
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Children Of The Cursed

    

    




      
        A.E. Stanfill

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. The Chosen One Is Found

      

      
        2. Friends and Enemies Meet for the Very First Time

      

      
        3. Alistair Makes His Plans Known

      

      
        4. The Dangerous Journey Begins

      

      
        5. Ulrich's True Feelings

      

      
        6. The First Trial Cave Of Sorrow

      

      
        7. East Haven

      

      
        8. Second Trial: The Great Dragon Graveyard

      

      
        9. Wars Between Countries Erupt

      

      
        10. The Aftermath and What Will Come of It

      

      
        11. Welcome To The Great City Of Wespington

      

      
        12. William A Traitor?

      

      
        13. Alistair's True Intentions

      

      
        14. Time To Destroy The Reaper Cannon

      

      
        15. The New King's Coronation

      

      
        16. Terocs Have A Secret To Share

      

      
        17. The Stone Giant

      

      
        18. Time For Ellyn To Say Goodbye

      

      
        19. The Chamberlain Strikes A Deal With Evil

      

      
        20. The Reaper Blade is Restored and the Academy is no More

      

      
        21. The True Journey Begins

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2019 A.E. Stanfill

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2019 by Creativia

      Published 2019 by Creativia (www.creativia.org)

      Edited by Felicity Hall

      Cover art by Cover Mint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Chosen One Is Found

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark times for the world of Todrain. Wars were being waged, the lands were being ravaged and pillaged, all while innocents were dying in the name of power and greed. Very few men cared for honor nor glory these days - riches and the struggle for power were the only things that mattered, and having certain people on your side didn't hurt either. However, there were still a few honorable men left in the world, such young men like Gawain who trained endlessly each day at the Academy in hopes of one day becoming a Knight Of Valor. The sounds of horses’ hooves could be heard off in the distance, many of them to be exact. The two men that were outside guarding the big beautiful castle and the people inside could hear the thunderous sounds gaining distance.

      “Lower the drawbridge, Lord Alistair and his men have returned,” one of the guards shouted.

      “Hooray for Lord Alistair and his men,” the other one yelled.

      The drawbridge lowered as Lord Alistair and his men drew near, and without even slowing down the hoard of men rushed through on horseback as the two guards moved out of the way, almost getting trampled upon. Lord Alistair and his men did not stop until they were upon the castle itself that stood proudly at the back of the great city. Alistair quickly jumped off his horse and ordered his men to take their horses to the stables then enter the castle later, for he needed to talk to the King in private.

      Afterwards Lord Alistair rushed inside the castle and headed straight for the throne room. Before he could enter Alistair was met by the King’s Chamberlain, “You're not allowed an audience with the King unless called for, Alistair. Even you know this.”

      “That's Lord Alistair to you, Chamberlain,” Alistair replied. “And this is a matter that needs to be discussed with the King, not you.” Alistair tried to push the Chamberlain out of the way, but that did not go without cause, for Ballard the Chamberlain was quite the skilled warrior himself and pushed Alistair back with ease. “I said, nobody sees the King unless called for,” he growled.

      Alistair pulled off his helmet, and his long blonde hair fell down his back. His blue eyes were filled with rage, aimed at Ballard. “If you do not move out of my way, I will be forced to move you,” Alistair hissed, this time his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      Ballard slyly grinned, “So you would be willing to do battle within these walls?”

      “If it means getting to see the King, then yes,” Alistair replied, standing tall and unwavering.

      Ballard unsheathed his blade, “If you refuse to back down, then have at thee.” His determination was just as unwavering as Alistair's.

      Alistair felt as though his hand had been forced, and he too unsheathed his blade. The two men were now set to do battle. Ballard was the first to strike with his blade, but Alistair parried the attack, “Not bad, Chamberlain. But now it is my turn,” he said, then lunged at Ballard.

      Ballard knocked the blade away without even trying, “Not bad yourself Knight, but you will have to do better than that if you want to best me,” he sheepishly grinned.

      The sound of steel clashing against steel could be heard all throughout the castle as the two men fought each other. Hearing the sounds echoing through out must have drawn the ire of King Edward, for he stormed out of the throne room, and unbeknownst to the two men he used his blade “King’s Defender” to knock Alistair’s and Ballard's swords from their hands, sending them both to the floor without trouble. “What is the meaning of this? Fighting inside my castle walls is forbidden.”

      The King was infuriated with the both of them. “Tell me. Why would my first Knight and most trusted adviser be in my halls fighting like two fools?” he shouted at them both. “I want answers, or so help me I will have both of you locked up in the dungeon for months.” Instead of answering King Edward, Ballard made a big mistake by reaching for his sword and King Edward took notice by stepping on the blade, keeping the sword just out of reach. “Reach for your blade one more time, Chamberlain, trusted or not I will cut off your hand,” the King yelled. “Now which of you is going to give me the answer I seek?”

      Alistair on one knee placed his arm across his chest and bowed before he spoke, “Your Majesty. I have urgent news for you, but before I could deliver it the Chamberlain here refused to let me have an audience, and this is urgent and I did what I felt was right. Even if it meant fighting inside these walls. I do apologize, I should have thought this through.”

      Edward then looked over at Ballard, “Is this true, Chamberlain?”

      “It is my Lord,” Ballard answered.

      King Edward's anger was solely upon his Chamberlain now, “Why would you stop my First Knight from coming to see me? You know it is important whenever he rushes in like this.”

      “My Lord, you've been ill lately and do not need the stress. I was only thinking of you your majesty,” explained Ballard.

      “You had no right,” the King responded. “As long as I am the King of Drasal, and have the aid of my blade, I refuse to be treated like an old, frail man. I shall always be here for my knights and my people. Get out of my sight, Ballard!”

      “But your majesty-” the Chamberlain tried to speak but the King would have none of it.

