

Once they recovered, Darrion walked down the slight grade toward the plains and checked once more to see if the pursuers from the city were in sight. He checked carefully along the long and distant ways around the interceding hill that blocked Oldrum from sight and spotted a faraway blur of dark colors set against the vast green open grounds. They were coming, and he and Rosha were only minutes ahead at the rate they were traveling. The fast road was certainly quicker, but the rough road they took would be more direct.

He returned to Rosha with a grim expression, and she immediately understood. They moved with haste into the forest, down one slope and up another, beginning their ascent toward the hidden outpost and the scepter hidden away. 
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Chapter 8
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THE FOREST GREW DARKER as they ascended the hill. They found no path, and the further in they went, the more broken and rugged the terrain became. Sheer faces of rock rose up from the ground and lifted shelves of trees above the rest of the ground. Divots stretched out into ditches and ravines, long cracks in the earth that split open long ago from unknown forces when the mountains were first being formed. All of it was overgrown and lush with life. The forest continued to become dense until it tightened into a darkened jungle. 

The setting was enough to send a seasoned guard or even a stalwart bandit into a fearful stance that could invite much paranoia of their unseen surroundings, but the two exploring youths were enamored even by the harshest darkness being so nearby their own home. They had never been in such untamed wilds. The forests around Oldrum were curated and tame with only harmless hunting game for the Prince's leisurely practice in the summer months. It was not a place for them to play, but when they did, they got used to the closeness of town, interrupting the serenity of nature.

Out beyond the city's walls and the purview of the guards, the exhilaration and excitement replaced all of the fear that would have been normal. They were young again, like kids in the woods, forgetting their places at home and the chores they avoided in favor of frolicking and having fun together in the forest. But things were just different enough that some of their fun was numbed by the weight they carried. On Darrion's back was the food and supplies, and tight to his hip was the dagger. Rosha used her spear, with the sharpened, flanged tip in the air, like a walking cane to push her over small gaps with the butt.

Their unmarked path led them further up the hill of the forest, ever towards the unseen outpost at the end of the forest. Yet under the tight-woven canopy that cast the ground in shadows, it felt like they made no progress at all. Darrion started to stumble a bit as he lost his placement. The forest was warping his sense of stability. 

He walked on the slanted ground so long with no horizon to adjust to and no flat surface to reset himself on that his body became confused, and his legs started to buckle. He didn't know which way his body should go, up like the trees grew or straight up from the ground, which was slanting enough that the weight on his back aiming down made him feel like he was about to fall every other step.

"Hold on," Darrion said. 

He lowered himself down to his hands and knees and stopped in place. Rosha went to his side and held her spear up. Her sense of loss gave her a different perspective that confused her mind and caused her body to follow. She'd never been somewhere so dense for so long. As a stable hand and a horse breaker, she was used to wide-open spaces where horses could run free. The most restrictive place she ever stayed in for extended time was her own family home, but that was different. It was safe there; everything was solid and built together. The woods were different.

"Let's rest," she said. "Even if they arrived at the base of the hill, unless they abandon their horses, they won't make any progress."

"And what if they do?" Darrion asked. "Leave one guard behind to keep the horses fed and wrangled while the rest find the old supply path and make their way into the bandit's ambush? Then we'll have bandits armed with royal steel and guarded by heavy mail."

"The guards will surely defeat the bandits," Rosha said. "They're not fools, just complacent. Now they have something to work for. Like Garis, with motivation, even the guards of Oldrum can be honorable warriors." 

Darrion scoffed. 

"We shouldn't wish for them to die, either,” Rosha added. “As contentious as we left the town, we shouldn't wish ill on our own neighbors."

Darrion sighed. He sat up and held his head, hoping the pressure from his hand would counter the swimming feeling inside his skull. 

"I'll forgive them when they ask me to," he said. "And if we retrieve the scepter, they will."

"Then let that be your whole revenge," Rosha said. 

She reached down and offered a hand to pick him up. He hooked his elbow with hers, and she lifted him and his heavy bag up again. He felt more controlled and certain in his posture. 

"Killing is not our first option. Remember that."

"Yes," he agreed. "But, the bandits can't know that." 

She tightened the grip on her spear and nodded. They both understood that, between the two of them, she had the greatest potential for killing blows. Her spear, and the way she learned to use it in their brief mentorship by Garis, left a stunning impression. It made her fear the power at the end of her weapon, despite knowing extremely well that fear would stop her hand and never let her use it. Darrion's dagger was likewise lethal, but not at such an impressive range.

They took a short break, only eating rational and conservative amounts, allowing their burden in the bundle to lighten. They had at least one day remaining in their journey no matter what. If they retrieved the scepter and ran back home, they would still have to rest through one more night abroad in the forest. Any further complications would extend their stay in the wilds, and their supplies were not unlimited. 

"We overpacked," Darrion sighed as he gnawed on a rawhide of meat. Rosha looked at him and his haggard eyes, his slumping shoulders, his tired posture, and felt guilty. 

"I can carry it for you," she offered.

"No," he rejected proudly. He hoisted it up again. "It's getting lighter. Once we get the scepter, I need to carry it home."

"Fine," she relented. 

They kept eating, grinding hardened, dry meat between their teeth, and listened to the sounds of the deep woods. Chirping birds and rustling leaves from all around them gave life and sight to the invisible wind above. Then, suddenly, they heard a shout. They had to stop chewing and looked up the hill the sound echoed from. There was uncertainty in their minds of whether or not it was real. 

Darrion put his finger up to his mouth to hush them both, and they listened closer. Then, once more, a shout, just as panicked and strange as before. Darrion dropped what he was eating and picked himself up to run up the hill. Rosha kept her stick in her mouth and ran up after him with her spear over her shoulder and both hands trained onto the shaft. Darrion did not know who it was, a guard or a bandit or a lost and wayward traveler, but it led upward, toward the outpost. It was unseen trouble being sown in the woods. 

Darrion got near enough to the source and immediately slowed himself down. He hid behind trees and slowly approached the visible pathway in the woods, a slightly grown out clearing path of grass and weeds where wagon tracks used to travel.

The ruckus was coming from up that road. Darrion looked down the hill to check and see if any of the guards were making their way up already in their heavy armor. Then, from his cover behind a tree that grew on the edge of a steep dirt wall, he peered out up the road to the source of the noise.

There were three men on the road. Two were wearing tattered and pilfered looking half armor sets, with torn up gambesons and studded leather shoulder pads. They were cackling tauntingly and circling around the third man. He was lankier, cleaner, and wore a flowing red robe with black trim. He was holding a bag close to his chest, guarding it from the men that surrounded him. It was an obvious scene. Darrion signaled Rosha to stay down and stay close as he kept his place in observation.

"What is it?" she whispered. 

He hushed her with a hand and pointed forward. 

"Bandits," he replied. "And someone else."

"He's not a guard," she said.

"He's not a bandit, either."

The two outlaws stood with their target in the middle. With their movements ceased, the man became more visible as he stood still and tensed his face into a forced gruff expression like he wasn't used to being angry unless he was being insulted.

"Must be valuable," the one, fatter, bandit said. He pointed to the bag in the robed man's hands. "More than your life, though?"

"Nothing's more valuable than your life, mate," the other bandit, who was taller and thinner, said behind him. 

He reached his hands up and lightly touched the robed man's shoulders, causing his target to shudder and jerk away, a hop, and step toward the fat man who pushed him and forced him to stumble away until he finally lost his footing and fell. The bandits stood over him, laughing, hands on their hips, nowhere near the weapons tied down over their shoulders. 

"It's clear to me," the robed man said, in a dignified and frazzled voice, "you two were raised without manners. I thought even a bandit may yet be a mother's son, but even a sow would see you too filthy and muddy to be called a son!"

"What's he mean by that?" the fat bandit asked, sarcastically.

"I think a sow is like a royal," the other bandit said. "He's saying we're very princely and proper."

"Oh!" he replied sarcastically. 

The robed man backed himself along the ground until he was half-risen and sitting up. He moved the bag behind himself and started rolling up his wide, floppy sleeves. 

"Thank you kindly, good sir," the fat bandit mocked. They approached him again, with far worse intent in their sinister cackles.

"Stay back," the robed man said. He sounded not pleading, but warning, and fearful of his own intentions. "I beseech you to stay back! You know not what power I have!" 

They didn't respond and simply descended on him. Darrion drew his armor breaker and ran out of his cover. Rosha followed with her spear down. They gritted their teeth and steeled their hearts in preparation to do the unthinkable for a greater good, to save a life, and to dispatch the bandits on the vacant forest road.

Then, from the robed man's hands, a bright orange burst of color erupted out. Instantly the standing four were blasted back. The bandits were charred with a burst of fire and cinders that clung to them and charred their armor and cast a cloud of soot over their faces. They flew back further, into the tree line, while Darrion and Rosha tumbled backward. The contents of the bundle spilled out onto the grass, and Rosha rolled with her spear far away as it shifted and snagged into the grass.

The robed man slowly stood up and shook his right hand while he coughed into the other. 

"You knew not," the man said. "And now, you never will." 

He huffed an angry sigh and wiped his palms down. Darrion sat up and met eyes with the robed man with wonder. The man looked on with fear. A tense moment passed through the woods as a breeze blew the smoke away and sent a puff of warning up into the sky. An alert to all present, in the know or not, that a wandering Magician was lost in the woods.
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Chapter 9
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THE GUARDS FROM OLDRUM patrolled around the perimeter of the old outpost forest hill, searching for the lost path that was supposed to lead uphill to the outpost they were directed towards. All potential signs pointed to the thief who stole the Royal Scepter, leaving for the wilds of the forest where bandits made their camps. They were acknowledged as a threat only in potential, and never made raids on the outlying Oldrum lands for so long they were mostly forgotten. The guards were skeptical that anything could have infiltrated so deep into the distant woods and lived there without supply lines or pilfered food.

Then, suddenly, they heard a loud crack that rang loud across the air and into the sky, like the sound of wooden planks being smashed together from a great drop. The sound startled the rear horses briefly until their riders calmed them down. 

"What in the Realm was that!?" one of them asked.

"It came from the forest," another guard said. "I'm sure of it."

"Look!" 

The guards all turned to face up the hill where they saw a plume of smoke rising high up. In the distance, it was insignificant, but they could tell from the treetops it rose from that it was a large and potent kind of fire.

"The bandits must have some kind of blasting powder," the leader of the royal guards said. "It won't be safe to pursue them if they've trapped the forest."

"We'd have to go up on foot anyway," another guard mentioned. "There's no path, up or down, onto that mountain!"

"We'll return home for the day," the leader said. "The worst may yet come that we may have to send someone out to the royal city and request aid of a bandit hunter."

"The Prince won't like to see us returning empty-handed," another guard said ominously. 

The captain turned his horse around, and the rest of the horses followed its lead automatically. 

"The Prince would like less if he had no royal guards at all," he replied with a tone of finality. 

The company rode off, in the same direction they came, to Oldrum over the hills and plains. They stormed past a fencing of trees that they had not noticed, which stood out curiously for being so precisely level and aligned with one another as if they were not grown there naturally but planted instead as a zig-zagged row. Further in was a trail, the remnants of an old but unused path that led up the slightest grade of the mountainside to the top where the outpost was.

Halfway up that slope, or so, was a gathering of five. Two of them were unconscious and silently suffering a traumatic and explosive defeat. Whether they would wake up, or want to be awake afterward, was yet to be seen. The other three were very much awake, and one of them was gleefully celebrating. The red-robed mage took a piece of slightly seared dried mutton, wiped it off to clean the dirt, and dipped it in the half-broken remains of a preserves jar.

Darrion and Rosha watched him eat it with grimaces. They both recovered from the massive blowback of his surprising retaliation against his would-be muggers but were still mentally transfixed to the stranger for the power he possessed. It was unlike anything they'd seen, and only barely like something they'd heard of, of a powder that could ignite and explore the capital lands used for mining stone and metals. 

"Ahem," the man said, clearing his throat as he stretched up his neck to help force the food down, "It's very fine of you to offer your stock of wares to me, sir and lady. Though, I suppose this only indebts me further to you beyond mere apology for, uh, catching you in the unplanned radius of my magic."

"Magic?" Rosha whispered. 

She turned to Darrion and mouthed the words again with wider eyes. He nodded at her with a grin.

"Are you truly a wizard?" Darrion asked. "Of the sanctioned schools from the royal city?"

The man stopped eating once the question was posed. An awkward look came over him. He finished clearing the remnants of food from his teeth and swallowed them down before he sat up to speak.

"My name," he began, "is Aladorn. I am a wizard in training attuned to the spirits of fire, and a well-traveled explorer of many lands in search of knowledge."

"I've heard of the wizards," Darrion began. "The few empowered souls strong enough and accepted to use their powers by the Great Houses!" 

Aladorn looked pensive about Darrion's apparently brimming pride and wonder. He cleared his throat once more and nodded.

"Indeed," he said. "I am, as you see, a traveling student of the House of Devilknoll. Though I am quite far from home, it is necessary in my studies to explore the many reaches of the world for secrets to the arts of magic and the ways in which my powers may grow."

"It's fortunate we met you, then," Darrion said. "Though, less so as to how, exactly."

"Yes, that," Aladorn said. "I, uh, there's nothing to do about it, I'm afraid. I'd already decided to dispatch the men when I saw you two rushing in with weapons drawn and, well, that didn't look very good for me."

"You're an explorer of these lands," Rosha said, "so then do you know of the outpost at the peak of this hill?"

"The outpost?" he said. "Full of bandits and outlaws from all over. There's evil energy to that place and a wicked host of woeful souls living there. Turncoats and savages who've abandoned their posts from their own homes and disparage the service to the Great Houses. Frauds, and fools, all of them!"

"One of them stole the Royal Scepter of the Prince of Oldrum," Darrion said. "Our aim is to retrieve it before his royal guard can do so."

Aladorn stood up quickly and brushed himself off. 

"Well, good luck to you on that."

"Please," Darrion said, "We could use your help."

"Hmm," Aladorn hummed. 

He reached down to pick up his satchel and hung it over his shoulder with care. 

"So you feed me, act fealty to me, and yet you make demands of me?" 

He turned and slid his fingers down the front hem of his robe. Then he moved his hands with a flair and flashing movement of his fingers between then and ended with a framing motion around his face. 

"If you wanted to demand my cooperation, you should have fed me second, not first."

"You've been up to where the bandits are," Rosha said as she stood, "but yet they were driving you out and tried to steal your bag."

"That's right," he said.

"Why did the bandits let you get away the first time?" she asked. "What are you carrying, if I might ask?" 

He became protective very suddenly. 

"That is not your concern," he demanded. 

Darrion looked to Rosha. She seemed to have a plan. He judged the look in her eyes and understood it, and immediately made his move to join her. 

"It very well may be," Darrion said. "We are looking to retrieve the Royal Scepter from the bandit camp." 

He started walking and made a slow, wide circle around Aladorn with the intention to get behind him. Rosha, meanwhile, held her spear propped onto her shoulder and stared him down. Aladorn quickly realized that he was being surrounded again.

"A scepter that size," Aladorn said, "wouldn't possibly fit into a container this small. It holds all the unfulfilled ego and ruined dreams of royalty, after all."

"We know that," Rosha said. "We've seen it."

"And so have you," Darrion pointed out. "Otherwise, you wouldn't know how big it was."

"Of - of course, I would," he objected, nervously. "The royals always have things too large to handle."

"But that doesn't answer," Rosha said, "what those bandits were so willing to take from you that your life was on the line." 

She assumed a position to line up with Darrion and force Aladorn into an awkward position walled between them both. 

"Something bandits would value even when they have a royal ransom on their hands."

"It's gotten us curious," Darrion said. 

He was behind Aladorn and striding to keep himself at his flank. Aladorn started to roll up his sleeves. Rosha saw him making his maneuver and tilted her spear forward. She moved in a blur, thrusting it forward, pushing with all of her body, and jabbed the blunt butt of the spear down into his robe, just between his legs and under anything worth stabbing. Aladorn looked up with shock and saw her smile. She jerked her body up and slid the butt just up enough that it glanced a blow against his tender spot. 

"Gah!" Aladorn exclaimed. 

It was just enough of a blow, barely a touch, but still hard and sudden enough that it stunned him. While he was stunned, Darrion unsheathed his armor breaker and ran the metal edge against the cover intentionally so the wizard could distinctly hear the sound of metal scraping leather. He then poked him, very gently, in the back, which caused Aladorn to trip and fall down, but not before Darrion snagged the strap of the bag and pulled it off his shoulder.

"Damn you!" Aladorn exclaimed as he rolled away. 

He recovered, putting one hand instinctively down in the dirt, and held the other one up. Darrion guarded himself with the bag, smugly, knowing Aladorn wouldn't dare to emit a flame against whatever was inside of it. 

He was right, and Aladorn scorned him for his assumption and turned his open palm to Rosha instead. She retreated back to what she considered out of range and widened her stance in preparation to endure the explosion to come. Aladorn strained greatly to the point where he shouted and let loose from his palm a small plume of fire, about a foot long, which fizzled out and reduced down to a flame across his palm that stuck close to, but off of, his skin. Like a palm-side glove that was lit and carefully burned away.

"Seems like you can't do that too often," Rosha said. "Or maybe all that jam has gunked up your pipes inside."

"Shut up," Aladorn said, half-whining from how exhausted he'd just become. He heard a light thud on the ground and saw Darrion had dropped his bag, but also that the contents were in Darrion's hands. They were papers and a small metal draught that was half emptied. Darrion pocketed the container and scanned through the letters. 

"No, wait, please! You - you can't even read, can you? You... you country bumpkin farmer's boy!"

"I'm an Innkeeper in training," Darrion asserted. "Reading is my duty."

"What's it say?" Rosha asked.

"Please, no," Aladorn pleaded. "It's beyond your understanding. It pertains to matters of the Houses, the Schools, the very Lords of the Realm who I journey at the request of..."