      “I said to get out of my sight,” King Edward shouted again.

      The Chamberlain stood up and asked if he could have his sword back. Of course the King was not a heartless man, and allowed him to take back his blade. But Ballard did not go far; instead, he hid out of sight and listened in on what King Edward and Alistair had to say to one another.

      “Go on Lord Alistair, tell of this news you speak of,” the King said, now in a much calmer state, but still as serious as ever.

      Alistair sheathed his sword and picked up his helmet. “The Dark Knights have returned and are on the move, Your Majesty.”

      Edward's face had now changed to a look of despair, “What? The Dark Knights have returned? You must be mistaken, Knight. That evil was laid to rest a lifetime ago.”

      “Yes, I remember my Lord. I was just a kid when you vanquished that evil with the King's Defender, and with a handful of knights to aid you. But believe in my words, I have seen them with my own eyes. They have returned and are not far from here, my Lord,” said Alistair.

      King Edward held tightly onto the hilt of his blade, “If that is the case, then I shall ride out with you and vanquish that evil once more.”

      “King Edward, you mustn’t. You are ill! And who knows what could happen out there. Your people need you now more than ever. If you would, please allow me to take some more men and go out to scout, and see what they are up to. At least allow me that before you get involved, my King. Please. I beg of you,” Alistair pleaded.

      Edward was reluctant but agreed to do as Alistair had wished. “Okay, Alistair. I will do as you wish and allow you to take a few extra men out with you, under one condition.”

      “Of course.” He bowed. “Name your condition.”

      “You take only a few men, and some from the Academy as well. And under no circumstances do you engage the Dark Knights. Understood?” King Edward explained.

      “I understand, Your Majesty. I shall do as you ask,” replied Alistair.

      “Then go now Knight Of Valor, and assemble your team. I shall be awaiting your return, may the gods watch over you,” King Edward said.

      Alistair crossed his arm over his chest and bowed to the King, “I shall take my leave now, Your Majesty. And thank you for placing your trust in me once more.”

      King Edward stood there for a moment, mumbling a few words under his breath before turning and walking back into the throne room. However, there lurking in the shadows was the King’s Chamberlain, and he heard every word that was said. “So the Dark Knights have returned from the ashes? That must mean “the dark powers” are up for grabs again. And all the mythical blades’ powers must have been resurrected as well. Which would explain why the King took us down so easily while being so frail.”

      “This could be good for me,” Ballard whispered, before disappearing back into the shadows.

      At the Academy an unexpected visitor went busting through the doors, “I need the best trainees you have at the moment for an important mission, Baird. And quickly at that,” Alistair commanded.

      Baird jumped at the appearance of the unexpected guest, “Of course, Lord Alistair. Right away.” And off he went to gather his best students with haste. A few minutes later he was back with two young men, “This here, the one with the white hair, is Caine. He's excellent with a bow, and magic is another of his strong points. This young lad can also hunt just about anything down with his keen eyesight. The other young lad here, with the brown hair and strong chin, is Gawain. He is unmatched in the way of the sword and is fairly decent with magic as well. Both these fine young warriors will be Knights Of Valor in no time, which makes them the perfect choices for you, my Lord.”

      “Is that so?” Alistair replied, eyeing both youngsters.

      “Of course, Lord Alistair. These fine young men are the best the Academy has to offer.” He answered with pride.

      Alistair walked around the two young men, “Hmm. You're an excellent teacher Baird and have yet to produce a bad knight. And of course if not for you, I would never have made First Knight as quickly as I did, so I shall trust in your word. Have them meet me in front in about half an hour. Also, make sure they are both armed.”

      “Will do, my Lord.” He then looked back at his students, “Go to the armory, grab any weapons and armor you need and make it quick. Do not keep Lord Alistair waiting.”

      “Yes sir,” they both said at the same time.

      As the young men made their way towards the armory, one could not contain his excitement. “This is our very first mission, isn't it exciting Caine?” said Gawain. Caine stayed silent and did not answer; however, Caine's silence did not stop Gawain from continuing on. “You can't say you're not excited like me. We get to go on a mission with Lord Alistair, he's a living legend. The youngest First Knight ever.” On and on and on Gawain went until Caine had finally had enough.

      “Would you shut up already?” Caine barked. “You're rambling is nothing but nonsense. I couldn’t care less who Alistair is, I just want to prove that I can do anything asked of me. Now let us hurry on.”

      “Damn, you're as cold as ever.” Gawain mumbled.

      “Finally there,” Caine said, ignoring Gawain and walked on inside the armory.

      “Hey. I was talking to you,” Gawain snapped, following behind Caine.

      “Just shut up and grab what you need!”

      “Fine.” Gawain grumbled, sticking his tongue out at Caine before walking away.

      Caine shook his head as he watched Gawain act like a child, “Fool,” he muttered to himself, turning his attention towards the weapons and armor in the room. “Hmm. Now, what should I choose?” Caine thought to himself. He looked through every piece of armor and every weapon. Finally, he found the weapon he sought; it was an old wooden bow, along with several arrows as well. “This will do,” he whispered.

      Caine also grabbed some light armor, for he didn't want to be weighed down. He relied too much on his speed more than anything else to make that mistake. Caine put the bow over his shoulder, and the arrows on his back in a quiver he had used for his  old arrows. He then tied his white long hair up in a ponytail and he was ready to go.

      That's when the young man heard the clanking of armor coming up from behind him. When he turned around, there standing before him was Gawain in a heavy rusted suit of armor, and in his hand was a huge bastard sword. Caine tried to hold back his laughter, but seeing how idiotic Gawain looked and carrying a sword bigger than he was, Caine just couldn't hold back. “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha.”

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “You, ha, ha, ha, ha. You look like a rusted tin can! Ha, ha, ha, ha,” Caine answered, still laughing at Gawain. “And that sword is bigger than you.”

      “Shows how much you know, Caine.” He snarled. “This armor is going to protect my body, and this sword will cut down anything that stands in front of me.”

      After a good laugh, Caine regained his composure, then he offered some advice to his friend. “Listen closely Gawain, because I know how hard headed you can be. That armor is only going to hinder you, and that sword, well I bet you can't even use it.”

      “I'm a warrior, I can handle it just fine. And big talk coming from someone with a knife and bow. Also, that plate of armor won't even protect you at all.”

      Caine smirked, “If you're not going to listen to me, then I guess I will just have to prove you wrong.” He lifted up his arms and waved Gawain on, “Come at me, let's see what you got.”

      “Now you're talking my language. Hope you're ready.” He excitedly exclaimed, before lunging at Caine.

      Caine stood there watching Gawain lunge at him with his sword, at the last minute he swiftly moved out of the way. “You will have to be faster than that if you're going to strike me down,” Caine told him. “Now let's try that one again.” Gawain was letting his anger get the best of him, and he lifted up his sword readying for another attack, but still it did no good.

      He reached over and grabbed a cutlass sword and blocked Gawain's attack with ease. “Too easy.” Then he swept Gawain's feet out from under him and he hit the ground with a loud thud. When Gawain realized what had happened it was too late, he was looking up from his back as Caine had the tip of a blade to his throat. “Okay, Caine. You win, you're too fast for me.”

      “It's not that I'm that much faster than you. That armor you wear is hindering you, it has slowed you down. Also, the enemy will be able to hear you eons away. Take my advice Gawain, change into some lighter armor, on top of that, grab a smaller sword that suits you, while we still have time left to spare.”

      Gawain snarled at Caine - he did not wish to admit the fact that he was wrong and Caine was right, however, when you have a sword pointed at your throat it makes you change how you feel real quick. “Help me up and I will change into some lighter armor, and grab a different sword. Just aim that cutlass sword in another direction, please,” he said, reaching his hand up in the air.

      Caine tossed the cutlass blade and reached down to take Gawain's hand, pulling him to his feet. “Look Gawain, you're a great fighter and an excellent swordsman. But you can't always rely on heavy armor and strength alone to win battles.”

      He pushed by his friend without saying a word, he was embarrassed and mad that he couldn't beat Caine yet again. “One day I'm going to beat him, no matter what it takes.” He muttered to himself. As promised, Gawain put on some lighter armor, even though there was no helmet and it wasn't near as cool as the other, he still did so. However he couldn't make up his mind what kind of sword he wanted to go with, that is until Caine started rushing him.

      “Hurry up! We have to meet Lord Alistair out front in a matter of minutes.”

      “Don't rush me, Caine. I'm still looking for a sword that I like!”

      Caine hurried over to where Gawain stood, “Just grab a sword, Gawain. It's not like you're going to get to use it.”

      “You're the one that told me to get a sword that suits me.”

      “I guess I will have to find a sword for you then,” said Caine. He hurriedly looked around the room, and sticking out of the wall was a blade that in his mind would be perfect for Gawain, even though he wanted it for himself. “There in the wall.” Caine pointed.

      There was when he first laid eyes upon it. It didn't look like a normal sword either, the blade was of a blackish tint, with what seemed to be weird shaped metal sticking out of each side close to the hilt, and the handle itself was made out of a special alloy with a gem in the bottom that seemed to glow faintly. “I think that's the blade of legend, Nightbane,” Gawain said, looking on astonished. “We're not supposed to touch that sword.”

      “Do you really think they would leave such a powerful weapon like that here in the armory?” Caine laughed.

      “I don't know. Maybe.”

      “Exactly, you don't know. Take the damn blade and let's get a move on.” Caine insisted. Gawain stood there for a moment thinking the situation through before he slowly reached for the sword. When his fingertips touched the hilt, he swore he heard a voice in his head. “We have been waiting for you, Guardian of the Blade.” Caine slapped Gawain on the back, “Would you hurry up and take the damn sword.”

      Gawain acted as though he hadn't heard a word Caine had said to him, as he turned and asked, “Did you hear that?”

      Caine was getting a little irate with his friend, “Would you stop fooling around and take the sword.”

      He didn't have time to argue with Caine, nor did he have time to look for other weapons in the armory either. It was a tough decision, but at this point, he had little choice. So Gawain pulled the blade from the wall and sheathed it to the side of his waist, and then the two young men went running out of the armory to meet Lord Alistair outside the Academy. When the two young men emerged, Lord Alistair was there waiting for them.

      “The two of you are late!” He hissed. “That's not a good way to impress a Knight Of Valor is it?” Staring them both down.

      “No sir.” They both answered.

      Alistair turned his back to them and started to doubt his strategy of asking the Academy for help. “Can these two really be of help to me and my men? Maybe I should go at this alone”, he thought to himself. Then he remembered the promise that he had made to King Edward, and thought nothing more of it. He turned back around to face both Caine and Gawain, “Next time I ask for the best, prove it to me. I shall let it pass this time though, understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “Now before we take our leave, I have a question to ask you both,” Alistair said. He paced back and forth for a minute or so, “Do you know of the Dark Knights?”

      “One of the Masters said something about them, but I don't exactly remember what. It just didn't seem important at the time,” Gawain shrugged.

      Caine felt embarrassed with his friend’s remark, “Geez, Gawain. Do you ever pay attention to anything when we train with the Masters?” he snarled. “If I may, I will answer your question, Lord Alistair. The Dark Knights were assembled by one man, the evil King Vaughn. Though he wasn't always known as the evil one, King Vaughn was once a good man and even a better king, loved by all. But then something changed in him, he became obsessed with power, and greed, he even started learning the dark arts.