"Your ejection from the House Devilknoll," Darrion read aloud, "is instated in perpetuity for the offenses caused and resulting in the failures compiled in the issue of the warrant here out. Henceforth, and therefore, all practice of magic in any classification by the former wizard Aladorn is prohibited by the order of King Andrer Devilknoll and his Royal Magician and Advisor." 

Darrion rolled up the letter and clicked his tongue while Aladorn looked up with grief.

"The bounty for the scepter is two-hundred gold coins," Darrion said. 

He took a habit from his aunt Gertie and tapped the paper against his open palm, a maneuver she'd done many times to threaten him with a rod or a stick should his studies or errands slip. Holding that power, and seeing someone in the position he had hated being in so many times, made him feel good. 

"Remind this country bum, what the price is for handing over an unsanctioned wizard to a crown of a Royal House?"
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Chapter 10
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DUSK WAS APPROACHING. The royal guards of Oldrum had returned to the castle gates, unsuccessful and unprepared, to re-negotiate their plans and try to resume their search in the light of the next day. The leader was certain some map or blueprint somewhere would show the way into the forest if they could only find it. Garis saw them back from his patrol guard at the very edge of the territory.

"Hail, guardsman," the royal captain said as his men rode ahead of him. 

"Hail, sir knight," Garis said.

"Have any troubles come through this way while we were gone?" he asked.

"None, sir," Garis proudly said.

"Good man," he replied. "I'll rotate you out with someone else from the town watch. We don't need such keen eyes getting lost, staring out into the wilderness."

"I'll respect any appointment given to me," Garis said. 

The captain nodded and trotted on, leaving Garis behind to stew in his lie. He stared back out, just like before, to the wilds where his trusted charges disappeared to with all the ambition their young arms could carry weighing them down. He didn't know what became of them, but he knew if the guards didn't find them, they had to still be out there. He believed and hoped, but that was all he could do.

Meanwhile, far away, beyond the sight of the farmstead at the foot of the hill, and just barely visible from the castle keep high above, up the side of a rolling mountain in the distance, under cover of a sunset forest that was aglow with many bright oranges and distant pinks of the setting sun at their backs, Darrion and Rosha followed Aladorn up a steep but climbable wall of forest roughage. It was just steep enough that trees still grew out of the soil, but smaller and thinner ones that never matured past saplings. 

"It's just up here," Aladorn strained. "I believe."

"None of us will benefit from getting lost in the woods," Darrion replied. "So, you'd better lead us properly."

"You already threatened me once," Aladorn complained. "You ought to at least consider that I'm smart enough to know when I'm beaten."

"When will your powers recover?" Rosha asked. 

She was further behind, using her spear as a crutch to dig into the ground and hoist herself up, without caring for the sharpness of the blade. 

"If I told you, how would you use that against me?" he asked.

"I heard wizards must rest between their powers returning," Darrion said. 

Then he held himself steady with a sapling trunk as his handhold and tapped on his side pocket. 

"Or they must consume a certain noxious tonic only magically-blessed can digest without sickness."

"Both are true," Aladorn sighed. 

He carefully lowered himself forward onto the ground and crawled up to the crest of the nearly vertical dirty wall. He crawled further forward to the trunk of a tree and hung an arm around it to hold himself up. 

"The explosion spell I made before was equal to running the length of three courts without resting."

"What's a court?" Rosha asked.

Aladorn groaned with audible disappointment. 

"Of course, you've probably never even seen a court before. It's like, uh, oh, what would you know."

"Try leagues," Darrion said as he finished his climb, "or lengths, or some other measurements the entire Realm uses, in cities and out."

"Oh, how could I know?" Aladorn replied, utterly frustrated. "I've never been this far from civilization, and so close to its ideological opposition." 

Darrion sat across from him. Aladorn naturally turned away, but Darrion took out the clear, bulbous bottle and held it out. Aladorn simply glared at it and looked up to Darrion to read his intention.

"We can trade for this," he said.

"Trade what else?" Aladorn asked. "Would you like my robes? Think they'd look better on you than me? I don't deserve to wear them since I've been disgraced from my home and my livelihood?"

"I want you to be useful," Darrion said. "Your magics may put an end to any conflicts we come by, whereas our methods are only, well..." 

Darrion hovered his hand near his dagger, then clenched his fingers around his belt. Rosha arrived as well, and Aladorn saw her abusing the tip of the spear as she tapped the shaft against a tree to shake the dirt off. 

"You came into these woods," Aladorn began, "to chase a bandit who got away with thievery from a royal Prince, who was surrounded by guards that have thus far proven ineffectual in capturing them, with an armor-piercing off-hand dagger and a spear designed for mutilating the flesh of its victims and severing all workings of the body from within. And yet you are attempting all of this with the vague idea of peace in your mind that this can be resolved without lives lost or bloodshed?"

"And if you helped us," Darrion said, still offering the draught, "we could accomplish that." 

Aladorn saw no additional ill intent in Darrion's expression, even with the sun setting against them and the shadows of the forest covering it. Aladorn snatched the potion away, undid the tiny cap, and took a shallow, fast swig of the contents that barely soaked his tongue.

"I know what you two are," he said. "You must be the town fools. Even farming villas ruled by ineffective despots still need entertainment."

"And I think I know why you were shamed out of your order," Rosha said. 

She sat behind Darrion and took a moment to catch her breath. 

"Unless you have some better reason to be unsanctioned, as we have our own better reasons to be out here."

"Oh, sure," Aladorn said, "you have such the high ground over me. Admonish the city-dweller. He knows not the hardships of pastoral living, all laze and glazed eyes that stare into the sun thanking the living Lords for his luxurious life."

"Okay," Darrion chuckled. 

Aladorn rested his face into his propped-up fingers for a moment and took a deep, calming breath.

"Apologies," he said, "using magic also makes me angsty. It's part of the condition, to channel the spirits which invoke the presence of fire, I must likewise synergize my own soul with theirs, and fire tends to bring about a certain heatedness to my personality. Passive yet aggressive anger that builds up over time."

"If I had magic, I'd probably wield flames," Darrion admitted. "It's not just the gold pieces we're after, you know. At least, for me, there's a reason I need to prove myself over this. You see this?" 

He pointed to his hair. Aladorn tried to look past it for a scar on his scalp or some growth hidden under it. 

"I'm the only one anyone from Oldrum's ever seen with this color of hair."

"Oh," Aladorn said. 

He understood the apparent gravity that Darrion spoke with and held back his own knowledge, which contradicted his sense of despair. 

"I'm an orphan," Darrion continued. "My father died and my mother, some say she abandoned me, others say she left for fortune and never returned. My only family has raised me to fit into a role I feel I never can, to accept responsibilities that, in every possible way, I know, are not part of my true calling. My aim is to recover the scepter not out of loyalty to the crown or adherence to the laws, but to prove to them their judgments of me were wrong. That I have worth they could never see before their own blind and ignorant eyes."

"I see," Aladorn said. He turned to Rosha. "And you?" 

Rosha looked at him like she had just woken up and wasn't expecting to be included. She looked back to Darrion as well, who sat in a somewhat brooding manner, contemplating their conversation. 

"Well," Rosha said, "the same, somewhat. Not of my family, but of my place. I think both of us have more to do, and more to become than Oldrum can ever give us."

Aladorn understood everything, even the things that were not obvious between the two youths themselves. He saw straight through them both, to Darrion's blunt and brutal honesty to Rosha's unspoken, hidden words contradicting her simple appearance. He nodded and pulled himself up along the tree trunk.

"If it'll keep you from turning me in," Aladorn said, "then you'll have my help to make this as peaceful as I can. I won't say no one will get hurt. Bandits may be human, to a degree of argumentative legality, but they are also stupid enough to believe that they won't get burned by throwing themselves at an open flame. If so, then I will rely on you to protect me as well. You can't very well turn in an illegal wizard that's dead."

"True," Darrion chuckled dryly. 

They all stood up, and Aladorn led the way once more. They continued their trek into the woods as the night fell. Ahead was the bandit encampment, deep in the forest, in the mighty and awful outpost keep.
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Chapter 11
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NIGHT HAD SET IN THE hillsides of the western Grannitewatch territories. From the base of each hill and the forests that covered them to the plains that separated them, only darkness reigned. The moon was hidden twice over in its absent phase and with a cover of clouds. Not even stars could illuminate the path that the ardent, errant travelers took that went through the stark country hillsides. One group, however, meandering but not aimless through the woods, traveled by light.

Aladorn held up his hand, and in it, he carefully suspended a small flame, just enough to keep a candle going, and he walked confidently through the woods that finally leveled off into gradual steppes of forest floor, which led upwards. 

The territory close to the hilltop where the outpost was hidden had many winding paths that were intentionally carved out from the steep climbs of the cliffs and hidden by patches of brush and narrow walls of planted trees. 

"We're close now," Aladorn whispered. His voice was almost unheard in the forest wind.

"Close enough for that tone of voice?" Darrion asked.

"Just about," he clarified. "As far as I know, they won't expect someone to come in through a secret entrance. I don't think they know such things exist there to be entered."

"You're certain the scepter is still here?" Rosha asked. "They could have hiked it down the other side of the mountain in anticipation of someone coming."

"Or the explosion from earlier," Darrion said, "along with two absentee footmen -."

"Excuse me for choosing to live," Aladorn calmly snapped back. "No, they won't be going anywhere. There's a good reason they've fled this far out into the wilds just for some security. Oldrum isn't the threat the Lord's Houses represent in the rest of the continent."

"Just how far have you traveled?" Darrion asked. "Devilknoll is quite a ways away, as far as I understand it."

"A ways of a ways away," Aladorn said. "Yes, I have traveled far to see much. My goal, as it stands, is to petition the headquarters of royal wizardry to reinstate me and write off the flukes of accidents, which led to my initial dismissal."

"What all have you seen?" Darrion asked. "And how did you come to this bandit place, specifically?"

"Hmph," Aladorn huffed. "I mocked your furtive lifestyle here, but in truth, it may be the safest place in all the Realms to be right now. A terror is razing its way across the many lands with sinister goals against the crown. Do you know what year of rule it is?"

"It's the 38th of Grannitewatch," Darrion answered. He turned to Rosha, with slight uncertainty, and she nodded to him.

"Yes," Aladorn said. "It is unprecedented for a single House to have a rule this long. Not since the days of the clashing Empires, before the current system was established, have the Realms been so stagnant under single rulership. And there are those who do not take this knowledge pleasantly. Even though the Houses agree to this rule by way of the Trials, there is still much contention among the capitals and royal cities for those who think their lot would be better served with a new leader."

"But enacting war is forbidden," Darrion mentioned. "As forbidden as war can be. The Houses are all too powerful to contest one another. There would be nothing gained if they were to fight openly."

"Do you know why Grannitewatch has held its role so long?" Aladorn asked. "The capital itself is an impenetrable fortress. It's built within a jagged crag of mountains in the middle of a great continental upheaval where the sharpest and steepest of hills exist. It's right in a valley, a single fertile pit where things grow out of solid rock like it's been blessed by a miraculous divinity. The ways into Grannitewatch are few and extremely dangerous. A legend says that once, in the days of the Empires, a farmer parked his donkey and cart along a road, and an advancing army was hindered by that stubborn creature for an entire day, unable to move it out of their way and unwilling to kill it else its body would block their way even more."

"That makes sense," Rosha said. "As far as donkeys go, I mean. Not killing it makes it seem sort of like a legend."

"It is a legend," Aladorn said, "but one that's so thoroughly believed it's become ubiquitous. Grannitewatch is a House that cannot be sieged, for even a donkey is enough to defend their most important roads. They have an absolute defensive advantage against anyone. As such, they can do as they please without fear of retaliation. They are not hindered by sabotage or spies, they are not threatened by drought or famine, and the metals of their mines make them rich beyond the ability of any other House to compete."

"Why were they never rulers for this long before?" Darrion asked. 

"It's a curious question," Aladorn said. "But perhaps the right ruler was simply never born until now. But that's all started changing. Grannitewatch's hidden nature is becoming their own infected wound of hubris, as a new force has begun to sew chaos through the lands. Inn-boy, have you heard rumors of one called the Red Knight?"

"I've heard people whine in pain," Darrion said, his brows furrowing, "for calling me anything-boy before. But no, I haven't."

"Then count yourself and your country town as graced," Aladorn said. 

"Who is he?" Rosha asked. "This Red Knight. Another legend?"

"Unfortunately, no," Aladorn replied. "He is very real. He has burned whole towns and villages with his band of riotous marauders. They steal nothing. They take no captives. They spare not even the weak or the young. He moves upon cities occupied by royalty and kills them all without opposition. No guards or knights have stood against him or his band fairly, because they do not fight with fairness at all."

"Sounds like a coward, then," Darrion said. 

"But a winning one," Aladorn said with a wide, fretful expression. "I came here upon rumors of the Red Knight was coming from the south to burn the town I was previously in. The only ones who offered to escort me after learning my secret were these black-hearted braggart bandits. They steal from the merchants on the main roads and sell the wares into town, disguised as the real merchants to keep their supply chain going. It's awful to consider, but if anyone survived the Red Knight's rampage, it would be a group like them."

"What is the Red Knight's plan?" Rosha asked. "Is he an agent of another House? Defying the treaties and charters so abruptly?"

"It's possible," Aladorn said. He turned with his flame catching the wind, but not going out, turning into a bright orange streak in the air, "I wish I knew. There's no written proof that he even has a goal. Though there is no such thing as a man who acts without reason." 

Aladorn's foreboding tone dampened Darrion and Rosha's gait. He turned and aimed his light ahead, and their vigor was immediately restored.

"There it is," Aladorn said. 

Beyond the trees, exposed in the darkness, was a mighty wall, and yet another wall of a tower rising high above it. They reached their destination, the hidden forest fortress, full of bandits, and the hiding place of the Royal Scepter they sought. Aladorn slowly collapsed his hands together and brought them back into darkness again. He waved them over to follow, and all three crept up under the dark cover of the mighty wall to the side. Darrion led them to the opening on the blueprint, which he trusted to Aladorn to carry and interpret further, and they all entered through the under the passage of the abandoned fortress runoff drain.
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ONE MISERABLE CRAWL later, the group emerged with soggy shoes and held breath to a service entrance to the fort's inner workings. They were inside the wall without a single ounce of resistance, and without a single eye-catching sight of them at all. The inside of the service room, where the soldiers or servants of the fort of old would tend to the working water paths, was locked by an ancient, rusty gate. 

"I could force this," Darrion said, holding his armor breaker. "This door looks weak enough to fall over if I just pry at its sides."

"I wouldn't," Aladorn said. "This looks just loud enough, and these rooms just vacant enough that any movement we make will be heard all the way up to the observation deck of the tower."

"Well, we have to get in," Darrion said with grit teeth. "Can you...heat the lock?"

"...yes," Aladorn said. He just stared off until Darrion shook his head. Aladorn shook his, harder, back. 

"And what will that do?"

"Burn it?"

"It's metal!" Aladorn said in a whisper-shout, not willing to raise his volume but eager to raise his tone. "Do you know how smithing works, lad?"

"I do, yes," Darrion said, frustration rising in his voice. 

He darted his eyes away before Aladorn even had to ask him to explain it, or for the important details that he knew were not part of Darrion's knowledge or training. 

"Stand aside," Rosha said. 

She worked her way up to the door and stood before it with her spear held and armed. Aladorn stood behind Darrion, who went down the small flight of narrow stairs and back down into the constructed runoff ditch. Rosha fit the spear through the wide iron bars of the door and held her spear up close to the hilt just under the blade. Once again, she used it improperly and lifted the gate up by crouching down and moving the spear up on her shoulder.

Darrion rushed up and grabbed the gate. It barely made a squeak as they both struggled carefully to lift it off its bolted hinges. She lowered it down and controlled its descent with the shaft of her spear while Darrion slowly settled it in a wide stance until it was flat to the ground. He turned to Rosha and gave her a thankful nod. 

"That's how we rose up the new stable walls," she said.

"Very good," Aladorn said, as he rushed inside to kick the dirt and grime off his tasseled, fancy looking, newly stained cotton-lined shoes. "You see? You shouldn't rely on magic too much. That's the first lesson a wizard has to learn."

"Is that the lesson that got you kicked out of the School?" Darrion asked. 

Aladorn turned with a moody expression and saw Darrion crossing his arms and smirking, sincerely. Aladorn rolled his eyes and observed the room closely.

"Well, now we only have a fortress full of bandits to search," he said. "That scepter could be anywhere, you know." 

Darrion drew his armor breaker. 

"Someone else can tell us," he said.

"You two are very quick to taking hostages," Aladorn said. "Just what kind of lives did you live in that dreary little place? Is this how you got your Inn guests to pay you?"

"I wouldn't be surprised if Aunt Gertie did that," Darrion admitted. "They're bandits, though. No honor among thieves. Most will talk in exchange for their lives."

"You don't understand what makes a man turn to banditry," Aladorn said. "It's not the promise of wealth. It's the aspect of freedom and the pursuit of ideals beyond society's reach. Poorness and desperation can make men criminals on their own, but to join a band of others, likewise fallen and desperate for one another's sake instead takes a special sort of camaraderie."

"You think these men know honor?" Darrion asked. "Or chivalry?"

"I think they know numbers," Aladorn said. "And even if you surprise one of them, there will be far more than one in this fortress to fight you. If freedom is what gathered them all, they will honor the death of one for the freedom of the rest."

"We agreed not to kill," Rosha said. 

"I know that!" Darrion argued back. "They won't know that at first unless we tell them! So we won't. Once they've helped us, we can tie them up to keep them quiet. We won't kill anyone that doesn't try to kill us first."

"I'm not against interrogation, per se," Aladorn admitted, to placate Darrion beneath the rising voice he was building up. "But if we do it, we must make sure they can't retaliate or shout at all. If you want no blood at all, you'll have to be very creative in your approach. Can you handle... creative?"