      The legend goes that one day he learned of something called the Dark Power, and any man that was strong enough to claim that dreadful power could gain anything his heart desired. So the King assembled his best knights and went out in search of this great power. Once he gained that power he turned his loyal knights into Dark Ones. They are not living nor are they dead, they have no human emotions whatsoever. And they are only loyal to the one that controls the darkness. Thus, the Dark Knights were born.”

      Alistair seemed very impressed with the answer that Caine had given him, so he asked another. “Does one know what happened after that?”

      “Yes, my Lord. The evil King Vaughn and his Dark Knights ravaged the lands, burning down towns and taking over kingdoms, killing thousands of innocents in their wake. The World of Todrain was thrown into darkness and chaos for many a year until one lone man stood up to that very darkness. With sword in hand he rallied the people and brought the fight to the evil King and Dark Knights, he struck down King Vaughn with his blade “King’s Defender” and dispersed the Dark Knights.

      The Dark Ones that once plagued the lands were gone, and peace was restored. Thus, the Dark Knights were never to be seen again, and supposedly the Dark Power was gone forever as well. That lone stranger became the man we all know and love today, King Edward,” Caine answered with a confident smile.

      “Very good, Caine. You're a bright young man and will make a fine knight someday.” Alistair told him. He then turned to face Gawain, “Gawain, knowledge is something that will save your life one day. Being a great knight isn't all about skill alone. You have to study and learn to know your enemies well. You have a way to go if you want to become a Knight Of Valor, young one.”

      When Alistair turned to walk away he noticed the sword that Gawain had sheathed to his side. “Is that the legendary blade?” He thought to himself. But that cannot be. That blade had a spell put on it long ago. Could that young man be the chosen? Hmm, no it's not him. The blade isn't in its final form, so why would it release itself to him?” Alistair rubbed his chin, “I will have to keep a close eye on him, I have not come this far to have some kid get in my way now.”

      “Lord Alistair, when do we depart?” A knight in silver armor walked up from behind and asked. That seemed to snap Alistair out of his state of mind, and he quickly turned to answer.

      “We're ready to go, gather the rest of the men and tell them we are heading out.”

      “Yes, My Lord.” The Knight bowed and walked away.

      “Caine. Gawain. Hurry along and follow my second in command to the horses, be ready to leave at once,” Alistair commanded. Both bowed to Alistair before following in pursuit. Minutes later Alistair met his men, along with Caine and Gawain, at the front of the castle. “Is all ready to depart?”

      “All is ready, my Lord.”

      “Good. Just make sure you keep an eye on these two, Mike. And be discrete; if the king finds out I brought others along beside them, there would surely be unwanted trouble,” Alistair warned, then jumped up on his horse and made ready to leave the castle.

      “Lord Alistair is ready to leave the castle. Lower the drawbridge at once.” The castle guard pulled a lever and the gears started creaking and cracking as the drawbridge went down, letting Alistair and his companions out of the courtyard and into the city of Drasal. And off they went towards their fates and the destiny that awaited them all.

      “Where are we going, Lord Alistair?” Caine asked, riding up beside him.

      “To a small town not too far from here.”

      “And what of our mission?”

      “We're to investigate the resurgence of the Dark Knights.”

      Caine frowned, “The Dark Knights have returned? That does not bode well for any of us.”

      Gawain rode up beside the two with urgency, “I hate to interrupt, but there's smoke coming from up ahead.”

      “No. It can't be. Everyone ride hard and fast.” Alistair told his men. “We have a town to save.”

      However, once they got to the small town, it was too late. The town of Crenshaw was burned to the ground, the villagers lifeless bodies piled in the center. It was a hard sight to see, especially for Gawain. For it brought back memories of his village being plundered by bandits, and his parents being killed. But Gawain held back his emotions, he had a job to do, and now wasn't the time for grieving.

      “Men. Pull yourselves together. Check all huts still standing, look for any survivors. Kill any Dark Knights that you find!” Alistair commanded. “Caine, Gawain, you do the same.”

      “But King Edward gave specific orders for us not to engage the enemy,” Mike said.

      “Look around you! How are we not going to engage the enemy now?”

      “I don't like this,” Mike said.

      “You don't have to like it, just do as you’re told.” Alistair scowled. Mike turned and walked away without saying another word; he was angered, but Alistair was the one in charge, not him.

      Caine and Gawain came upon two huts still left standing only a few feet from one another. “Caine, you take the hut on the left, I will take the one on the right,” said Gawain.

      “Sure,” Caine agreed. “One more thing, Gawain.”

      “What?”

      “Yell if you need any help, and I mean any help at all.”

      “You do the same.”

      Caine nodded, then the two young men went their separate ways. Gawain entered the hut on the right just in time to catch a Dark Knight about to kill a villager, “I don't think so,” he shouted. In his mind, he was going to hurry over and run his blade through the Dark Knight's back. But it didn't quite work out that way; the Dark Knight turned and blocked his attack with little effort.

      “Who are you?” The Dark Knight asked, his voice low, deep and dark.

      “I'm the one that's about to put an end to you.”

      The Dark Knight laughed, “Such small words, coming from such a small boy.”

      “We will see if you still think that way once I run my blade through your dark heart!” Gawain hissed, before lunging at the Dark Knight.

      A sword fight broke out between the Dark Knight and Gawain, their blades clashing together with a thunderous noise, time and time again. It was a stalemate at first as each blocked the other’s strikes. But Gawain would soon start to fade as his skills and stamina was nowhere near that of the Dark Knight’s; he was just lucky to last as long as he did. Soon the Knight would overpower him and send Gawain flying back into the wall of the hut.

      Gawain found himself in trouble with the Dark Knight standing over him. “Tell me what you are doing here, and if there are any others aiding you. If you do I will end your life quickly.” The Dark Knight told him, holding a sword up to Gawain's throat.

      “And if I don't?” Gawain bravely bolstered.

      “Then I will bleed you like a pig.” The Dark Knight replied.

      Gawain laughed and spat at the Knight, “Do your worst, for I do not fear you.”

      The Dark Knight laughed maniacally, then ran the tip of the blade right into Gawain's shoulder. The sharp tip ripped through the armor and pierced his skin, and blood trickled down his plate of armor, as Gawain screamed out in pain. “Now are you ready to talk?”

      “Never!” Gawain shouted back at him.

      “Have it your way then,” the Knight chuckled. He started to twist the blade back and forth, making the pain damn near unbearable for Gawain to handle. He screamed and screamed, it was clear that Gawain was in agonizing pain, but still, yet he refused to answer the Dark Knight’s question. He would rather die than betray his friend or Lord Alistair.

      As all hope of Gawain surviving the torture that the Dark Knight was inflicting upon him faded, an arrow zipped through the air, piercing a crease in the Dark Knight’s armor causing him to stumble backwards. Gawain took that as his opportunity to land the final blow; he quickly picked up his sword jumping to his feet without hesitation, and he ran the blade right into the gap of the Dark Knight’s helmet. The thing underneath the armor let out this horrible scream that seemed to pierce the eardrums, and within a few seconds, all was quiet for the Dark Knight was dead.

      It wasn't long before Caine came barreling through the front of the hut, “Gawain, you're bleeding! Are you alright?”

      Gawain almost seemed disappointed in himself as he answered, “I'm fine, just underestimated the skill of that thing is all. I was careless.”

      Caine glanced down at the motionless body that lay in front of him, “It was a close call, nonetheless you should know to never rush into battle against a superior opponent.”

      “True, it was foolish of me - if not for you Caine I would be dead. Thank you, I owe thee that much.”

      Caine was unsure what to make of how Gawain was acting, “What do you mean? I did not save you Gawain, I was in the other hut and barely heard your cries. There is no way I could have pulled off a shot such as this,” he said, pointing at the arrow lodged in the back of the Dark Knight. “Nor would one of these arrows I carry even be able to pierce the Dark Knights armor. This is beyond my doing.”

      Gawain looked dumbfounded, “If not you, then who?”

      Before Caine could even think of what to say next, he heard the sound of footsteps coming up from behind him. “Turn around slowly.” A man's voice demanded. “Don't even think of trying anything, I'm damn good with this bow of mine.”

      Gawain was already face to face with the man, recognizing him as the villager the Dark Knight was trying to kill. Caine, on the other hand, turned slowly, all the while trying to think of a way to disarm the man. However once he got a glimpse of who was behind him, he knew that wouldn't be necessary. The villager had a large gash across his chest and stomach, blood was pouring from his fatal wound like a river. Caine was surprised the poor soul still had the strength to stand a little, let alone point a bow at them both.

      “That's no way to treat the man that saved your life!” Gawain shouted.

      “Shut up. I'm the only one that's going to do the talking right now. Are you two with the Dark Ones?”

      “We are students of the Academy, from the city of Drasal. We are out here with Lord Alistair and the Knights Of Valor.” Caine answered.

      “Drasal? Knights Of Valor? So King Edward must have sent you then, am I correct?”

      “Yes sir.”

      Gawain nudged Caine's arm, “What are you doing? Nobody is to know of this, remember.” He whispered.

      “He's not going to be telling anyone, Gawain. Trust me, this man has a fatal wound, I don't think he will last much longer.” Caine said quietly.

      “Did I not say to shut up? I may be hurt, but I can still put an arrow through both of you before I die.” That's when he noticed it, the sword that Gawain had gripped tightly in his hand, and that made him take a step back, “What are your names?”

      “My name is Caine, this here is Gawain. And yours, good friend?”

      “That is none of your concern. Caine, if you don't mind. Please give me a moment with your friend, or I put an arrow between your eyes. Your choice.”

      Caine looked over at Gawain, hesitant of what choice he should make, but Gawain made it for him when he nodded in agreement with the man. Caine went to leave the hut but not before giving the man a warning, “If you hurt my friend, I promise that I will kill you myself before your wound does it for you.” Caine stared the man down for a second more before walking out.

      “He's a good friend, that much I can tell, but be mindful of him down the road.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “You will find out in time.” The man half answered. “Now do you mind telling me where you gathered that sword in your hand? Be truthful, I'm not long for this world and what I have to say next is of the utmost importance.”

      Gawain was intrigued and also felt somewhat sorry for the man who stood before him bleeding out, using his last bit of strength just to stand. That's when he decided it would be best to humor the man, “I acquired the sword from the wall inside the armory at my Academy. I honestly did not wish to take it, for I believe it to be the legendary blade Nightbane. But my friend Caine thought it was nonsense and had me grab the sword regardless.”

      “Did you hear any voices when you pulled the blade from the wall?”

      He nodded, “I heard a female voice, she said that I was the protector of the sword until the time comes that I pass it on to its true master. Or something like that.”

      The man before him was starting to succumb to his wound, he no longer had the strength to point the bow at Gawain and it dropped to the floor, the man's face was flush, and he was sweating profusely. “Seems my body is starting to fail me, I better make this quick,” he said. “You can run, boy. Or you can stay and learn of why the sword chose you and not the others.”

      “I'm not a boy, nor am I scared to learn of the truth. So tell me what you need to say.”

      The man smiled, blood trickling from his mouth. “You are brave I will give you that, maybe that's why the sword chose you.” he said before continuing on. “Listen to me closely, that sword that you hold is truly the blade of legend. A spell was placed on that very sword long ago to keep mortal men from getting their hands on it, until it was needed yet again. I know this because I was the one that placed that spell upon the blade. Since the Dark Ones have returned the spell has been lifted and it chose you for the task at hand.” he gasped heavily, trying his best to stand straight, but his legs failed him, and like a tall tree that had been chopped, the man tumbled over.

      Gawain hurried over to the man and knelt down beside him, “You need help sir. I shall go and get a healer for you.”