Darrion frowned angrily at the pseudo-insult but shook his head, relenting in the admission that he couldn't. He sheathed his dagger again and took a place against the wall to pout near another door. Then his head perked up. He heard something beyond the door and down into a cellar even further beneath them. He waved Aladorn and Rosha over to listen in.

"What's down that way?" he asked. Aladorn's eyes drifted up as he called on his intellectual memory to recall the layout of the blueprint in his pocket. 

"A dungeon," he said.

"How disconnected is it from the rest of the fort?" Darrion asked.

"Well, it's a dungeon," Aladorn answered. "Traditionally, they are very disconnected."

"So the screams can't be heard above," Darrion said.

"That's a bit grim, but it's also completely true," Aladorn admitted. "How many do you think are down there, though?"

"As long as it's less than three," Darrion said. 

He took the knife out again and turned to Rosha. He showed her the opposite side of it, the pommel of the handle, which was still solid and hard, but far less lethal than the tip. She nodded and looked to the blunt edge of her spear, which had already proven its worth and place in her skilled hands. Darrion checked the door, and it swung open slowly with a short squeak of metal against the joints that held it. 

Rosha went first, spear butt forward and down, then Aladorn with his hands up and fingers twiddling nervously in the dark, ready to do something with fire from his hands at a moment's notice, and Darrion held ground behind with his dagger out and tip forward. The dungeon was dark most of the way, but at the end of the long hall that rounded along the perimeter of the fortress wall itself was a flickering light and the source of the noise.

Inside an opened cell, two bandits looked over and talked beside a tied-up person. A woman, clothed but not armored, lacking a full set of what she looked like she could be wearing, had her arms chained over her head and her mouth tied shut with a wrap made from the tatter of some old and musty cloth. The two guards sat across from one another, one on a folded out wooden bed place and the other crouched low on an overturned bucket. 

The bandit guard on the bucket pushed himself up and grabbed his seat. He swung it lightly at the bound lady until she opened one of her tired eyes at him. 

"If you won't use it," he said, "I will."

"And you can clean it," the other said. "We'll put your treacherous hands to use, hehehe." 

The other guard laughed as well as he sauntered out, leaving his fellow alone. The remaining guard leaned back against the wall and sighed. He was nearly asleep and bored. Then he heard something. A thud, a light crack, another thud, and then the rattling of an empty, dropped bucket.

"Hey, what gives?" the bandit called out. "You can't even hold it in to the next cell down?" 

He got up and stomped out of the iron cell wall. First, he saw Aladorn with his hands together. When the palms opened, a flash of light went forth as he summoned up a bright, quick-fading fire to blind the guard from the near pitch darkness of the halls. The guard clutched at his eyes and groaned.

Then he felt something, hard and fast, hit him right in his manhood. His legs pressed together immediately. He strained to open his eyes with shock when a stiff hard sensation smacked him in the back of the head and sent him down just like his cohort did. Darrion spun the dagger around in his hand and sheathed it once more. 

"You be careful," Aladorn said, "or you'll put someone's eye out with that thing."

"Well, we can't ask them," Rosha said. 

"No," Darrion said. He looked from the bandits to Aladorn, then over to the cell. "But, we can trade a favor with her." 

"You learn quickly," Aladorn said, fretfully, as though it were a terrible fact to state. 

Darrion approached the bound girl. She saw him fade in as he grew closer in the dim light. He looked up at her, proud and earnest and just-hearted, and when she saw him, her eyes went from tired and ragged to bursting wide and alert. Their meeting startled her to a point where he couldn't tell if it was overjoyed shock or fear.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 13

[image: image]


ONCE THE GIRL WAS FREED, she overcame her apparent shock and looked around the room for her valuables. The room was lacking in any way to help her. Only empty walls and incapacitated guards were there. She robbed one of their bodies and took up a knife that she twirled artfully in her fingers. She was just a bit older than Darrion and Rosha, but she held herself with a very high, mature presence.

"Not sure if it's polite," Aladorn said, "to arm a lady this way." 

Darrion shrugged off his comment and approached her with his blade drawn and hand extended.

"I'm Darrion," he said. She looked him over, checked him for danger, and let her hand fall into his. When it wasn't holding a dagger, her fingers were limp and relaxed. 

"Kell," she said.

"Why did they imprison you?" Rosha asked. 

Her innocent question seemed to irk Kell. The reason seemed obvious upfront. Even Darrion had to pause a beat to reconsider. They were bandits, and she was a lady. But then, bandits wouldn't be against killing someone for their valuables. Seeing Aladorn reminded him of that fact. 

"Are you not one of them?" Darrion asked. 

She shook her head.

"No," she said. "I'm a thief."

"Oh, that's better," Aladorn said. 

"A thief who steals from bandits?" Rosha asked. Kell didn't immediately answer, hiding her true nature.

"I tried," she admitted. "Though they caught me and held me here for days."

"That's awful," Darrion said. 

He paused and looked to the guards. 

"I suppose we should put them in their places before they wake up."

"Wake up?" Kell said. She saw Darrion's hesitation and struck a cocked pose with her hips, the universal sign of impatience with irritating ideas. 

"You want to keep them alive?" she asked.

"It's not that," Darrion admitted, "I'd just rather not have to kill someone. Asleep or otherwise."

"You can't be bandits then," she said. "Or guardsmen."

"We," Aladorn began, "are on a royal task from the nearest local Lord to retrieve a stolen good. I'm afraid I'd rather not tell you what it is, as it may yet be stolen again so long as honor does not share the same crowd as thieves."

"You mean the scepter?" she asked. 

Aladorn kept his face so flat and neutral that his absence of emotion was, itself, the telling sign that made her smirk. 

"I know where it is,” she said, her smile widening.

"Is it heavily guarded?" Rosha asked.

"Indeed," Kell said. "The main hoard is in the vault within the keep. They've stolen away into this fort for a fair reason. It has many places to hide, to be sheltered, and room for stores of all kinds. The vault was one such trove, a hidden passage of a cave the fort was built on top of. There's only one way inside, and it's not just staffed with guards, but trapped as well. One false move will alert the whole fortress to you."

"So even a sure-footed thief can't get in," Darrion said. 

Kell didn't want to acknowledge him, as it felt like a slight against her skill, but she begrudgingly ended up nodding. 

"That's fair. Then we'll have to find another way to it."

"You sure you want to do that?" she asked, pedantically. "There are more bandits in here than there probably are guards in the nearest city."

"No doubt," Darrion said. "Whatever retinue they sent would have been demolished even if they beat us here. The whole royal guard is only something like twenty strong at the most."

"Add to that the militia, though," Rosha said. "There more sizeable than that, enough to defend the castle, at least."

"At least," Darrion huffed. 

He turned to Kell and saw her looking away with a thousand-yard stare. She seemed upset by something, lost in a dreary daze. Aladorn saw her and read hopelessness on top of her face.

"Well," Darrion said, "we're deputized guards, and self-training as knights. If we work together, we'll let you walk off with whatever else these bandits have so long as we can keep the scepter."

"You could come back with us, too," Rosha said. "You can be royally pardoned for your crimes."

"I think not," Kell said, as she began walking and moved straight past Aladorn, who tried humbly to block her. "I won't entertain delusions. This isn't a simple chore to come in and pick out the scepter like it's a bottle of milk. These men aren't just dangerous, they're desperate, and they are involved in a crime that exceeds mere banditry."

"What could that be?" Darrion asked. Aladorn huffed and turned to her.

"Would this have anything to do," he said, "with the Ravenmere affair?" 

Kell turned to him with knowing concern. He grew smug as the attention turned his way. Darrion and Rosha, the two from the furthest rung away from the citybound society, turned with curiosity piqued. 

"Ah, yes, how shall I explain. So, do you remember how I spoke somewhat ill of Grannitewatch's royal countenance and credibility in the eyes of many?"

"You did say something like that," Darrion said. "Of dirty tricks to undo the Trials."

"Yes," he said. "And the dirtiest of all would be royal subterfuge. To enact crimes upon the lands of others, which compromises the ruling House's stability and causes strife to spread outward from royal hands. For example, for a Prince to lose his scepter, a symbol of the family's power, and then in response, he spread his guards far and wide, overworked and underpaid, to retrieve it without hope. How would this situation continue if the search went on for months? Or, if the scepter was recovered in the lands of a foreign Houselord? And what if a third party removed from all controversy planted it there for the two wronged Houses to exchange blame over?"

"So, wait," Darrion said, "you mean it's.... it's like a dirty prank."

"A lethal one," Kell said. "And it's true. The bandits are here intentionally. They come from the land of Ravenmere on the Lord's orders."

"That is impressive," Aladorn said. "To be a bandit elevated enough to gain council with one of the Houselords." 

He turned slightly to the side to where he faced the other two while Kell remained at his side. 

"This may be above your calling."

"That just makes it all the more important to retrieve it," Darrion objected. "If I understood that right, what you're saying is this could result in a war breaking out between the Houses, is that true?"

"Perhaps," Aladorn said. "It's more likely to affect the Trials two years out. If there is an unreached controversy affecting relations, the Houselords could delay them, and the process of ascension as a result. And one of the Houses which could advocate to stall them out would be the one offended by the crime of theft, who is also the current ruling House."

"And then what?" Rosha asked.

"Rumors," Kell said. "That the Lord of the Realms is hoarding power under a paltry excuse. A Prince's scepter going missing is a personal offense but not a crime that should stop the world. If they relent to bandits, they will seem weak and easily deposed. If they remain adamant against the notion of crime, they will seem too flimsy and easily offended. The game is rigged against them no matter what action. If the scepter is gone, Grannitewatch will shoulder the world's blame for any action they take. Such is the pains of royalty, to know the right answer is always wrong."

"Well said," Aladorn said, as he fully took her side. "Now, as the group wizard, and therefore most well-read and wisest of us all, I would suggest we take the lead of Lady Kell here and depart out the secret exit. We can leave down the path and open it up so the guards may try their best and leave the fate of the world to the hands of those who can actually guide it."

"First," Kell said, "I have to retrieve my things." 

Aladorn immediately returned to facing away from her beside Darrion. 

"She wants to stay!" he exclaimed. 

"Look," Darrion began, "there's more at stake here than I realized. I can admit I was blinded by opportunity and my own purposes, but I won't refuse the call to a greater good if I can help it."

"The greater good," Kell said, "always gets the most people killed."

"Then a more salient good," he said, fishing deep for a word he'd heard before that might fit. "And it's likely all your things are in the same place as the treasure we're after. We may as well work together up to that point. As long as we leave with the scepter, we'll help you escape, and leave a good word for your name if you ever need it."

"Are you sure?" Kell asked, seductively. She got up close and pressed herself against Darrion, who stood too shocked to resist it. A life of being coddled by elderly women or throttled by his aunt made him selectively sensitive to the closeness of a woman like her. Though she was physically imposing, up close, he saw she was also beautiful. 

"I could just steal it from you once we find it."

A shining piece of metal slowly descended between their faces. Rosha held her spear with careful control in the air between them and slowly pushed it toward Kell's face. 

"I'm sorry to do that," she said, "but I'd really rather not kill anyone. If I can help it." 

She withdrew her spear and aimed it down at one of the groaning guards. They all dropped their own personal misconceptions and notions to wrap up the guards and gag them as fast as possible. 

While working together, Kell continued her morose expression into nothingness, and when the guards were all bound up, and she had a knife in each hand, she stood up and sighed with relent in her voice. 

"Fine," she said. "If you're so confident, then you can get yourselves killed. I'll help you, but only up to the point where it seems like you may still succeed."

"Thank you," Darrion said. 

The group all concluded their minds together and united for their goal. Deep within the taken fortress, they gathered their strength and their courage to plunder from the plunderers and end whatever war there was worth beginning.
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THE NIGHT WENT DEEP, and the sky was dark with clouds. Down in the fortress yard, the bandits held a light, noiseless revelry. Their gathering had all the same energy as the day after a harvest, where a town of hard and honest workers would band together to get the last of the hardest work done and haul loads of freshly grown crops to the town storehouse.

But there were no farmers, current or former, working in the bandit camp. They were brigands and outlaws and men of fortune. Instead of whittling away their lives with idle work and family matters, they practiced violence as their trade and plundering as their sport. Each and every bandit in the fortress was armed. Some had hatchets blunted from woodcutting or pickaxes, but none were armed for work or toil. They only wore things on their belts or across their backs for battle.

Up in the keep, the leaders of the camp kept themselves away from their own employed riffraff below in the fanciest lodgings. The highest room of the keep was meant for a general or a king, though it had been long since unfurnished. Instead, they kept it as a storehouse for their more luxurious goods, including rugs and blankets fashioned into a saggy throne that the bandit leader sat on. 

He was a huge man, with an incredibly strong chest and a thick gut. He had the look of a fieldman, one who could rival an ox in plowing strength with his arms alone. He was all strength, but with his level gaze and stern expression, his face spoke of patience and thoughtful concern. Those among him were his lieutenants, ones good with money, and with clean appearances. Negotiators and speakers for the outsourced work they did.

"Has it started yet?" he asked. 

One of his men took out a spyglass and poked it through one of the rampart windows in the room. He gazed off into the night, but his view was obstructed by smoke. 

"I'll check and report back," he said. 

The leader sighed a deep, grumbling sigh and slid forward on his pelt throne to a table where a line of documents was prepared. 

"They mock me with this," he said. He picked one up and turned it around. "They send so many words to a man who cannot read."

"Does anything else confuse you?" a woman asked. 

She was the most austere of them all, and hardly a bandit by any definition. She was elegant and composed, not strong but did not seem misplaced. She wore dark clothing with a feathery hem, Raven-black from end to end, and had bright auburn hair tied back in a braid that was slightly loosened from the wear of days. 

"If you'd like, I can read through it again."

"The plan is sound," he said, "and the payment is fine. I know what games these royal men play. Can you admit that they sent you for no better reason than to play a nurse or nanny to a man like me?"

"I apologize," she said with a courteous, trained bow, "that my presence has upset you, Edrich of Firstmond." 

Edrich leaned back again with his anger quelled. 

"No, no," he said. "I meant no ill will toward you. Once our part ends, these lands will be abandoned for some time. I worry about the future."

"That is because," one of his men said as he ordered a rack of weapons, "you are our Lord, sire. You're the only one who does. The rest of the men, myself included more often than not, aren't convinced that we will have a tomorrow. They have to live now, or else, when?"

"Well," Edrich said with a wide, toothy smile, "that's what makes them so good at their job. If everyone worried about when they're going to die, like me, no one would take the best risks to bring in the most money."

He and the lieutenant laughed, and the lady of Ravenmere laughed with them, although very stiff and flat. The scout returned in with his spyglass in hand to the uproar with a concerned look on his face.

"Well?" Edrich asked. "Has it begun?"

"Seems so," he replied. "I saw the signals from the city."

"Good," Eldrich said. He looked around and sighed once more, with comfort. "Then we ride this out together."

"Just like always," the orderly bandit smirked.

Unknown to them, they were already besieged in a silent, subversive way. Underneath the Bandit Lord's feet, many floors down in the main keep, two guards were taken out from behind, one strangled and the other stunned with a stiff hilt to the head, and were dragged away to unseen imprisonment. 

The unbound infiltrators, led by Darrion and Aladorn with the map in their possession, wound their way through the architecture and took to secret avenues to avoid the open halls. The fortress had many hidden alcoves and places where torchlight wouldn't reach, hiding places for ambushes to set up in case invaders stormed it to gain some small advantage. 

Those safe ways became their lifeline. They entered from the hold of the prison and were already within the main keep. 

"Here," Aladorn pointed. "We're right about here now."

"Okay," Darrion whispered. "The vault should be underneath us, then."

"It's two floors down," Kell said. "They blindfolded me when they took me out, but I counted their steps and kept myself aware of the direction their plodding feet carried me. They thought far enough ahead to take me on a winding tour of this place, even outside, before we reached the prison."

"That's awful," Rosha hushed. "How do we fight off smart bandits?"

Darrion turned to Aladorn. 

"Are you still able to do some magic?" 

Aladorn rolled his eyes.

"If I have to, yes, but there are drawbacks. I can't just make fire appear at will all the time, forever."

"But what about sparks?" Darrion asked. "Small flames?"

"That's not hard," Aladorn proudly admitted. He moved his fingers together to snap them, but Darrion shielded them with his hand. 

"Not yet," he said. "If they're intent on staying, they'll have a stockpile for their food. Even if they hunted all day and night, they couldn't feed the whole fort with the means from the woods."

"Yes, they do," Kell said. "They're stocked up well. Their foreign hands are keeping them supplied."

"I was among those supplies," Aladorn said, "but they didn't let me in to see where they went."

"Then we light it on fire," Darrion said. "They'll have something dry in there that can catch or lumber for repairs to the gate and interior halls. Once that's burning, they'll be too distracted to stay watch over any single part of the fortress, and we can move more freely."

"And in the end," Kell said, "you still plan to have this happen without anyone dying? Fire kills people just as easily as a blade."

"If they're as smart as they seem," Darrion said, "they'll have to abandon the stockpile if they’re smart. Or risk their necks putting out a fire."

"What about starvation?" she asked, more grimly. 

Darrion hadn't fully thought his plan out. If it did work, and they could stall the bandits out with famine, they would inevitably suffer from it. He knew what it was like to be hungry, but his starvation was often vindictively done, bed without supper as punishment for his own judged actions.

"They'll be fine," he said, dismissing the concern. "And what do you care if they are forced out of their stolen home or not?"

"What's the nearest place where they can get food from here?" she asked. "Can you walk it in a day?" 

"Oldrum isn’t much more than a day’s journey," Rosha said. "Especially if they use the road."

Kell shrugged.

“Then maybe they won’t starve. They’ll just be arrested and tried and potentially hanged.”

“Justice,” Darrion replied with his arms folded in front of him.