      The stranger grabbed him by the arm, “There is no time, you must listen to me boy.”

      “Please, calm down or the rest of your strength will leave you.”

      He pulled Gawain in closer, “Look at your blade, do you see how it glows now? That is because its true master is near and its true power is meant only for him. His destiny will unfold once he takes the sword from you. Hear me, boy, that person is my son. You shall find the child hidden underneath the boards on which you stand, find him, take him to the Academy and train him well.

      When the time is right, pass the blade over to him, and give him this amulet. It, it is the key to all he needs to know.” the man took an amulet out of his pocket and handed it over to Gawain. “Also tell the King that the time has come, he will…know what it means. Please protect my son, you are the only one that can. And tell him-” the man went silent and said nothing more; the fatal wounds he suffered had finally taken his spirit to another realm.

      Gawain placed his hand over the man's eyes and closed them. “You poor bastard,” he said as he stood up. “I don't know why I have to get mixed up in all of this, but I will do my best, I promise.”

      Meanwhile, Caine was in search of Alistair to tell him of what had transpired, “Lord Alistair. Lord Alistair!” He shouted loudly, running up to the knights in a panic. “Tell me, where is Lord Alistair?”

      “Calm yourself, I am right here,” Alistair said, and when he glanced over Caine he could tell that something wasn't right. “You look in a panic, has something happened?”

      “Yes my Lord, Gawain is injured. He was stabbed by one of the Dark Knights. But Gawain managed to kill the dark spawn with aid from some villager who now has him held hostage. We must help him!”

      Alistair could not make heads or tail of what the young man was talking about, but if the Dark Knights were involved then Gawain was in grave danger. “Men. Take care of the young lad here while I go in search of his friend. Understood?”

      “Yes sir.”

      Gawain was still in search of the boy. He did not know the boy's name so he couldn't call out to him, which made the search more difficult. While Gawain searched the hut with haste, he caught a break and heard whimpering coming from directly underneath his feet. He was taken aback at first because Gawain really didn't believe the dying man when he said the boy was underneath them both. “Must be a trapdoor. That means there has to be a switch or lever around here.” Gawain thought to himself.

      And with a little bit more searching, he came across a switch hidden behind a painting hanging on the wall. “Aw, there we go. Whoever that man was, he was good, really good, not just some villager at that either.” He flipped the switch, and the sounds of crackling noises could be heard as a secret compartment in the floor opened up before him. He stood there in awe at first before he cautiously approached the hole in the floor. There Gawain found a little boy with black hair, crying his eyes out. He reached out for the boy, “Let's get you out of here young one, to somewhere safe.”

      The young boy was scared and refused to take his hand; the child just sat there and cried out for his father. Gawain knew the only way to gain the boy's trust was to lie, “Listen to me boy. I'm a friend of your father, he sent me here to get you and bring you to him. How else would I know of this secret hiding place?” Luckily the boy bought into Gawain's story and reached out to take his hand.

      After he pulled the boy out he saw that there was something still left down there. It was a book and by the looks of it, a very old one at that, almost ancient in a way. Gawain did not hesitate; he reached down and picked it up. He wanted to look the book over but did not have the time. Alistair could be heard in the distance calling out his name, so he scooped the boy up in his arms, hid the amulet in his chest plate, and went running out of the hut.

      “Here I am, Lord Alistair.” Gawain waved.

      “Are you alright, Gawain? I was told that you were injured by a Dark Knight,” Alistair took notice of the little boy that the young man had in his arms, “Where did the child come from?”

      He had not the time to worry about such matters of blood, pain, and questions. “Long story, Lord Alistair. But I have not the time to explain, we are all in grave danger and need to hurry out of this place.” Then almost out of thin air, shouting could be heard, as the rest of the Knights along with Caine came riding up on their horses.

      “Hurry my lord! We need to make haste back to the castle, a horde of Dark Knights was spotted riding this way,” Mike said with a nervous look on his face.

      Alistair looked over at Gawain, “Can you ride with your wound while holding on to that child?”

      “No time to worry about that now.” Gawain answered. He might have been in excruciating pain but that did not stop him from mounting his horse, nor did it stop him from holding tightly onto the child either.

      Sounds of many horses could be heard quickly gaining on their position, “Everyone ride, and do so quickly. To the castle!” Alistair roared.

      Meanwhile back at Drasal Castle, King Edward was awaiting the return of his First Knight, Alistair. In a rush, the Chamberlain came barging into King Edward’s quarters, “Your majesty. Your Majesty. I have dire news.”

      The King was startled by the appearance of his Chamberlain; this was a first that Ballard had ever entered his chambers unannounced. “Calm yourself, Ballard,” Edward said. “What has transpired that has you so upset?”

      “Lord Alistair and his men are heading back to the castle in a hurry. However, my King, they are being pursued by the Dark Knights and many at that!” Ballard exclaimed.

      Hearing such news sent King Edward into a rage, and he demanded the Chamberlain leave him at once. He picked up King’s Defender and just stared at the magnificent blade. “Why? Why are those bloodthirsty demons back? Have the Dark Powers returned to this world, could the evil one's resurrection be upon us?” He muttered. “No, it must not be allowed to happen.”

      Edward rushed over to a secret compartment that was hidden behind a bookshelf, and there in that hidden room was the King’s gold plated armor from long ago. Without even thinking twice he put the armor on and made his way out of the castle. It wasn't long before King Edward found himself outside of the city of Drasal, the kingdom he had sworn to protect at any cost, even if it meant his death.
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      King Edward stood outside the gates of Drasal, patiently waiting for the arrival of Alistair and his men, along with the Dark Ones that followed behind. “I see Lord Alistair and his knights,” the lookout shouted. “They are being followed by men in Black armor, be they demons? King Edward, did you hear me?"

      Edward ignored the lookout’s warnings, and lifted his sword up to his face whispering, “Old friend. I am in need of your power once again, for one last battle.” The King lifted the blade above his head, “I am not going to let you harm my knights or my people. Go back to hell Dark Knights.” King Edward started to chant loudly in an odd language, “Ke, Nome, Me Jah, Ki.” His eyes turned as red as the sun, and the armor he wore became consumed by flames.

      Everyone watching was in awe over what they were witnessing, not a single person knew King Edward still possessed such power. Once Alistair and his men made it inside the city safely, the king went into action. “I unleash the flames of hell upon thee,” King Edward screamed before he slashed the blade through the air, unleashing a blinding bright light. When the light faded the Dark Knights, along with the horses they were on had vanished into thin air. Were they vaporized? Or were they burned into nothing more than ash? Only the King knew the answer. But none of that mattered, for his knights and the people of Drasal were saved.

      Alistair jumped off his horse and made his way over to King Edward; it didn't matter to him what he had just witnessed, it was more important that the king knew of the situation. “Your Majesty. The Dark Knights have burned down the village of Cremshaw to the ground. There was none to survive except for that child that Gawain holds. Also, it seems as though they were searching for something, but I am unsure of what that is, my King. What should be our next move?”

      King Edward was very weak, using that attack had taken almost all the life he had left, but he refused to show it. Any sign of weakness could spell disaster, even from his own knights. “Alistair, head for the castle with the rest of your men. We shall talk about things later, for now I need a word with young Gawain over there.”

      “Understood, my King.” Alistair replied, he bowed and took his leave. King Edward walked over to where Caine and Gawain were standing, having a conversation.

      “Where did the child come from?” Caine asked.

      “I found him hiding outside the hut,” Gawain lied to Caine, remembering the promise he had made to the boy's father, and he intended to keep it.

      “Do you really expect me to believe that?”

      “It's the truth.”

      King Edward appeared beside them, “Are you Gawain?”

      Caine turned around as if he was going to give a smart ass reply, but that changed once he realized that it was the King himself, “Your Majesty.” He bowed. “My name is Caine, this here is Gawain.”

      “Thank you for being humble, Caine,” he said. “If you don't mind I would like a word in private with Gawain.”

      “Of course my Lord. I will take my leave at once.” Caine replied in an utmost manner, he bowed then humbly walked away, leaving King Edward alone with Gawain and the child. Edward looked at the child then back at Gawain, “What is this child's name?”

      “I do not know, your Majesty. For the boy does not speak out of fear.”

      “Maybe when he is more comfortable he will speak. May I also ask where you found the boy?” Gawain looked around to make sure there was no one listening in before he explained everything that had transpired to King Edward. “I see. That is an unnerving tale, young Gawain. If what you say is true then I fear we are all in grave danger,” King Edward said with an eerie look in his eyes.

      “How so?”

      “That does not concern you young one, you should worry about that child and your promise to his father. Remember, that boy could hold the key to saving us all.” Edward went to walk away, but Gawain was quick to stop him.

      “Your Majesty. I almost forgot to tell you, that man also told me to give you the message “the time has come” - they were his last words. He said you would understand.” Gawain explained.

      Those words seemed to upset King Edward in some way, “Gawain take that boy to the Academy, make sure he's clothed and fed at once. Also, you are hereby ordered to become a Master of the Academy, and teacher of the arts to this boy and all others as well. Remember your promise well, young Gawain.” Then he turned and stormed off towards the castle.

      Gawain was confused, and also conflicted with the Kings demands. He wanted to become a Knight Of Valor, not some Master at the Academy. However, the King had spoken and he could not go against the orders given to him. And Gawain did have a promise to keep. “You heard our King.” Gawain looked down at the boy, smiling. “Let us be on our way to the Academy.” He picked the child up in his arms and carried him all the way there.

      Edward was already back at the castle, greeted by Chamberlain Ballard as he was on his way to his sleeping quarters. “My Lord, such a great victory and display of power. Those Dark Knights will think twice before they try that again.” Ballard said gleefully. King Edward did not find Ballard's words amusing, and he pushed straight past Ballard and into his chambers, slamming the door behind him. Ballard just stood there laughing quietly, “Soon all my dreams shall come true, and I will rule the lands. Nothing will stand in my way once King Edward is dead.”

      King Edward was alone in his chambers. He threw his blade to the floor, and started yanking off his armor, throwing it around the room in a fit of rage. “Damn those vile Dark Ones. You killed my best friend. Why him and not me? Damn it all to hell!” He was screaming like a mad man. His fit of rage took the last bit of energy left in him. Edward collapsed onto the floor, exhausted. Edward laid there with no strength to move, all he could do was think about his fallen friend. “Bowen, how could the Dark Knights have killed you? You were one of the best, even better than me. It was you that was destined to be King, not I. But you chose to leave and never return, I could never understand the reasoning behind that decision. But I think I do now, my old friend.”

      Back at the Academy, Gawain had his own issues to deal with, especially with Headmaster Baird, “You bring a child of a pig farmer here and expect him to join the Academy!” Baird shouted.

      “I have no noble blood in me, and yet I was accepted into the Academy. Why should it be any different for this child?” Gawain hissed.

      “I can't explain that, Gawain! Or you could say that I refuse to do so.”

      “You have no choice in the matter, Baird. King Edward ordered me to bring him here, he is to eat, have some different clothing, and train here at the Academy. One more thing, Baird. I am to become a master at this Academy now, that is also the King’s order. You can talk to him about these arrangements if you like.”

      Baird was none too happy with the news, but not even he was stupid enough to challenge King Edward when he gave out orders. “If that is truly the King’s wishes, then I don't have a choice in the matter,” he said. Baird then turned his attention to the little boy, “What is your name? And be quick to answer, I haven't the time for dilly-dallying.”