"A fire by any other means," Aladorn added, "is just as frightening. I'm not against it, and I even have a much better way of doing it that will amaze you to see."

"Then let's head up," Darrion said. 

Kell looked pensive. 

"To find a vantage point," he clarified.

"Up is where the leaders are," she said. 

She saw wheels turning in Darrion's head, a new plan with a new target, and she immediately grabbed his wrist with a tight hold. 

"Edrich of Firstmond leads these men."

"All right," Aladorn said. 

He seemed out of the loop, for just once. Kell released Darrion's hand and looked them over before she began. Then, she paused. Her ears perked. The rest of them gave her their full attention, and she slipped away to hide. The rest followed, and all found a place in the dark to not be seen.

Two guards came from a floor above, slowly and quietly, with their weapons holstered on their belts. One grunted out a relieved sigh from a greasy swelling in his chest.

"I think I ate too much," he complained.

"Those days'll be over soon," the other said. "If'n the next wagon doesn't roll in, we'll all be starving ourselves an extra day at a time just to get by."

"There are deer out in the forest, though," the first, lumbering one said.

"There are bears," the smaller one snapped back. 

They passed by one of the deep folds in the wall, an angular nook where Kell stood waiting. She started to edge herself out with her knives primed and ready but saw Darrion peeking out to watch her.

"At least we can starve out the girl first," the bigger one said as they faded away. 

"We can tell the boys down there about it," the lanky one mocked. "We can eat our meals from now on in front of her together. Make her squirm!" 

They both traded different laughs at their own cruelty as they faded off away from the keep toward the prison.

The group retreated from their hiding and rejoined in the center of the hall, all sharing the same concern. Those guards were headed for the prison, a place where four guards were resting without a single prisoner to guard. 

"Whatever we plan," Kell said, "we need to do it now."

"All right then," Aladorn said. "Let's start a bonfire."
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Chapter 15
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THE NIGHT PRESSED ON. The hour of rest finally approached. Even bandits had to sleep. But bandits also had to eat, and in a forest fortress, they had to have a place to store their wares and living means for later use. Even a society of criminals and villains had to have the same order and conduct as a social power by the decent, lawful people the fort was initially built to protect. Naturally, it had dry storage, and according to the blueprints, it was across the yard in a detached keep built halfway into the cliffside walls. 

The party had made their way up several floors in search of the supply room and a good view of the keep below. Aladorn and Darrion were the most invested while Rosha kept watch over the stairway, leaning just into sight with her spear butt at the ready, which left Kell to take to her own duties and peruse anything liftable in the room they occupied. Just a few floors up was the Bandit Lord and his fearsome posse, but they were on a still empty floor full of random things left behind from the last time the fort was abandoned.

"No windows," Aladorn sighed. "Just a door."

"Around the corner," Darrion said, pointing carefully to not protrude his hand out the open window, "are stable doors. Can you light those from here?"

"Not this way," Aladorn said. "The brighter and hotter the flame, the closer it must stay to me. But, suppose that a wandering spark could flutter in, like a firefly, and as the name suggests but does not imply to reality, it sat itself upon a bed of hay for the mares and caught it outright?"

Darrion paused and turned to Rosha. She was only half listening and perked up when she heard the word mares. 

"If there are horses, there's hay," she said. "It'd be strange not to have them, I think."

"Kell," Darrion called in the loudest whisper he could. 

She was across the room, looking through an assortment of all kinds of things for her belongings. Old tabards and tunics that were left to rot, documents and diaries and standards of the old rulers of the keep from ages past. All valuables with value lost from years of mildew, mold, and rot. She heard Darrion’s second call and came to them.

"Are there horses?" Darrion asked.

"Is there hay?" Aladorn asked, more directly.

"In the stockpile?" she said. "There could be."

"I imagine you didn't see inside," Aladorn said, "to guide me. I'm going to be reaching my hand around a door to find something on the other side without looking if that metaphor fits your vernacular well enough."

She sighed. She turned to the arrangement of dusty old cloth and paper things in the room and turned back with her eyes wide with an idea. No other part of her face would move but her eyes over emotion, so neither man knew what she thought when she glared at them.

"You just need a fire, right?" she asked. She pointed to the things in the room. They both got her idea immediately, though they had mixed reactions. Darrion was excited but worried, and Aladorn was disappointed. 

"But the firefly magic," he quietly whined. "I wanted to do...." 

"That will alert the Bandit Lord above immediately," Darrion said. "There are two ways out of the keep from up there, not just this stairway but another that reaches to the split-level floors."

"We can carry them down," Kell said. "Line both stairways."

"We'll easily be caught in this," Darrion said.

Kell turned to Rosha. 

"I haven't seen anyone with a spear in here," she said. "The only one who's a threat to her is the Bandit Lord for his natural reach and strength. But even the tallest, strongest man will fall to a blade in his side."

"I'd rather not," Rosha said. She clutched her spear, blade down, close to her chest. Kell sighed with disappointment.

"There is a fair chance to make this work," Aladorn said. "Not by bussing a whole load of laundry down the stairs together, but in carefully collected amounts. That I could deal with."

"Small fires?" Darrion asked. "Just at the foot of the stairs. That may yet work. But then the bandits will all gather inside here. Our escape will be more difficult. If we light the stockpile -."

"We light that after," Aladorn said. "I can handle a few small flames easily. It's the great summonings of roaring fire that exhaust me the most."

"So no matter what," Kell said, "we're lighting the stockpile on fire?"

"Oh, a pox on these bandits," Aladorn said, "and their miscreant ways. They can stand to lose the weight, if not with honest work than with honest punishment."

"Okay," Darrion said. "Okay, let's go."

"The way's still clear," Rosha said. 

Darrion and Kell gathered up big handfuls of trash, using the most intact and driest cloaks and garments as sacks to hold the books and scrolls inside. Darrion saw symbols on them he didn't recognize, crests of minor Houses that were never brought up before, but did not care to salvage them. They had uses, and that use would lead to their destruction.

Rosha charged down the stairs, spearhead first, just in case a blind turn led to a passing patrolman they weren't expecting. Their hustle remained undetected and quiet all the way to the bottom. Darrion unloaded his items at the top of the stairs going up to the first half-floor. High enough for the smoke and flames to rise straight up and too far to be handled from below with ease. 

Aladorn cupped his hands and whispered into them. Then a bright green glow came to life between his palms. He lifted it up and gave it a gentle blow to send it on his way. It passed close to Darrion's face. He could feel the impressive heat it radiated, a true firefly, as it reached up and settled on the pile.

"I can set it off from afar," Aladorn said. "Once we have the second bundle in place, and once we're safely away from the keep, we'll begin."

"What if someone finds the trap," Rosha said, "before then?"

"It'll go off anyway," Aladorn said. "They're very finicky things." 

They hurried around the long, rounded corner to the other stairwell that led up along the inner curve of the keep. Two stairways spiraled up, and both ended at the peak of the keep made into the Lord's hold, but they stopped at different floors. Half the floors could only be accessed by one staircase and the rest by the other.

The unique design was made to confuse invaders, protect those within, and spread the quartered soldiers ineffective positions so they would not crowd a single stairway when entering or exiting the keep to do their jobs. It became their unintentional undoing. They boarded up the other stairs the same way, and Aladorn let a second firefly land on it before they started to run for the nearest secret exit.

"What's that?" someone called from above. 

The floor above them was turned into a makeshift barracks, and not all the bandits had the mind to sleep at night. 

"Is that a lightning bug?"

"No," Aladorn growled to himself, "it's a firefly." 

"What's all this garbage here?" another shouted. "Somebody’s been slacking! Kick it off!"

"Uh-oh," Aladorn said. 

A light blast was triggered, then another further away, as the fireflies both erupted with their full heat and caught the piles of tinder aflame with a burst from the dust that hung overhead.

"Out we go," Aladorn exclaimed. 

He and Darrion led the group to a hidden path through a side entrance that laid around a blind corner. The first step was underway, and their timeline had shrunk considerably. Once they reached the outside, they could hear shouts coming from the walls of the high keep.

"There's a fire!" someone called out. "Fire in the castle!"

The screams were faint overhead but still audible. The tired and the drunk who slept outside, neglecting their patrols, were slowly stirred awake by the frenzied noise above and looked up for signs of fire from the panicked men indoors. Some looked at their own self-made campfires that had long since gone out as if they could have been the true source.

All eyes were on the keep while none remained to watch the stock room. The party of self-proclaimed heroes opened the doors and beheld the splendor of the edible plunder the bandits kept. It was all neatly organized from perishables to preserves, and the floor was lined with barrels for meads and ales and bundles for hay.

"Let's just make sure this takes," Aladorn said. 

He rubbed his hands together, cupped them open, and gave a strong, steady blow. Fireflies fanned out in a flickering, hot cloud that spread around and clustered mostly by the dried-out hay bales. Aladorn glared with hot anticipation as Darrion worked the lever-lock from the inside to close once they shut the doors. 

They heard the bar settle into place from outside, and then Aladorn clapped his hands together. The burst was a mighty explosion. Whatever was bagged would be on the ground. Whatever was meant to be contained would be pouring out, and whatever could catch fire would without question. 

"Fireflies," Aladorn said, shaking his head at the guard’s words. "What lightning strikes indoors?"

"Yeah, yeah. Very nice," Kell said, quickly dismissing his arrogant taunt. It offended him, and he looked at her with wide, jealous eyes. 

"Calm your spirit, and let us hide again."

"We're almost there," Darrion said. They re-entered the keep from the same hidden door and stayed unseen. Once the commotion shifted exclusively outside, they would take what they needed and be on their way out.
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Chapter 16
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THE BANDITS WERE HAVING trouble in their pilfered dormitory. The long stairs up to the split story of the keep they kept as their barracks were blocked by a sudden burst of fire. The smoke choked and gagged them as the stench of decades of mold combined with the burning to produce thick smoke and a hot, fast flame that ate the garments and pages with vigor.

"Cover it!" a bandit shouted. "Cover the fire! It'll snuff out!"

"With what!?" another shouted. "All our beds are made of hay! Cover it with hay!?"

There were no beds to speak of but piles all over the floor. A rare few had sheets laid over them that were flimsy and thin enough that the hay itself poked through in pinholes all over. 

"Getcher clothes and smack it!" another bandit called out. "You don't need to cover it up all at once, just smack it down."

"Stand back!" a bandit yelled. 

He came forward with a heavy war ax and dropped it with a roaring grunt into the flames. The fire kicked back and turned him away so hard he let go of his weapon, and it fell in a dangerous clatter down the stairs. At the bottom of the stairway, bandits dove away to avoid the dangerous object and the trail of burnt up debris that followed it.

"Are you daft!?" someone from below shouted. "You nearly killed someone!"

"I was trying to kill the fire!" the strongman brute shouted back.

"You may as well lie on it yourself and let it waste itself on your thick arse and hide!"

"Don't yell at me!" the brute shouted back. He stomped away, frustrated and ashamed, and leaned his head against the wall.

"Hold on," a slovenly, shifting drunkard said. "I've got this. Everyone what needs to pee, gather 'round."

"Good luck with that," the first responding bandit said. 

He moved away from the inevitable mess and walked back to the round of windows on their story to lookout. They overlooked the main courtyard with the full pan of view from one end to the other. It was a defensive fortification not meant to be slept in, even at wartimes, but had long, narrow windows to fire arrows from. 

Most of the windows were boarded up or leaned-to with simple wood planks to keep the draft out, but a few were still open as the men in heavy clothing who refused to leave it off in bed enjoyed the chill of the night air around them. From one of those windows, he saw a curious sight outside, a thin veil of smoke was lifting from the door to the storehouse. 

"Hey," he muttered. 

He turned back and saw the chaos of men trying to piss out the fire together, with one drunkenly humming a song, the strong man rubbing his head against the wall muttering to himself, and the rest all just lying in wait for the situation to be over to avoid responsibility. 

"Hey!" he shouted again.

"What?" someone called back.

"Something's up with the storehouse outside," he said. 

One of the bandits stood up. He looked the room over with intensity. 

"A fire here," he said, then pointed to the window, "a fire there? Could be fire anywhere! I have to tell the boss!"

He ran up the stairs, straight into the plume of smoke, and hacked and coughed his way up the long spiral stair until eventually, he outran the rank cloud of burning rot. There was nowhere for it to go but up to the peak. The stairs they ascended were built on the inside of the keep's central tower core. 

He burst through to the top and tackled his way into the Lord's room. 

"Edrich! Ed, we've got..."

He was stopped immediately by a blade to his throat. The lady in the Raven coat held her wrist up to him to stop him, and a tiny dagger blade stuck out from the fuzz and feathers of her cuff. The bandit was utterly frozen and glanced over to her. She had a cold, unfeeling stare in her eyes. She wasn't even alarmed. 

"Hold on," Edrich said. 

He stood up and walked over. She lowered her arm, and the man fell like he was being held upright by her very threat. 

"What's the deal, here? I told you, boys, get some rest."

Edrich sniffed the air that the man had brought in with him. It reeked of smoke and mold.

“What’s that smell?” he snarled.

"Fire," the man sputtered. "Fire... Fire on the stairs! Fire - fire in the courtyard! Fire at the stockpile! We're on fire! The keeps is on fire! We're burning! Burning alive!" 

With each word, he forot his fear of the woman’s dagger and remembered his fear of the flames. At the end, he was screaming hysterically. Edrich grabbed the man by the shoulder and smacked him with an open hand. His voice trailed off into quiet, shaking breaths.

"What are the men doing?" he asked. At that moment, another pair came up from the other direction, in less of a hurry, but with some degree of urgency.

"Lord Edrich," one said. The lanky man with his gluttonous sidekick stepped into the light. "I've got some bad news."

"Fire down there too?" he asked.

"Yeah," he said. "We were up a floor when it happened. Saw some kind of glow, didn't want to check it out before consulting you, then it erupted."

"Is it flashfire?" Edrich asked. "Blasting powder? What is it?"

"I heard some talking a floor down," the man said, "thought nothing of it, but if they planted this to trap us, then I suppose it's sabotage."

Edrich gritted his teeth together tightly, enough that the grinding sound was heard by all around, a stony, screeching noise that filled the room. 

"The girl," he growled like a mad, throaty dog. 

"The plan," the lady spoke, "does not require her to be fulfilled. If it alleviates undue stress, she can be dispatched at this time."

"How did she get out?" Edrich demanded. How did she pull this off?"

"Lord," the composed bandit said, "I heard more than one voice. I think she had help."

"Traitors?" Edrich asked.

"Or," the suave lieutenant said, "infiltrators. That wandering wizard from earlier, he might have been a friend of hers."

"I'll drag them all up to the roof," Edrich roared with a vengeance, "and throw them off myself!"

His voice was so loud, so powerful, and so commanding that it reached down the keep to the lower floors. In one place, the fire was lessened after a liter of piss was drained onto it by thoughtless drunkards. 

At the other end, the fire worsened, and men were using their weapons to gingerly spread it out after the ones above where the fire reached had the gross misconception to use the very same cloth and pages that caused it to smother it. 

One side, far more populated than the other, emptied out down the stairs and all ran out together into the courtyard. They had a new and far worse problem to handle, out of one fire and into another. The stockpile was an inferno of flames and was locked from the inside, to boot. The first to arrive learned that the hard way and bruised their shoulders trying to open it up.

"It's jammed!" one of them shouted. "We've got to break it down!"

"Why!?" another called out. "The fire'll just spread out here then!"

"We'll catch the whole forest up!" another called out. "The food's all gone by now anway."

The bandits were in total disarray. Nothing was going right for them, and no one was around to help. Their most important leaders were up on the highest floor of the keep, in the worst possible place as the smoke continued to plume up slowly. It leaked out of the windows on the way from the outside stairwell, but the lower floor inside of the tower was rapidly filled with fumes and thick smoke.

The bandits were, in effect, defeated. They would fight anyone or anything they saw in an instant that could have caused their horrible predicament, but they were too busy trying to fix their problems to properly direct their hatred. On top of it all, the guards from the prison returned to it all with their own problem unacknowledged.

"The girl escaped!" the nasty, lanky guard shouted. "She's gone! She -." 

He ran up to see the sight of the fire building and spreading as the bandits kept throwing up weapons attached to chains to drag it all down and widen the fire out along the whole stairs. 

"Who escaped?" someone shouted. "The girl?"

"The - yeh - what the hell's happened here!?"

"Help!" another voice called from around the corner. "The stockpile's on fire!"

"What're we supposed to do about that?" the lanky guardsman asked. "We've got four men untended to and tied up in the prison together and a missing traitor what should be hanging from her arms by now!"

"MOVE!"

A great, thunderous voice shook through the hall above. Edrich charged down the stairs one leaping step at a time and ran over the burning path to the bottom of the stairs. Those in his way who didn't throw themselves out of his way were tossed aside when he hit them. He was Edrich the Boulder, Lord of Firstmond, the Mountain Clan. 

He kept running around the long hall and toward the gate to the courtyard. Each long stomp extinguished more of the flames against his thick hide trousers until he was a steaming blur of muscles and motion that raced for the open yard. The bandits saw him going and rallied to join him from the other floor, while those trapped behind the fire were emboldened to hop down the burning steps without catching fire to give chase.

The whole bandit legion was bound for the outdoors. One by one, hollering voices, cheering and jeering, ran out into the night with the fires half dealt with and mostly removed from their immediate vicinity. All that was left was the fire in the stock house.

The keep was empty, and the thieves moved out at last.
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Chapter 17
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DARRION, ALADORN, ROSHA, and Kell re-entered the hall. The smell of men and the stench of urine was the first thing they noticed as they made their way around the central pillar of the keep tower again. 

"Gah," Kell scoffed, "what did they do?"

"Pissed on my flames," Aladorn said. He shook his head and huffed. "What a hideous, terrible lot. I hope the fire in the stockpile eats the flesh from their faces and leaves them with no eyes to see their ugly, brutal world again.”

"Aladorn," Rosha said, with concern. The wizard sighed and tried to compose himself past his impatient attitude. He held up his hand and summoned a tiny flame into it.

"When one wields fire," he said, "as I do, the bond of empathy grown with the spirits who I summon affects me as they pass through my spirit to connect with my body and create flames. Fire spirits, specifically, are angsty, antsy, and angry most of the time. Using magic makes me imitate their same demeanor. The more I use my power in a day, the angrier I become. So, I'm sorry if my want to see these criminals and outlaws who have no rights and deserve no pity die cruelly under just circumstances has offended you. I didn't mean it. Mostly."

"Okay," Darrion said. "Let's focus, then. The entrance to the vault, Kell, where is it?"

"Where?" she repeated. "You're asking me?"

"You were caught there," Darrion said. She looked at him curiously. Her eyes seemed to see through him all over again, and when he noticed, she turned away and nodded.

"I thought you'd forgotten," she said. "It was open when I first found it, but it should be around here." 

She paced around the central column with her hand pressed against the wall the whole way. Aladorn and Darrion mimicked her while Rosha kept a watch behind them. Rosha nudged her back against the wall. The stress of their invasion and the chaos caused by their plan put her off balance a bit.

Her back pressed into a loose stone, and once it was set in place, the whole wall seemed to peel away as it swung in like a great barn door. She stumbled back and nearly fell but caught herself on the wall with her spear. The others turned around, and Kell approached the hole.

"Oh. There it is," she said casually. 

She entered first, followed by Aladorn, then Darrion and Rosha to keep up the rear. They left it open, hoping their plundering would be swift enough not to need to hide themselves. The way in was dark and unlit. Aladorn provided a small flame and held it so they could all see. Th act made Darrion worry that his attitude might continue to spiral out of his control.

They descended down a very steep set of wooden stairs carved and hewn into the face of a narrow rock tunnel that led straight down. The sides of the cave wall were smooth to the touch, which bode unwell for their collective balance on the thin and rickety walkway to the pit of splendor below.

"We should check the map once we reach the bottom," Darrion said, "for a way out other than up."

"I read through it already," Aladorn said. "All the secrets are ones we've already explored. There was no mention of the cave, aside from the architects' notes, to carefully avoid it. None about traveling down it."

"It must be a secret," Kell said, "even among the secret keepers."

"I just hope the scepter hasn't rusted to pieces by now," Aladorn said, frustration growing in his voice. "Or been stolen thrice-over by rats into a narrow hole in the..."

"Here," Kell said. 

She picked a torch up off the ground and shook it dry. Aladorn lit it, then let his magic fire die and shook himself. 

“My thanks,” he said.

They proceeded without his aid into a room with a low-hanging ceiling. All across, in sight everywhere, the group saw trinkets of gold and silver, chests full of coins and bags stuffed with fineries. It was a true, veritable treasure trove.

"There!" Darrion exclaimed quietly. 

He pointed to the scepter, unmistakable and distinct, set apart from the pile on a far side. He and Rosha clambered forward to retrieved it and spoke in hushed, excited tones.

"This is it, I'm certain," Darrion said. "That thief charged at me with this in their hand and made it flash bright white."

"Could be enchanted," Aladorn said. "It's a rare occurrence, but if anything would be, a royal heirloom would be my first guess." 

He looked over to Kell to see if she would confirm or deny it, but she was turned away from all of them. She stood in a crouch facing the wall, looking at nothing. 

"Kell," Darrion said. He held the scepter under his arm, completely negating its royal image. 

"Are your things here? What you're looking for?" 

She turned with her eyes widened a bit more. She seemed to be more accepting of his help but still looked away, ashamed to see him in the torchlight.

"It's a leather set of armor," she said. "With thin metal plating underneath. A bodice, chaps over leggings, boots, and gloves. And two long knives."

"All right," Darrion said. 

He gladly began looking while keeping a hold on the scepter under his arm. Meanwhile, Aladorn stood watch, not over the entrance of the hole far above, but on Kell, who in his cynical turn of forced emotion, he decided he absolutely could not trust any longer. She hid too much and said too little. 

"Is this it?" Rosha asked. 

She used her spear in the cramped space to hook the flange onto a leather cuirass built to form around her figure that was unclamped and untied but for the straps over the shoulder pads. 

"There it is," Kell said. She crawled over and took it. Darrion took the torch from her and held it up, enduring the heat with a quick sweat, while he watched Kell essentially change clothes. She didn't take anything off, but just putting her things on forced his attention.

Rosha ducked her way out and stood with Aladorn at the bottom of the long climb. 

"Well," she asked, "now what?"

"Well, now we leave," Aladorn said, "Presuming, of course, we have the chance."

"Which way is closest?" she asked.

"Hmm, the prison again," Aladorn said. He winced at the sudden reminder of thought of what that meant for them. "The prison again." 

"It's just one last walk through the manure," Rosha said. "Comes with the job for most."

"Human manure and horse manure are very different," he said. "Both are intolerable to smell, but only one can be used on a farm."

"Well," she said, voicing a point better left unspoken. "I'm going to watch the entrance."

"Be careful you don't hurt anybody," Aladorn mocked. It was gentle and slightly sarcastic. 

She walked up the narrow way with her spear aimed up and out the middle of the narrow spiral. Below, Kell was fully equipped in her dark leather armor, top to bottom dark with metal covering her joints. Fully practical and regally made armor, though not for a thief.

"D-does it fit well?" Darrion asked. She glanced at him and grunted affirmatively.

"Good," he said. "Great. Well, let's leave then. We came in through a secret way in the prison. It should still be the easiest route out."

"Can we fill it with fire?" Kell asked.

"It's full of worse stuff than fire," Aladorn said.

The three were just ready to depart when Rosha reached the top to wait for them and heard someone approaching. The door was still open, and the opening into the cave was exposed. She panicked, uncertain of what to do, and hid around the corner in a small unseen alcove opposite the cave stairs.

A bandit poked his head in and looked to the hole curiously. The fire from below was casting a glowing orange light from below. He approached to look down, and Rosha came up behind him, aiming the butt of her spear at him carefully.

"Hey," another voice, from the secret wall entrance, one who saw his bandit friend enter without joining him immediately. 

Their volume scared Rosha into a brief, high squeak, and she jumped forward. Her spear butt nudged into the man's back, startling him off balance, and he fell.

The man tumbled into the stairs chest first, then slipped down and fell headfirst toward the bottom. He hit his back and sides and legs and arms all the way down, slowing only slightly as he got pummeled and landed, broken, on the floor stories below, barely alive and quickly dying.

Aladorn looked up and saw Rosha staring down in shock. He threw out his hands and shook his head at her. She was mortified. Even if it was the right thing to protect her friends, she didn't want to succeed with such a grim fatality. She didn't want to kill anyone. She wasn't ready.

"Hey!" the door-hanger shouted. 

He saw it all and prepared to charge. Rosha's panicked and acted before she could consider any other alternative. She turned with the tip aimed his way and warded him off with a quick little prod of fear. He came at her, one careful step at a time, and she backed away until she was touching the stairs.

"I don't want to!" she shouted. 

She lunged the spear. The man caught the shaft just under the blade and pushed it away, but the protruding flange beneath still scraped and cut into him. He winced and jerked the spear around. 

Rosha panicked again, stepped back, and leaned in. Her spear was aimed downward, and she stabbed him in the height of his leg, just close enough that anything more would have been a wound where death would be preferred. He fell down, doubled over in pain, and held both hands around his leg.

"Invaders!" he shouted. "Get the boss! Get the boys! I found them! They're making off with our goods!!"

She struck again, whirling the butt of the spear into his face. He grunted in pain as his yelling came to an abrupt end.

Her eyes were wide as she looked down on the bleeding guard, moaning in pain and the realization of what she had done sank deep into her bones.

The rest of Rosha's party reached the top, led by Darrion, who had the scepter slung across his back, tied up with a valuable and sturdy silken treasure scarf. He took one look at the scene and put his hands around her shoulder. She winced at his touch, but didn’t move. She still held the spear pointed at the guard.

"It's okay," he whispered. 

Rosha sniffled back a building sob. 

"This is okay. It's what we had to do."

"But I..." she turned.

"We," he repeated, looking in her eyes. "We did this. Now, we, all of us, are going to leave." 

Rosha was immediately calmed down. She nodded, and they both hopped past the bleeding man. Aladorn came up next and shook his head at the injured bandit.

"Not pleasant," he said, pointing behind him. 

Then up came Kell. She gave him no words, just a terrible look as the knives plunged toward his neck.
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Chapter 18
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THE FORTRESS WAS A bright beacon in the mountain. From far and wide, those roving the plains would be able to see it. The fire in the storehouse was massive and brilliant. Once the doors were knocked down and exploded off from the pressure escaping, the extent of the damage was evident to all who remained close by. The walls became so hot with flames that the masonry started to peel and give way. The ancient caulk and molding that kept the bricks in place were melting. A spiral tunnel of flames shot out from the doors as the fire sought the open air.

The bandit fortress was destroyed, and their chance for revenge was on its way out, fast. Darrion and his comrades ran through the keep to the prison. Many of the bandits had returned, however, and flooded the passages. The four guards they took out before were also up and enraged, holding clubs and axes to guard the prison with brutal combat. Their way was cut off, so they doubled back. 

"Where else?" Kell demanded.

"The servant entrance," Aladorn listed, "the pantry, and an old hanging line connecting the top of the keep to the mountain."

"That's no good," Darrion said. "Right, the servant entrance next." 

They rounded the walls. Kell took the lead, prepared to do what the others couldn't. Rosha had the spear reversed and held onto it strongly, making sure the bladed tip was behind her so she couldn't see the blood still on it. Darrion was in the middle of the group, protected from behind by Aladorn, who had claimed Kell's old stolen daggers. Darrion carried the scepter, the target of their royal errand. Its weight was more than he had anticipated.

Men came from around the corner in a rush, blocking off the hall to the servant's quarter, but not the stairs to the keep above. Their paths were numbered. The only other way out was to the courtyard just behind them.

"What now?" Darrion asked. Rosha had no answer. She was fixed on controlling her panic. Aladorn was nearing enragement and could only stay composed enough to keep the daggers held up to ward off the approaching bandits. Kell was the only one thinking straight, and she only had one answer.

"There are only five now," she said. "If we kill them now, we can advance."

"Right," Darrion said, uncertainly.

"You have to get used to it someday," Aladorn said. "Trust me. The guards of the capitals are the executioners of bandits like these. If that is your aim, then get used to it here."

"Rosha?" Darrion asked. She grunted back. "Are... Are you ready?" 

She looked at him and gave a single, strong nod. He didn't believe her. The look in her eyes said something different. He could feel it too. It was too early. They just weren't ready.

"Push through!" Darrion shouted. 

All four of them charged with Kell taking the first major lunge forward. Her blades found only flesh and skimmed across no armor, not even cloth. Necks were cut open, and blood poured from them. Those untouched were mortified for just a moment, and that was when they were attacked. 

Darrion's armor-breaker pierced cleanly through the flat of their simple sheet-mail. Rosha's spear smashed bluntly into the face of a bandit, knocking him over. Aladorn's daggers found a shallow hold in a man's chest, and then he lost his grip as the body fell away from him.

"Come on," Kell called. She ran for the small room, a weather room where servants wiped their feet and dried themselves off from the rain and otherwise were meant to stay unseen until they were prepared and properly ready to serve. Even as a distant outpost, it was built for eventual use, and those who would take to it would bring a castle's worth of people to aid their stay.

The bandits had used it as a storeroom for all sorts of things they didn't need, which cluttered up the space with broken boxes and busted shoes. Once the party was inside, Darrion tried toppling a stack of broken stools and chairs to the side to block the doorway. Kell left first, out into the side yard between the keep's inner wall and the face of the cliff behind it. The bandits tried to follow but were forced to kick away a mound of debris first, just as Darrion slipped from sight.

"We're losing them," Darrion exclaimed. "Just one more passage until we're out of the walls."

"Yes," Aladorn said.

"Where is it?" 

"Uh, it's," he traced his hands around and paused. 

He took the map back out and looked it over, then craned his head up with his eyes lightly shut and a pained expression slowly growing on his face. 

"Where?" Kell asked. 

"The storehouse," Aladorn said as he quietly stored the map once again. "The nearest besides that is the main gate."

The group was left somewhat demoralized. Rosha fell into the wall and leaned against it for safety. Kell tapped her foot and stared at Darrion. He saw her glaring and tried to look away. He got them all into the mess and had no way out. 

"They may still be looking for us," Darrion said. "Only one found us going through the servant exit, but most of them are inside."

"Yes," Aladorn said. "A veritable band of men, all armed and killing-ready, are storming an ancient fortress and closing in on us fast."

"So let's just," Darrion began, hoping not to sound dumb, "leave through the front. If they're all inside by now...."

"Sure," Aladorn said, throwing his hands up. "Sure! It's only a few steps between us and veritable doom. We might as well! Let's go!"

"Keep running," Kell instructed. 

They all ran together, with Rosha lagging a bit behind. The fire from the storehouse made the deep night darkness seem to disappear. The courtyard was all orange and yellow, like an early sunrise, and it was empty save for the ruins of the tent encampments left out in the open. 

"The gatehouse," Darrion said. 

He pointed to the door in the wall next to the massive double-doored swinging gate. 

"We can find a way to climb out faster than they can open the door and run into the woods."

"Fair plan," Aladorn admitted. 

They all kept running, with no mind to the keep behind them, focused only one what was in front. They ran past and ignored the many tents and shoddy gathered items across the yard. 

They didn't see Edrich the Boulder emerging from under a tarp, arms out and legs pumping forward until he was screaming and upon them. He caught all four of them in his plow-like motion and knocked them down in a heap. Rosha tumbled the furthest away and rolled with her spear. Aladorn, Kell, and Darrion all fell together, and the scepter was dislodged from its holster onto the floor. 

Edrich stood over them, hollering and barking like some great beast with his arms out and flexing. Kell stood up first and prepared to lunge, but he reached up and held her by the head. She tried to swing her blades into his arms, but they barely cut past his skin. 

"If only you'd listened," he growled as he lifted her. "If only you'd stuck to the plan." 

He squeezed on her skull until she dropped the knives and screamed out in pain.

"You left the wrong half of the job done."

Darrion sprung up quickly with his armor breaker drawn and lunged forward, the way he saw Kell do before in a deep squat to a horizontal jump. Edrich caught the blade. It went clean through his hand up to the hilt. He looked down at it with rage in his eyes. Anger had replaced pain.

"What's a boy doing here?" he asked mockingly. 

Then, another scream. Rosha came with her spear charging, blade forward. Edric threw Kell at her with an underhand toss. Rosha hopped to the side to avoid her, and she landed off behind them all. Edrich prepared himself to roar with battle fury and swung his mighty arms together to grab her spear with ram-like force.

Rosha dove. It looked like she tripped, but her move was intentional. She got the blade under and behind him, between his legs. Then, she jerked her body up suddenly, balancing on the front of her hips, and yanked the spear back with all she had. It caught on something and turned the huge bandit's attention downward. 

"Sorry about this!" Darrion shouted. 

He jumped up and yanked the spear up further. The flanges of the blade raked into his inner thigh. The move landed and worked. Edrich looked horrified for just a second, then dropped to his knees with his elbows buckling inward.

Rosha and Darrion twisted and forced the spear out and fell over from the force of their pull. They sat up and saw the huge man clutching his hands at his wound as it bled a great stain of red into his pants. He looked up with a mix of dread and anger but couldn't move.

He let out a yell of blind rage at the four youths who had taken everything from him. All his plans. His aspirations. All in one night of flames and blood.

"For what?" he yelled.

"For the scepter," Darrion said. "There will be no war, no tricks no...no strange games of war played on the footstep of our lands. We are its guards, its future, and we are enough to fell even a band of this strength together."

"No," he spat. "You helped her." 

Darrion was proud of that. He saw Edrich turn away, looking in Kell's direction, but she was gone. So was the scepter. 

"She stole it for us," Edrich continued. "She had to take the fall to the Ravenmere House... for..."

"As expected then," Aladorn said as he recovered. 

He saw what they did, only hearing up until then, and winced dramatically. 

"At least she was honest once. About being a thief, that is."

"You were right," Darrion said. His voice was lost, even more than the dying Bandit Lord, who began laughing with his last wheezing breaths. He pointed to the gatehouse, up above. 

"For that," he said. "It's already begun. A night of fires. It's so... it's such a pity."

"I don't like this," Aladorn said. "A dying man's laughter is a dreadful omen."

"Go and see," Edrich said. 

He began laughing, all air and no voice as he slowly tipped over. His body went sideways as the blood pooled into a thick morass around his hips. 

"Go up and see! A Red Night has fallen! The Red Knight has come!"

"Oh, Gods," Aladorn muttered. 

He made the break first and hiked up the stairs. At the top, he saw a hatch open to the ramparts of the wall where Kell fled. He caught just a glimpse of her running with the bright gold scepter in her arms before his eyes wandered further up and across the great plains.

Past a plain, rounded hill of forests, far in the distance but far enough to be seen, was Oldrum. Behind them, in the fortress, was fire. Far away, in the foothills and the pastures and the towering keep of the Prince itself, was more. Darrion and Rosha joined and looked on in horror as they saw the fires of Oldrum. 

Their home in flames and the scepter gone. With the Bandit Lord dead, their adventure had come to a horrible, early ending. 

All that was left was to go back home.

Empty handed into the ashes.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 19
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KELL RAN FULL SPEED through the woods away from the fort. The scepter was in her hands, and all the meaning behind it was left in the rising fires of the fort. The subterfuge, the plan, and her sacrifice were gone. She remained, and that's all that mattered. She had a long way to run to get out of the territory.

In her mind, she planned to head for Ravenmere nearby and make a course for Darkveil, but on foot, she'd surely succumb to either the bandits of the countryside or the pillaging forces her actions helped to rally. Before anything, she needed a steed, and by her own devilish luck, a group of them were stopped partway up the forest supply line path.

A covered wagon was stuck in the rough terrain of the forest. The driver and rider were trying to wrench it out and left their four-fold horses unattended. They were the supply runners for the base, already back with another shipment of goods, and seemed unaware that their destination was up in flames. Kell could barely see the glow ahead. The hills and the trees hid them well enough. The pillars of smoke all blended together in the dark night sky. 

"C'mon!" a man grunted. "C'mon, push it hard!" 

He and another man, both sturdy looking and strong for bandits, pushed down hard on a bar that was forced under the trapped wheel. The cart budged but didn't lift. 

"This is ridiculous! We're using this path. We may as well just pave it, damn it all!"

"You think the horses could help?" the rider asked. 

The cart driver looked at him hotly and shook his finger at him.

"Maybe," he said. 

They went around to the front just as Kell cut loose the last horse from the cart to strand them. She mounted it up and looked ahead to where the fort was. From atop the horse, a small tint of orange appeared in the sky. Her eyes saw the glow in the night somberly. Her face, hidden under a tugged-up mask, fell into a confused despair. 

"Hey!" the driver shouted. "Hey, get offa that horse!" 

Kell took the reins from the horse's mouth and guided it to turn their way and buck. The men stepped back from the horse's kicking legs, and one fell over. When she saw him fall, she saw Darrion. Their first meeting was the same, with her nearly killing him on horseback back in the stables of Oldrum, and yet he still saved her.

"HYAH!" Kell shouted. 

She held up the scepter and, through a hidden motion of willpower, summoned a bright flash of light. The other three horses fled toward the fort, up the hill along the rugged terrain while she sped off, down into the forest to reach the plains of Grannitewatch country. 

"Hey!" the rider shouted back. "What's with you!? What kind of bandit steals from bandits!?"

The two bandits were left with only their supplies halfway down the long hill trail. The horses, meanwhile, fled in the direction toward the towering fortress in the distance. The light grew brighter as they approached it until the full glow of fire behind stone walls entered their vision, and they went around to the main entrance. The horses knew the way inside from there.

At the front gate, facing toward the burning lights that speckled Oldrum in the distance, Darrion fell down from a window in the gatehouse and started running down the pat. 

"Hold on!" Aladorn called out. "You can't just run back!"

Darrion didn't stop to turn or reply. His hometown was burning, set upon by a grisly threat. He couldn't think of anything else. Not the betrayal. Not even his murder. Only the town. 

"I have to get there," he half-shouted. 

His breath started to outpace him. The adrenaline flowed in and out of him. Excitement surmounted his senses until it left him scrambling in the road on all fours and retching over the ground. 

Aladorn slowly scaled down the wall and retreated away just as Rosha started her leave. First, she tossed the spear outside and let it clatter against the ground, then she lowered herself and slipped the short drop onto her back. Aladorn rushed to her side and hovered over her, uncertainly, as she sputtered.

"Are you okay?" he asked. "Is your back broken?"

"I'm fine," she said. 

She reached up, and he strained himself to pull her up to her feet. 

"You can't seriously plan to run all the way back," Aladorn said. "It's - it's hours from here on foot, at least! At high speed at most, you might make it when the fires are all burned out, and the raid has moved on."

"What he said," Rosha began. She caught her breath and turned to Aladorn with serious eyes. "Did you hear what he said? About a Red Knight?"

"I'm afraid I did," Aladorn said. "If he's at all telling the truth, you may as well run in any direction but there. It's safer back inside this place than it is toward your home!"

"Then we have to get back," she said. "My family is there. Everyone we know is there."

"My dear," Aladorn said, with a hint of a charmful presence he'd never tried to put up before then, "if the Red Knight is there, all those people are gone."

Rosha protested with her eyes and pushed him away. She raced to grab her spear and turned to give Aladorn one last hot look of contempt but spotted something behind him first. She saw it before him, and when he saw her expression, he turned to look and was face to mouth with an unbound horse. Two more trotted up and faced the closed gate in confusion. They stomped their hooves and whinnied, balking at the situation. 

Rosha immediately took to one of the horses and offered it her hand. It nuzzled its nose against her palm and snorted on it. She looked in its eyes and remembered her family and the stable. There was still so much waiting for her at home, and when she saw the glow of fire behind the walls and the destruction just their actions alone had caused, she knew she could not wait.

"Can you ride?" she asked. Aladorn looked at the horse with timidity and shied away from it.

"I can," he said. "With a saddle and stirrups, and someone to follow."

"I can give you the one," Rosha said. 

She pulled herself up onto the horse's back and kept her spear close to her lap. She steered the horse with just her hands rubbing against its neck and turned it around to face down the hill. Aladorn got up on the horse with reins still in its mouth that dangled loosely around its underbite muzzle. 

"Go!" Rosha commanded. 

Her horse started trotting forward, and the other two followed. Aladorn braced himself flat against the horse's back as it bucked and wobbled. They gradually picked up speed into a light gallop. 

Darrion looked up and saw them coming. Without needing to ask, he started running down the hill close to the side of the unmounted horse. When it was close enough, he crouched down and jumped up high enough to grab its moving shoulders and hauled himself onto its back.

In that moment, he was glad his best friend was a stable hand with whom he had spent many days attempting such feats with far less at stake.

"The path!" Darrion shouted. "Down below! It could still be closed!"

"We can go around it," Rosha said. "Just try to keep me in sight. The horses will run together!"

"Can you make them run softer?" Aladorn asked as his body endured the bounding of the horse's bareback. 

They raced down the widened path until it was taken over by forest grass and underbrush. Rosha slowed the lead horse back down to a trot and navigated the tree line ahead to find the passage out into the plains again. 

Once they hit the open plains, they assembled behind Rosha's horse and paused as the horses started grazing in the night. Rosha patted her horse lightly to goad it on its way while the other two stopped behind it. 

"Rosha," Darrion called. "We have to go!"

"I know!" she cried back. She leaned down and whispered to the horse, "Please, please go. Please?"

"I thought you were a stable hand?" Aladorn asked, still prone on the back of his steed without balance or training. 

"Horses have their own minds," Rosha said. "Discipline only goes....so far...." 

She turned to Darrion. The words she spoke, words she learned from her upbringing, taught by her parents, felt truer to them both than to the horses. Darrion saw her fret and met it with determination.

"They also run if they get scared," he said. "Aladorn, can you make a loud sound, like blasting powder, with the effort you have left?"

"Funny thing about effort," Aladorn said. 

He sat himself up and fished around in the satchel pocket at his side for his draught of arcane liquid. 

"Wizards always talk about effort, to overcome the bad humors of the spirits they channel. And yet they hand these out freely." 

He sipped some down and capped the draught back up before turning his open palm behind them all. 

"A good wizard doesn't solve his inner problems," he said, "he just hides them." 

A cluster of bright fiery orbs scattered out from his hand a good distance away, then popped in bright, loud explosions behind them, barely strong enough to make the grass move but loud enough to spook the horses all into a sprint. Aladorn nearly fell off but managed to reach up and hold tight onto the grit of the horse's fur around its shoulders. In no time, they rounded the great hill that blocked their sight in the distance, still many lengths from Oldrum.

But from the plains between the hills in the rolling valleys of the western reaches of Grannitewatch, they could still see the inferno building as Oldrum succumbed to the flames.
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Chapter 20
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OLDRUM BURNED. FROM the small hamlet farm on the outskirts up the main and only road, splitting down the path to the castle, there was nothing but fire. What wasn't on fire had burned out and collapsed, leaving broken ruins. The castle stood unsigned, but heavily defended from within. The lights of incoming ruin spread throughout the halls in the palace and over the ramparts as the invading force reached the royal bulwark defending the throne within.

Knights in dark armor, dull and without luster, wielding heavy blades made for chopping through mail of all kinds, fought with the royal guards whose numbers dwindled and the remaining militia who evacuated their families to the stronghold past the walls. The gates were burned down. The entire hill they once called their home was a sea of red and orange like an evil sunrise that broke the quiet night hours before any such light should come.

Darrion and Rosha came up the hill on horseback until the horses couldn't bear the terrifying sight any longer. Even so, the beasts lasted longer than their riders. Rosha and Darrion were left in utter shock. The sight of their city in flames and ruined was terrible. No matter how desperate they had been to leave, they never wanted to see it like this.

Rosha cried silent tears, and Darrion's face drifted into a vacancy of all thought as he witnessed the destruction on all sides. Guards laid dead on the path to the castle. Regular citizens of Oldrum did, too.

"A Red Night," Aladorn repeated, following the warning of the bandit lord. "The Red Corsairs."

"This is the Red Knight?" Darrion asked. 

Aladorn was taken aback by it all. Whatever hot fury he had wound back and readied to lash out was thoroughly muted and done with. All that was left was terror and awe. 

"The stories didn't do justice to the... visceral truth."

A building collapsed up the road. Darrion knew exactly which one it was. It was the inn and tavern where his aunt and uncle presided. For a moment, he worried that they were inside. He flashed through his past, his absent mother and the stern hand, both front, and back, of auntie Gertie. The thought of her being gone, being vanquished under the red tide of war, hurt him more than he expected. 

The horses wouldn't go any further. They bucked and stomped in refusal. Rosha dismounted her horse and stroked it carefully while the other two got off in their own ways, with Aladorn risking a tumble to the ground. Once they were free, the horses turned to retreat. It seemed like the most immediately right thing to do. 

"Come on," Darrion said, "there might be some people still hiding. They'll need our help."

"Help with what?" Aladorn asked. "Do you know how to write a will? I thought you couldn't even read a blueprint without my help!"

Darrion turned with a burning in his eyes that looked hotter than the flames behind him. 

"To escape!" Darrion shouted. "Anyone we can, we should, and we must help them leave before the monsters finish pillaging the castle and turn their way back toward the main road."

"Oh, a pox on that entirely!" Aladorn objected. "Do you know what force has been issued here, and under what conspiracies?"

"I don't care!" Darrion demanded.

"My parents," Rosha whimpered. She sucked up a thick run of snot that was pouring out of her nose. She was already in the midst of powerful mourning, dreading the worst, defenseless, and awash with innocence. 

"My parents... we have to find them."

"All right," Darrion said. "Let's stay off the main road and head along the forest." 

He turned to Aladorn to confirm if he was coming, just on the chance he would refuse. It was his chance to leave and follow the horses, or to secure a proper escape for any survivors they did find, but he nodded. He couldn't turn down Darrion's raging determinism. 

"As long as we stay unseen," Aladorn said. 

Darrion led them both behind the houses, out of the reach of the fires or smokey ruins, to the backrun of the town near the border of the forest. The only thing untouched was the wildlife fence that kept the creatures of the woods out of people's yards and gardens and livestock pens. It may as well have fallen too because every yard they traveled through showed evidence of the Corsairs' passage.

They slaughtered everything that moved before them, men, women, and even the animals they tended to. Chickens were crushed with heavy boot and hoof. Pigs had huge stab wounds through their backs and were scattered out as they struggled in their last bleeding moments. None were spared. Not even dogs or cats. If it was living when it was caught, it was slain like everything else.

Walking through the dead remains caused the three youth unequal strife. Rosha was completely distraught, to the point where she could do nothing but make screaming gasps and sickly groans as they pushed forward. Her spear was dragged behind her with the metal tip grasped up to the hilt in her hands. 

Darrion pushed forward and kept his eyes ahead, willfully ignoring the carnage around him. 

Aladorn observed it somberly. The loss of life was a gruesome toll he couldn't brush off. They weren't bandits that were killed, just simple towns folk whose only worries were of the temperament of their local lord and how it would affect their taxes.

They went past everything, the same way they left only a day ago, and reached the stable. There was nearly nothing left. It was still on fire and quickly burning from the front. The main gate would be destroyed, but the back entrance could have still functioned. Half the roof was collapsed as well. If there was anything inside, it would probably be dead. 

Suddenly, Rosha perked her head up and rushed forward. 

"I hear something," she said in a panic. "There's a horse left! I know it!"

"Are you sure?" Darrion asked. 

All he could hear was fire around him and fighting in the distance, screams of men as metal pierced metal, and crashed hard with resounding echoes. Rosha dashed ahead to the rear of the stable, forcing the other two to follow. She had hope remaining in her heart for some kind of reunion, for just one life to be saved. Even if it was a horse.

She pushed her way into the stable and saw many of the beams fallen and on fire. One had fallen and smoked with the threat of fire closing in. Under it, pressed firmly against the wall of its open pen, was a great ashen-grey steed reserved for the riders who hunted through the woods. At the base of the pen, lying face down on the floor were two bodies, run through from behind with deep red wounds. 

Rosha stepped forward slowly as if she didn't want to disturb them. Dread piled up in her heart like storm clouds gathering in the distance. Then all at once, like thunder from on high, her voice shrieked out when she saw who they both were. Her mother and father, killed in the stable, trying their hardest to defend just one last animal.

"No!" Darrion hushed. 

Aladorn stood back and watched as Darrion crouched down to comfort Rosha as she cried. In the panic of destruction, the very heat of the moment, they were defeated in spirit and were reduced to the wandering children they truly were. 

Old enough to fight, perhaps, but still too young to know the cruelty of the world beyond their village. The wizard pitied them and knew he couldn't say anything to help. Instead, he diverted his focus to the horse.

"Rosha," he said, "Darrion, can you find a pry bar nearby to move that beam?"

"What?" Darrion asked. 

He turned back, with a hot lecture braced in his mouth, but saw how serious Aladorn was, a fire of his own in his eyes of cynical frustration. 

"I could try to lift it myself," he said, "but to manipulate fire that way would risk burning the horse. I'd like to only give one quick push to free it, if I can, rather than risk burning us all down in the act."

Darrion saw through what the wizard wanted. He was trying to restore their balance again, force them out of the misery that threatened to cripple them where they sat. Darrion stood up and looked around. Then Rosha stood and clacked her spear to the ground. She huffed out a ragged breath and rubbed her face clean and chaffed with her sleeve. 

"Use this," she said, holding out her spear. "If even once, I want to use this to... save something. And not... kill."

"Okay," Darrion said. He guided her over to the pen. The horse grunted at their presence. Rosha gave it a calming stroke on its snout, and it was calmed considerably. Darrion wedged the spear in over the wall between the falling pillar and gave it a hard pull with all his weight. The beam was pushed out, but it was still falling onto the horse and forcing it to crouch lower.

Aladorn held up his hands and crossed his fingers in two braids per hand. He whispered a wordless, soundless language that came from his mouth like a dry, ashen breeze. It swept over the ground, over the bodies, and went up to the rafters to mix up the flames. 

The fire became like a cluster of snakes, reaching and coiling over one as they worked down the trapping beam. Then, before they got too close, the flames tangled together in the same hands and arms and started lifting and pulling away. 

The beam tilted up higher off the ground where it rested. With Darrion's help, the beam finally lifted away from the horse, and it trotted its way out of the pen. Rosha led it away, around her parents' bodies, out to the rear yard. Darrion cleared the way just as the spell ended, and the fire lost its solid form and returned to its natural state. 

Aladorn was left tired, with a sigh fitting of a long chore being finished, and looked up to see Darrion with a grateful and humble expression.

"Thank you," he said.

"Oh, sure," Aladorn said. The beam collapsed further across the other stables, and the roof continued to fall in with a rain of solid fire. "Am I to assume my debt paid?"

"Of course," Darrion said. 

They retreated from the stable just as it finished falling. The rubble buried Rosha’s parents there. The couple’s resting place was among the horses they cared for so much, their purpose worth more than their lives in the end.
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THE ASHEN STEED WITH dark spots along its rear stomped impatiently in the yard. It could see the fire and hear the destruction and couldn't do anything about it. Rosha tended to it as best she could, but gentle hushes, and head pats only calmed it so much. The horse was made for hunting. When it was out of the gate, that meant it wanted to run.

"I don't suppose," Aladorn asked, "there are any saddles you keep outside the stable?"

"There are," Rosha said, to his delight. 

She pointed over to a small shed, a boxed-up fence post with some leatherworking tools inside and a worked-on saddle hanging off the edge to tan. Aladorn rushed over to grab it, leaving Darrion and Rosha alone.

"I'm so sorry," Darrion said.

"No, don't be," she said. "We don't have the time now, do we?"

"Right," he said.

"It's fortunate for us," she said, trying to become more positive, "that we chose to leave as we did. Otherwise we would have been here during the worst of it with no role to play. But now, as we are, we're still weak, but we can do something."

"What could that be?" Darrion said.

"What was the goal of ours again?" she asked. "To retrieve the stolen scepter?"

"And that's all but buggering gone," he said. "Off in the hands of a thief of thieves, back in the hands that stole it in the first place."

"But to do what?" she asked.

"To start a war," Darrion said as he observed the flames. "And to blame those innocent nearby to mobilize the Grannitwatch forces against its rivals prematurely. To invalidate the Trials. To bring chaos."

"No," Rosha said. "Why we wanted to bring it back. What our goal was after. You can't have forgotten. What were we going to do?" 

Darrion had been so caught up in the turmoil and panic. In all the terrible pacing of maturity, he was forced through and the chance for glory, he forgot all along what his goal was. 

After fighting the bandits, killing their leader, being betrayed, and finding his home in ruins, it slipped his mind what drove him away in the first place. It was to join the King's Guard and stop such things from happening elsewhere. It was to expand his place in the world and to become a proper knight of the crown. 

Rosha could see in Darrion's eyes that his passion had returned. Aladorn finally returned with a dusty blanket and a saddle to put over it. He handed them both off to her, and she set the horse up while it patiently waited for its rider to assume her position. Darrion went over to Aladorn, away from the horse as the wizard still didn't trust the beast at all.

"How are you feeling?" Darrion asked. 

Aladorn was immediately begrudged by the question but took a calming sigh to stave off the turmoil of his unchecked emotional sway. 

"I should be asking you that," he replied. "Emotional discipline is a specialty of mine so much that I can control myself between any important spell casting."

"Then, do you suppose," Darrion dared to ask, "you'd have it in you to fight?"

"Not at all," he quickly answered. "I'm against the notion of finding survivors in the first place, remember? Not out of cruelty, but because I think there are none to find. Anyone of worth or swiftness would have retreated to the castle before it got locked up, and that didn't even do anything."

"Awful," Darrion said. 

Aladorn nodded and saw the boy reach down to the dagger on his belt. His hand was shaking as he grabbed the handle. 

"I wonder if I have it in me, either."

"You obviously don't," Aladorn said. "But if it comes to it, and there's no better option than to stage a final defense, I'd trust you to take the lead out of all of us."

"Yeah," Darrion said. "I won't fail you."

"You'd better not," Aladorn said. "We're even now. No more threatening to turn me in after all the help I've given you. I'll ride out with you to Ravenmere, at the very least, and try to get out of this land before this hellfire covers it. It might be safer down in Darkveil, if only because the Red Knight may have no fancy with a city of criminals."

"Hop up," Rosha said. 

She climbed up onto the saddle and invited the other two to do the same. The saddle was elongated to seat two riders. Aladorn took the middle seat, and Darrion forced himself in the widest position over the horse's rear. It refused at first, but Rosha gently coaxed it into accepting the extra burden to ride with. 

"Now what?" Aladorn asked.

"We have to go," Rosha said. "There's..." 

She turned back to Darrion to try and meet his eyes when she said her piece. 

"There's no survivors."

He looked dead ahead with sincere conviction. 

"You're right," he said. "But we can bring the guard from Ravenmere, perhaps. They may not assist the citizens of Grannitewatch, but they could send an advance guard to see the destruction happening close to their borders."

"Make quicker allies with fear," Aladorn said, "than stir up war with conspiracies."

"Okay," Rosha said. "It's a few days out, though."

"But closer than Grannitewatch," Darrion said. "If they head to cut us off...." 

He looked toward the castle again just as the horse began to move. They circled around to the front to take the main road, ruined and scattered with bodies as it was, it was still the fastest straightaway out of Oldrum they had.

Something was in their way. Not in front of them, but to their side as they came onto the road, exiting under the burning arch of the castle gate. Behind him was a luminous field of oranges, yellows, and reds, like the sun itself, touched onto the ground and swallowed the palace in a blazing inferno. The figure, himself, even against such light, stood out in the splendor of crimson red armor.

"Oh Gods be damned," Aladorn said.

"Is that him?" Darrion asked.

"Oh, I'm sure of it," Aladorn responded with a gulp. "The Red Knight."

He was taller than a normal man and wore twice the natural amount of wrought iron armor. Over the burnt-out greyscale of his front was a mantle torn and tattered to be a part of the armor from the back up to the front of deep, brilliant red. It was like he wore the fringes of a flame himself across his back that shifted in the breeze.

He held a dark, charred-black sword in his hand. It was a longsword with a narrow tip that shimmered with a coating of blood. His face was concealed by a featureless mask, and his red mantle reached up over it like a bloody scalp frayed from the forehead out. A slight red shimmer of a glaring eye could be seen through the narrow slit in his helmet.

"Run," Aladorn quivered. 

The Red Knight rose his sword straight up in the air and then swung it down quickly. The ground beneath shock with the force of the blow, which resulted in a burst of wind that spread away from the flames and dust and ash all around it from the power of his swing. No man in armor could swing a sword that big so quickly. Just the warning was enough to threaten their horse to buck.

The Red Knight took a step forward. His clattering metal footfall resounded with the breaking of the cobblestone road below him as all of his weight fell one heel at a time into the ground. The party was stunned, their horse was unrested by distress, and their great enemy was making his way toward them. 

In a heated instant, Darrion stared long into the dark abyss of the Red Knight's armored face. The fear left him. Images of his old life flashed before his eyes and burned, like hot kindling to the fire, which burned his inner rage even hotter until he glowered with a fearsome, childish threat. Eyes wide, teeth grit and body shaking.

The Red Knight stopped in place and stared back. It was just enough time for the horse to begin running and for Garis to appear from behind in a desperate screaming charge. He ran forward, face bloody and armor bent, with a lance in his arms. The Red Knight turned and swung as he changed position. Just the force of his horizontal check shook the lance from Garis' hands but did not waver his path. 

The Red Knight side-stepped the final thrust. As he did, Garis immediately discarded the lance as he drew within range and replaced it in his hands with a curved dagger with a fine point. He dove inward, fearless, even as the Red Knight brought his sword up over his head to swing down. 

Their attacks crossed Garis' lunge with the Red Knight's wind-parting swing. Garis managed to sink his blade up against the Red Knights' armor and tried to work it up into the creased folds that protected his midsection, but it was no use. 

The knife was merely blunted on its curved side. If it were straight, he might have made it, but he lacked a weapon like that to use. Garis coughed out a thick throatful of phlegmy blood and reached his arms around to cling onto the Knight, his final attempt to slow the monster down. 

He watched the horse ride out and split off into the woods to the east. He watched them go once, with the hope they would return. He was proven right once before. As he died, he hoped he would be proven right yet again.
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IT WAS STRANGE OF THE group to try resting after such a harrowing event. The city of Oldrum still burned in the distance, and the dying lights of the fire even reached deep into the woods down the cliffside coastline, but they were not chased, and they were not seen. Although none thought they would feel safe enough to even be tired, they all fell asleep in turns, with Darrion falling asleep last.

When he awoke, he saw and felt that it was morning. The cold damp of the night gave way to a falling warmth of the sun and the sogginess all around the floor of morning dew. He could still feel the heat of Oldrum burning around him and still felt the ever-building shame of flight he endured when they ran away. He was the last to see the Red Knight and the only one who saw Garis try to fight him off.

He dreaded to think of the conclusion. It seemed obvious deep down what could have happened. There was no way the old man could have won. It would have been an uncontested besting in the Red Knight's favor no matter how much he valued his old mentor. Such a man, such a being was beyond the skill of a militiaman. It was even beyond the royal guard stationed with them. He was more than the stories foretold. He was more than any of them could handle.

When the others awoke, they both began their own morning rites to shake the fear and face the new day. Rosha had risen and wandered a short distance away where she mourned her parents alone. 

Neither boy felt like they could help her at all. The horse grazed as it pulled on its rope tied to a nearby tree. The relative silence of birds and the wind left Darrion and Aladorn with nothing but time to fill with talk. 

"I've heard many things," Aladorn began, "studied many things as well. Not just of the spirits and their affinities and the ways to engage them. I've deeply studied the workings of the world and a wizard's place in it, both on and off the battlefield. Of course, I studied less for the battlefield. That was never my first choice of vocation when my powers developed."

"What does the world say?" Darrion asked. "About this Red Knight. Where does he come from, and where will he go?"

"Only rumors about the first," Aladorn began. "That he is an avatar of destruction, a magically infused soldiers blessed by the gods or cursed by demons. Made in secret by one of the rival houses as a weapon toward their plot to dethrone and delegitimize the Grannitewatch rule from exceeding its fourth cycle."

"Then who will shoulder the blame for all my hatred," Darrion asked, "now that I have the freedom to pursue it?"

"Hold onto that," Aladorn said. "House Grannitewatch has too many enemies to properly list, even in priority. The nearby Ravenmere, whose territory your humble little... well, that your former home, Oldrum once belonged to has plenty reason to send him out to demolish the place, but the bandits claimed they were hired to frame them on behalf of another party. Do you recall that?"

"The Red Night," Darrion repeated. 

He shook his head slowly and clenched his fist. 

"Bloody awful redness everywhere, in the fire and in each wound. What the hell compels a man to agree to host such evil carnage?"

"A man like Edrich would do it for money," Aladorn assumed, "or if he were more forward-thinking and practical sovereignty. Banditry is very easy when all you have to do is take taxes, after all. Less murder, less chance of uprisings. Through all my travels, one thing has remained consistent within rumors, even more so than the Red Knight and his ilk. Talks of rebellion."

"Against the Lords of the Realm?" Darrion asked. 

He'd been taught his whole life the very thought of rising up against the ruling house, even in words or as a motion of candid expression, was ridiculous. It was akin to cursing the sun for rising so early in the morning. It was the way of things which common folk like Darrion could never change. 

"If the Red Knight is one such extension," Aladorn reasoned, "of a rebellion's power, I wouldn't dismiss their cause too lightly. They have force behind them, obvious but powerful force which they've gathered up to wield across the Realms. Enough force to organize bandits and engage in a theft as a mere cover to excuse this heinous deliverance."

"And for most of the people in the Realms," Darrion said, "They can't do anything but sit by and watch, and hope to be away from it all when the fires start so they can live to watch their lives burn down around them. All our lands are worth to these rebellious lords abroad are fence posts on property lines worth bashing and breaking to show the true owner what they think of their lines in the dirt. All nothing of it."

"Pawns in a proxy battle," Aladorn said. "That'd be the more accurate, sort of accepted vernacular, I think."

Darrion looked to the distance where Oldrum was. The light of the sun mixed over the lights beyond the trees to the point where he couldn't tell if the village was burning anymore. 

The woods hadn't caught fire, at least. 

All they had to do to leave was ride downhill and meet up with the main road that split toward Ravenmere to the east or ride on through a rushed week of travel to reach Grannitewatch in the desperate hope of being accepted and believed.

"Aladorn," Darrion began, "how did you react to being cast out and made a rogue wizard by your school?" 

Aladorn paused at the question. It was a deeper story than he seemed willing to reveal. Darrion could tell it was a sensitive subject by the way, he shifted in his place.

"Well," Aladorn began, "a bit foolishly if I do say so myself. I decided, verbally, to the faces of those who turned me out, to go seeking knowledge that would upset their brash assumptions of me and return as an uncontested champion wizard the likes of which they'd never seen before."

"Did you feel free?" Darrion asked. 

Aladorn thought for a moment and shrugged.

"As free as any man divorced from his village would be, I suppose," he said.

Darrion looked at his hands. They no longer trembled. His whole body, after his rest, was relaxed. 

"I feel free," he said. "I should feel horrible and trapped, shouldn't I? Like Rosha does, bound back by the remains of my past still fresh as cinders. But I don't. I feel like I can go anywhere. Even against the threats of the world, which I've faced and fled from twice now, I truly feel like I can go anywhere and do anything as I am. I feel closer to my goal than ever."

"I wonder if she will feel the same way," Aladorn said. 

He tilted his head up as Rosha came through the woods. She'd been crying by herself for most of the morning and sniffled her last. Her eyes were puffy and dried up, and her cheeks were red from the constant catching of tears with her soggy sleeve.

Darrion stood up immediately. 

"Hey," he greeted.

"Hey," she said back. 

She took a long sigh before she had the nerve to speak again. 

"So, I thought for a while to myself, and I think I'd like to make our next move."

"What move will that be?" Darrion asked.

"To flee to Grannitewatch," she said, "as quickly as possible. If we stick to the road, with this horse's speed, it will take five days to the week as normal. If we can eat from the woods, all the better, and we may just pass over these corsairs before they can hunt us or chase us down."

"Three riders to one horse," Aladorn spoke, "seems like it will slow us down too much."

"I'd rather not leave you behind," she said, "if that's what you're suggesting."

"Oh Gods no," he said. "I'd rather take my chance on one of those other horses we lucked upon if they're still nearby."

"If the Corsairs found them," Darrion added, "they'd be dead, most likely."

"They are as evil as that," Aladorn admitted. 

He got up from the forest floor and brushed off his rear end. There was a frustrated realization of how dirty his robes had become. Nothing could be done about it at this moment.

"That's the wisest choice," Darrion said. "Even if they are outriders all, they will have to outride together. Their numbers will slow their movements down, if just by a bit."

"A bit is all we'll need," Rosha said.

"Are you prepared, though?" Darrion asked. "You know, once we arrive in the city, there's only one thing left for us to do."

"That's right," she said proudly. "We can return to reclaim our lands as King's Guards." 

She smiled, finally, in what felt like such a long time. From the fret of the bandit fortress to the despair of Oldrum in flames, her heart wavered through nothing but terrible despair. She smiled with Darrion, and they locked eyes, sharing one another's determination as a heated wind blew across their unmarked campsite.

They saddled up in a row and rode out of the forest together. Their path was straight ahead to the east, and their obstacles were unseen. The fires in Oldrum had died down, but the heat of their making remained close by.
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THE HORSE WITH THREE riders broke out from the forest as it was trained to do and reached a sprinting speed down the pasture and onto the road. They road east toward the sun, with Oldrum  at their backs. Grannitwatch was still days away. 

Rosha led the steed with her caring instructions and carried her spear across her back. Aladorn stayed on the rear of the saddle, clutching around her waist for his life as the horse bounced and rattled him on its back. At the rear was Darrion, who gave a parting glance to Oldrum in the distance. 

All that remained was a pillar of smoke that simmered out from the long night of burning. While they slept, dozens died, and the Red Knight completed his sacking of the town.

He held no regrets, no burdens of guilt or doubt or sorrow. Oldrum was a prison to him for too long, and he was free. That method worked to keep him grounded in their current state. They had a far way to travel and nothing but dangers to avoid on the way. Aladorn still had at least half of his arcane tincture and a full night's rest to rely on. He was their best bet to stave off any threats that came their way, but he could only do it once reliably.

Rosha and Darrion both knew they would be the last line of defense for their lives if the time came for it. Their hearts still wavered. Darrion had all the conviction but lacked discipline. Rosha was shaken by grief and could not find it within herself to redirect her sorrow into rage. 

Still, they forced themselves forward. 

Both of those problems could be fixed if they made it to Grannitewatch. The King's Guard would accept them on their plight, and with Aladorn's testimony of the Red Knight's terror, they could make their way into the Guard as they dreamed of.

But fortune did not simply favor them for their boldness. Their trials began when they left the tawdry peace of their qauint farmstead village. Once their order was disrupted, there was nothing that could repair it. Instead, they fell to the grief of the outside world and crumbled under the pressure of a greater power. They were defeated by retreat once, but that option was removed. 

Once again, they were forced to stare down the Red Knight. 

The Crimson Corsairs blocked their path. They had already advanced after the pillaging and were on their way eastward across the plains in a wide unflankable pattern. The length between each horse was just wide enough that they could not be passed without riders on either side, collapsing in on them together, and their heavy blades were carried in the open and ready to swing. Even on a peaceful country morning, they moved like they were at war.

Only four stood in the road as the rest ran in a line to the east. Four, and one was the Red Knight himself. He dismounted his horse and stood in the road. The other four followed suit and their horses departed. Only one steed stayed vigilantly behind. The villain’s horse pawed the ground, waiting for his master. The Red Knight took his sword and rested the tip to the ground like a cane.

The very air around him seemed darker and more red. The grass nearby lost its color entirely. His presence created a horrible vision of death wherever he could reach, and his guards basked in that unholy glow with their blades drawn and angled ready for attack. 

"Ride up fast," Aladorn said, "and veer away."

"And keep running?" Rosha asked.

"If you can," Aladorn said. 

Rosha nodded and prepared her flanking maneuver. She faced down the horror ahead with her heart steeled for the encounter. She would be the assistance that gave Aladorn his precious opening while he prepared his spell with his hands pressed together. 

Once they got closer, still many lengths away, the guards charged forward. Rosha veered away then, just as they started their mad dashes ahead, and Aladorn shifted his attention to them. He held his hands out, palms forward, and the heels of his wrists held together. With his silent spirit language, he conjured a vortex of flames to shoot out and swirl through the air in a far-reaching spray. Like the fire of a dragon from the old fairy tales and myths.

"Now, burn!" Aladorn shouted. 

He caught all three guards in the spray, and they struggled as the fire caught against what lingering elements of cloth that were still on their person. Rosha gave a wide berth to the Red Knight himself, who was unmoved and unfazed by the attack, not even watching as they turned away.

"Make another pass," Darrion said.

"What!?" Rosha exclaimed. "He's not chasing us. We can..."

"We can't outride the flanks ahead," Aladorn said. "Better now to take him out and leave his band leaderless without direction in lands that will take them as hostile. Bring me around. I want to turn his red coat redder!"

Rosha was uncertain but followed through. She steered the horse around, on and off the road again, in a sharp turn to make a second pass. She armed her spear in an attempt to ward off any coming attacks. The guards had recovered and were covered with smoke, but they moved regardless and spread out to avoid the same result. 

The Red Knight was on their right side. He picked his blade up out of its place under his palms and brought it up in preparation to swing. Aladorn balled his hands together and held them up. Fire swirled and swelled in them until it formed into a spiraling ball of light and heat overhead. Before they got too close, he lurched his body forward to throw it. Darrion grabbed the wizard's robes to catch him from falling.

The Red Knight spun on his heel and swung his sword in an arc. He caught the fireball in place, and it exploded out against him, covering the Red Knight with force and fire, countering the deft swing of his heavy blade. The explosion rocked them back as well and sent the horse in a brief stumble that it hobbled out of and returned to a trot.

They were riding right into one of the guards. Rosha stuck her spear out like a lance and tried to stab the guard down, but it escaped her unprepared grip when it hit the guard's helmet. Her spear was stuck in the faceplate of the fallen guard.

"Go back!" Darrion said. "I'll grab it!"

"Eat, breath, and drink my fire, you fiend!" Aladorn shouted. 

He turned back with a smug, victorious expression at first, then spun around to look past Darrion at a different angle to check what he was seeing was real. In the remains of the fireball, as the flames subsided and the smoke cleared, a figure stood, undeterred and unharmed.

The Red Knight was undamaged. His fire-treated armor was already resilient to the flames sent his way, and his unnaturally strong presence simply sloughed off whatever damage the blast was meant to cause. He held up his sword and pointed it dead at them. The other two guards swarmed around to catch them as they passed again. 

"Aladorn!" Rosha exclaimed.

"R-right," he said. 

He was shaken but still had power remaining. He conjured up more spirits and blew into his hands, then clutched them both and held them out to the sides. They rode between the guards, and he unleashed a flurry of fireflies upon them that all exploded in rapid succession, knocking them down and lighting them ablaze once more.

Darrion reached down and nabbed the spear out of the faceplate of the fallen guard. The tip was barely blood, and the guard was still alive, but the spearhead lost one of its flanges. It became L shaped from the hilt out. The spear was in Darrion's hand as they approach the Red Knight, and the fiend was on his armed side. He reached down to prepare to lance the pillaging leader right in the face.

The Red Knight swung his blade. The force alone sent Rosha’s horse off balance and onto its side. All three fell off and tumbled to the ground. Aladorn rolled onto his back and slumped to a stop as dead weight. Darrion and Rosha rolled and protected their heads as they fell. The spear flew away and landed near Rosha in a clatter.

Darrion got up first and looked over their situation. The guards were preoccupied and mostly disabled. Aladorn wasn't moving, but his eyes were blinking, and his mouth was moving. He was stunned and incapacitated, and most likely burnt out from using his magic. That just left the Red Knight, who was approaching with loud steps.

Darrion heard something from under the armor. With a voice like the roar of a stoked fire. 

"Burn," he said. "All of it." 

He held his sword out and turned the flat side out. Something dripped from the blade, and when it touched the ground, it made a small fire in the grass. Then he aimed the sword at Darrion. He could see the heat waving off of its surface. He could feel it even from this distance.

Darrion drew his armor breaker and took a low, sprinting stance. He challenged the Red Knight, and by the swing of the fiend's blade, his challenge was accepted. A wave of blazing hot wind went right past him and scorched the grass between them. 

Darrion gritted his teeth and grunted with wordless determined fury as he sprinted forward. The Knight wound back to make another attack but heard another shout from behind. Rosha was up and charging with her spear, both hands tight and blade forward.

He changed the angle of his swing and made a wide, fast arc from his front to his back. The wave of wind knocked Rosha back, but Darrion kept his ground by crouching even lower. He put his free hand to the ground and resumed his sprint with animalistic fury. He reached the Red Knight and charged with his full body weight pushing behind the hilt of the stiff, straight piercer. It found an weak spot in the armor and stabbed into something. But that something resisted and caught it.

The Knight grabbed Darrion with his left arm and pushed him away. The dagger remained within his armor, tangled up in the chainmail underneath, but blood slowly dripped down the length of the blade. It was a shallow cut, less than an inch deep, but he made the Red Knight bleed. For that, the villain prepared to conclude their fight. He held his sword up high and readied to swing it down hard.

"GRAH!" Rosha shouted and made herself known. 

The Red Knight turned her way and swung his sword down and to the side. The wind followed, and she tripped down as the weight of his power blasted into her back. Her spear was out and forward. She was just out of range of his longsword and massive reach, but he was still not within hers. 

She waited just a moment, long enough to seem vulnerable, as the Red Knight approached her instead. He held his sword up and reversed it in his grip, tip pointed down, in an execution position. Visions of her parents, on their bellies like her, stabbed through the back, met her mind. Her courage wavered from the fear. She felt fire come from above.

"You have to prove them wrong," Garis said. 

His voice, and his warning, was so fresh in her mind then that she thought she heard it for real, and she could not disappoint the one who taught her the most valuable maneuver she could ever master.

She flicked the spear, flange up, between the Red Knight's legs. It surprised, but did not deter him. Then, she dug her legs up and rolled back, scraping the rest of the shaft along his inner thigh until the blade hit and sank into somewhere unseen beneath the furls of red mangle that covered him from below. His heavy plate covered everywhere but his most mobile joints, and even there, his chainmail was not as thick as around his torso.

The Red Knight took two blows, one minor and one shocking, which stayed his hand for just a moment, long enough for Rosha to escape away with her spear in hand to get back to her feet. 

The Red Knight's sword plunged into the ground and scorched the grass black in an instant. That was it for his reeling. She noticed that only a light brush of blood was on the bent flange of her spear. All she could do with the attack was prolong her death.

The Red Knight glared at her. Unlike Darrion, she did not meet his eyes with matching intensity. She wavered before him and showed her fear, but she did not look away. The fear built up more and more until she saw her death in flames surrounding her and she stomped her feet down to face it with her spear up, aimed right at the Red Knight's eyes. She held it steady like she was measuring to see if the tip was long and narrow enough to fit through the eye slots of his armor. 

"Rosha!" Darrion exclaimed. 

He recovered and picked up some rocks from the ground. He tossed a few the Red Knight's way, but only one reached to bounce off his sturdy helmet. 

"Keep him busy!"

The Red Knight gave Darrion but a glance, then looked away to the east. He saw a clash occurring in the distance with his other riders. The company he sent forward met another, ones riding white horses with shining armor. 

The King's Guard had arrived. 

While he was distracted, Rosha stabbed at him from the side and poked her spear at his helmet. It did not pierce him. He grabbed it with a swift hand and threw it, butt first, back into her shoulder, knocking her over. 

"It is destined," the Knight rumbled. 

He sheathed his sword over his back and returned to his patient horse. Darrion rushed over to Rosha, who reeled on the ground in pain. Both looked up and watched the Knight mount up, leaving his guards behind, as he turned to rejoin his fellows and begin their retreat. 

They lost their battle, but kept their lives. And so they survived, knowing the shame of defeat twice-over at the hands of the Red Knight. As he left, Darrion burned the image of his crimson back into his mind and made him his mortal enemy. His soul burned with a renewed, singular purpose.
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Chapter 24
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THE KING'S GUARD OF Grannitewatch arrived days after their summoning at the hands of Oldrum's Prince. Their initial call to reinforce the town guard following the theft of the royal scepter turned into a deathly encounter with the Red Corsairs, and a temporary victory as they routed them to the east towards reinforced countryside just outside of Ravenmere. Before they could return, however, they had to make their reports.

There were only three survivors of Oldrum accounted for. All in the castle were dead, down to the last woman and child hiding in the castle stores. The town was obliterated under the siege of fire. All of their aid fell upon the three survivors, whose testimony they took as the only accurate record of the town's final moments. 

The acting captain of the regiment kept himself close to the boy and girl who were natives to the town. The other one, in his strange robes, had fainted and went in and out of consciousness rapidly, as the fall had given him a bruise on his skull that needed tending by professionals in the capital. He took pity on the two who went through so much. They even went so far as to contest with the Red Knight of rumors.

"It's not to say I don't believe you," the captain spoke, "but the Red Corsairs, as they were, are not recognized by the House Leaders as a legitimized threat. They exist, yes, and we can attest to that through our own accounts in concert with yours. What remains to be seen is their purpose in these lands or, more pressingly, their place of origin."

"I've explained as best I can," Darrion said. 

He was tired from talking and hurt from the fighting. The Red Knight even rode away with his dagger still lodged in his armor. He didn't even have that as a proof of his strength, the red tip of the one blow he landed against the slayer of his hometown. 

"Everything I've said is my own account of what we've done and seen in the past few days, starting with the scepter theft."

"Aladorn can agree to it as well," Rosha said, "once he wakes up."

"A threefold testimonial will suffice for reports," the captain said. "However, events as reported, and the truth, are two different things. We will investigate as we can and work to corroborate your accounts as the de facto explanation."

"The outpost on the opposite hill," Darrion added, "that place also has proof of our claims. The treasure trove, the bandits - although, if any survived, they'd have run off with the treasure."

"As this thief, you've attested to did with the scepter."

"Yes," Darrion said, his voice darkened with grief. 

The captain could see the sincerity of Darrion's remorse in his sinking posture. 

"We will pass through Ravenmere," the captain said, "under the assumption, these Corsairs will not immediately sack it in their passing. Even if they try, it is a much hardier and defensive settlement as one of the Lord Houses than your home was. You will be safe there for some time."

"Kell could be there," Rosha said. "If we find her, the scepter can be returned to the main house."

Rosha spoke to Darrion, to try and stir him from his darkened state, but it didn't work. Something else provoked him to stand, something which lit a fire in his eyes.

"I should like to come with you," Darrion said. "To join the King's Guard at whatever entry you may afford me."

"What's that?" the captain asked. Rosha stood up as well and tugged at Darrion's sleeve to take his attention away from his impassioned state.

"To join the King's Guard," Darrion repeated. "I have seen this enemy in person and witnessed his terror. From rumor to reality, I have observed his power and the sway which he holds over faithless bandits. And I know what I told you is completely true, and I cannot rest knowing these evils are being perpetrated upon towns like mine, anywhere, under any house, under such appalling reasons. I have no home left, no future, and no family. I have only a single purpose remaining in my life, and I refuse to be denied it."

The captain squared himself up with Darrion and stared into his eyes. He saw a young lad, barely an adult in age, and counted him physically adequate on sight, with a century worth of hatred boiling him from the inside out. It was hatred beyond even vengeance. It was a pure, bright flame, fueled with anger but brightened by hope. A flame of justice. A noble reason to fight.

"Very well," the captain said. 

Rosha looked surprised. Darrion calmed the flickering within him and bowed. 

"After stopping through Ravenmere to hand your testimony down to the local Lord of the House, you shall return with us to Grannitewatch. I will handle your adoptions into the order. From then on, you shall train to become as guards for the King. If he’ll have you, that is."

"Thank you," Darrion said. 

The captain turned away as his men waved him down from up the hill.

"I hope you will not disappoint," he said. 

He left the two to each other. All the pep and spunk that kept Darrion up to face the captain wore out, and he slowly lowered himself back to the ground. 

"This isn't how I wanted to leave," Darrion said.

"Me neither," Rosha said.

"We can search for Kell another time," Darrion decided. "One day, I'm sure she will face justice for her actions. But all she did was steal a trinket. She did not steal our families or our home from us."

"I know," Rosha admitted. They held each other closely. Rosha felt the warmth from Darrion's chest. It was comforting at first, but then it turned into a dangerous burning heat. Like the fires that consumed her home, the same fire burned in him. 

They left Oldrum for good that day but carried the memory inside of them forever.
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Author’s Note
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THIS SERIES IS THE beginning of a new adventure for me! I began writing fantasy with a grand story about elves and goblins and dwarves and magic. This was supposed to be a drastically different story.

When you take away fantastic monsters and mystic creatures, you’re left with people. Rosha, Aladorn, and Darrion are new characters that have been really exciting for me to write. 

I hope this was a story that’s both refreshing, fast-paced, and exciting! There’s a lot more to the story we’ll experience together in the Lord’s Realm world. I hope you’re as excited as I am to go on this journey together!

-RG Long
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The Adventure Continues
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“THE ROGUE’S SPELL” will be available on November 17,2020 on continues the story of Rosha, Darrion, and Aladorn.

Click here to pre-order your copy today or visit rglongauthor.weebly.com.

Continue on to read the first chapter of the next exciting story.
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Follow RG Long
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FIND ME ON SOCIAL MEDIA:

	Twitter.com/rglongauthor

	Facebook.com/rglongauthor

	Instagram.com/rglongauthor


Join my newsletter to be the first to know about exciting new releases, new stories, and get other epic fantasy book recommendations!

	Rglongauthor.weebly.com/subscribe
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The Rogue’s Spell 
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“MY LIFE I GIVE TO SERVE our queen!”

Rosha and Darrion have fulfilled their desire: to become members of the King’s Guard. But they’ve discovered that a soldier’s lot in life is less than ideal. Especially when the queen sees her husband’s army as disposable.

Yet the death of the king’s personal guard on the steps of the castle throws the soldiers into action. Vengeance is on the lips of the king as he begins a campaign that may force Rosha and Darrion to risk more than their own lives.

The threat of war lingers over the Realm of Lords.
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Chapter 1
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THE SOUNDS OF METAL clanking together filled the large courtyard. Sweat beaded down on tired faces, mixing in with the blood and dirt, only to be dried shortly after. Many wanted to avoid the rays of the sweltering heat of the sun, but the soldiers were not so fortunate.

Rosha glanced down at the dulled blade in her hands, the weight starting to be too heavy to hold. She didn’t need to look beside her to know that Darrion was just as tired as she was. She’d lost count of how many hours they had been out here without a break, ordered to hit the wooden dummies until told to stop. 

She wondered if they had been forgotten, left to hit dummies in the furthest corner of the fields. The smell of the stable filled her nose, and she resisted the urge to run. The familiar smells of the stable only brought back haunted visions and memories she wished would leave her as she took another swing. 

If only they were assigned elsewhere. If only a breeze would come from the forest. 

No, there was no reason to think about those things. It didn’t matter what was thrown at her, she would become a soldier, and she would have her revenge on the Red Knight and his Corsairs. She gripped the dull sword tighter in her hand, anger running through her veins as she swung at the dummy. She would get stronger. 

“How... are you... not tired?” Darrion wheezed.

“I wasn’t the one who was running around in the dead of night.”

For just a moment, Darrion let his sword rest at his side as he looked over to her.

“Fair, he said.

“It feels so different here. Sometimes I forget that we’re in the capital right now. It feels like only yesterday we were still in Oldrum.”

Two months had passed since they had ridden off with the captain of the guard sent to aid Oldrum in their time of need. Since they watched their city burn to the ground. Since they fought the knight who continued to terrorize the countryside.

Darrion gripped his sword, resuming his rhythmic slashing of the wooden dummy, “If it weren’t for...”

“Aladorn! What news do you bring?”

The young mage dropped from the tree and landed in the training field, ruffling Rosha’s hair, “I expected a fairer greeting, Rosha. No ‘good to see you?”

Rosha stuck her tongue out at him as she fixed her hair back and continued the movements they have been shown for the day. 

“We’re supposed to be training right now. If we were seen slacking off... it wouldn’t be pretty. The King trains the army, and he doesn’t accept slackers.”

“Perhaps that’s true. I wonder if you’ve noticed that your training is getting more difficult as of late. Haven’t you?”

Rosha nodded, a feeling of unease washing through her. 

“There’s been rumors of a warrior who has been pillaging cities and towns all over the Lord’s realm.”

“That’s nothing new,” Darrion huffed. 

“It is when all the guards sent to stop him do not return. I was hoping that you two would have heard more about this. Some of the soldiers must know something, after all, not everyone who is sent to deal with him ends up dead. Some have joined him and his ranks grow every day.”

“We’ll try to see if anyone knows anything, but what does this have to do with us?” Rosha asked.

“Witnesses say that he moves through the shadows. He comes out when he’s about to strike, his armor the color of blood and fire follows him wherever he strikes.”

Rosha paled.

“Are you saying?”

“I’m pretty sure that its the Red Knight we’ve been looking for. He’s certainly powerful enough to destroy a village. Though the guards who rescued us were quite keen to say he’d left the countryside, it doesn’t appear to be the case.”

“Bastard! If he’s really here...” Darrion cut in.

“We should talk to the other soldiers before we make any hasty decisions. We have to be sure first.”

The cold morning air sent shivers down their spines. The sun hadn’t even risen, and the city was buzzing with energy. Training started before dawn and often lasted well into the night. 

Darrion yawned, ever since Aladorn showed up, they tried to find out more about the missing soldiers and why training was getting to be worse and worse. The barracks were slowly getting emptier and they knew that something was wrong. As they made their way to receive their morning meal of mush and bread, there were whispers all around the stone building.

Was the Red Knight out there now? Who were the Corsairs he traveled with? Were there some still at the training camp? 

The heads of the training ground spoke out, saying that they were merely baseless rumors, but were they really?

Rosha chewed on her lower lip, would they even be able to put up a fight? They were training to the point where they were about to collapse, and if there were an attack on the training ground, it would be devastating. 

She splashed some cold water on her face, shaking off yesterday's exhaustion, and went to find Darrion. His blond hair was easy to spot, and she made her way over to him. Just as she sat down next to him, a soldier covered in blood tore through the halls. 

“Sir Francis is dead!”

Sharing a look, they made their way in the opposite direction of the running soldier. Sir Francis was one of the king’s own personal guards, and when he wasn’t training recruits, he was at the castle. The gray stones were splashed with the blood the soldier was leaving behind. Not many were awake at this point, but there was already a group forming on the stairs. 

The stench of blood was getting stronger. Sure enough, a pale corpse laid on the steps. It was Sir Francis. The man’s sword hadn’t even been drawn, meaning whoever snuck upon him was very skilled. 

The king burst through the doors and paled at seeing Sir Francis on the stairs. The maroon and gold robes he wore were the colors of his house. A sword piercing a circle with a crown above it was stitched over his breast. Dark hair fell uncombed down his front as he took in the scene. His face flamed with unbridled fury.

“I want this Red Knight found and killed!”

Rosha and Darrion exchanged another look. Apparently the rumors their heads had told them to ignore had been heeded by the king.

Immediately, the training ground sprang into action, preparing for war. They had no idea how large the company of the Corsairs would be, and with their skills, it would be better to take more on the safe side. 

Rosha balled her hands into fists. She felt powerless. They hadn’t trained for long, but now they were going to have to face the man who slaughtered their entire town. The man she had managed to wound, but not kill.

Had she learned enough? Trained enough yet to take on this villain again?

Rosha expected that they would stay at the castle or in the training grounds, being so new to the guard. Surprisingly, she soon found himself holding a blade. Not like the ones they used during training, but an actual sword. A sword made to wound and to kill. A sword that he would have to take lives with. A sword that she could use to take his revenge on the man who had destroyed their town.

Glancing over at Darrion, she knew that he was nervous too. She didn’t know if it was lucky or unlucky that both of them were chosen to be a part of the king’s personal campaign to find the Red Knight and the Corsairs. They would be going in blind with no real battle experience. Thankfully the campaign had enough experienced soldiers, and hopefully, they would be able to take down the Corsairs with only a five hundred soldier company. 

They were on their way to take revenge. Both for the King, but also for themselves. 
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