      The boy refused to answer, and only hid behind Gawain's back. “It's okay. Baird may seem mean but he's actually a nice guy. Besides, we can't just keep on calling you a child the whole time, now can we,” Gawain said with a calming voice.

      He slowly peeked out from around Gawain's back and whispered, “My name is Leon.”

      Baird walked somewhat closer to the boy and looked down at him, “Your last name child, what is your last name?” Baird was a very intimidating man, with his gray beard, and long gray hair, and the scar on his face did not help matters either.

      “Cromwell. Leon Cromwell.” The boy whimpered before hiding himself back behind Gawain.

      Baird's eyes widened; it seemed as though hearing the boy’s name had shocked him in some way. “Take him to the quarters where all the young boys stay, see that all of his needs are met. I will see to it that the council is informed of this, and then the hard work starts afterward. Now be gone with you both.” Gawain had a feeling that Baird also knew of who the boy really was, just like the King did. But asking any questions would be a bad idea, especially with the way Baird was acting at the moment.

      “Follow me, Leon, I will take you to where you need to go.” As Gawain was walking down the hall, on the way to the sleeping quarters, he would point out what room was what to Leon. “That room there is for the study of Alchemy or magic, whichever you would prefer. Oh and this one is for the study of Ancient Weapons.” At the next room they came across Gawain stopped for a moment and sighed.

      “What is wrong?” Leon mumbled.

      Gawain looked at the boy and smiled, “Seems as though someone has found his voice again,” he jokingly said. “Do not worry about my troubles, Leon. This is just the class to train for Knight Hood that I used to be in. But my fate is of another now.”

      He was done showing Leon around and pointed on ahead, “Let's get you on to the quarters before Baird has both our hides.” Gawain nudged Leon forward. When they approached the quarters, Gawain noticed there were still a couple of young boys hanging around and he figured this would be the perfect time to introduce them to their new guest. “Hey, guys” he shouted.

      “Come here, I want you to meet someone.”

      The two young lads came walking over, and neither looked much older than Leon either. “Who is that?” One of the boys asked.

      “Well if you would give me a chance, I will introduce you to him,” Gawain answered.

      “Just hurry up, Gawain. We have an Alchemy class to get to, and I don't want to be on Lady Catherine's bad side.” The other boy hissed.

      “You know if you would just show up on time Henry, you wouldn't get into so much trouble.”

      “And if I wanted an old man's opinion, I would ask for it.”

      If anything got to Gawain it was being called an old man, you could call him anything else, and say anything you wanted about him, but never call him an old man. “Why do you always have to call me old? Have some respect, for I am soon to be a Master at this academy.” He had now forgotten that he had Leon with him, and the whole reason he was on his way to the quarters in the first place. For now, he was in a full-on shouting match with Henry, back and forth the two went on until the other boy ignored the two, and introduced himself to Leon instead.

      “Hi, my name is, Ulric. You must already know Gawain, and the boy he's shouting at is Henry.” He went to shake Leon's hand, but Leon refused, he was still somewhat scared. “Still scared huh? Don't worry, I was the same when I first arrived here, it can be a scary place at first. But everyone here is very nice when they want to be that is. Even Henry, of course. He's just grumpy because he has yet to eat.” Ulric was doing all he could to earn Leon's trust, but for some reason, it wasn't working. And all the shouting definitely wasn't helping either, so he tried another way. “Can I at least ask your name?”

      “My name is, Leon.” The boy whispered nervously.

      “Well, Leon. First, you have to SPEAK A LITTLE LOUDER AROUND HERE IF YOU WANT OTHERS TO HEAR YOU!” Ulric screamed out, getting the attention of Gawain and Henry.

      “What's all the screaming about?” Henry hissed.

      Ulric shook his head, “Don't we have a class to be at? Or did you forget?” Suddenly Gawain remembered what he was supposed to be doing in the first place, and talked for Henry. “Ah, that reminds me. Since I am running out of time, I order the two of you to look after Leon here for the day. Make him feel welcome or else.”

      It didn't take long for Henry to start running his mouth again, voicing how displeased he was, “What? We don't have to take orders from an old man, I'm not your babysitter either. We're the kids everyone else looks up to - we don't need him ruining that for-”

      Ulric interrupted before Henry could say another word, “Shut your mouth, Henry. Leon is coming with us, like it or not.” He stared down Henry, “Or do you have a problem with that?”

      Henry frowned at the thought, “Whatever, Ulric. You win, he can follow along. But he better not get in the way, or I will be none too happy. Besides, I' m hungry and don't have the strength to argue.”

      “You're always hungry.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Before I forget, Ulric.” Gawain chimed in. “Inform Lady Catherine that Leon is a new student here, that way I can avoid her myself.” He tried to act as though he wanted nothing to do with her even though the look in his eyes said otherwise. He didn't say another word; he just turned and walked off down the hall in a hurry.

      “Now that he's gone we had better be on our way as well. We're already running late so this should be fun,” Ulric said sarcastically.

      Moments later, the three boys had arrived at the Alchemy room but before they went in, Henry decided he had a brilliant idea to keep them out of trouble. “Listen up, you two. I think we should sneak into class. Lady Catherine will never notice us, and remember there's no time to argue with me either. Be best to just follow my lead.”

      “I'm not sure I like this, but you are right, we don't have the time to argue.” Ulric responded. He looked back at Leon, “Stay close by, okay.” Leon nodded, it wasn’t like he had a choice. The boy didn't know much of his surroundings like the others did, also he had too much on his mind to even care.

      “Follow me, but do so quietly,” Henry told them. He was the first to sneak inside the room. Henry looked around the class, seeing only a handful of the other students had seen them, but they were friends of his and would not dare to snitch. So he waved for Ulric and Leon to join him, believing the coast was clear, however, he couldn't have been more wrong.

      As soon as Ulric and Leon were just about caught up to Henry, something happened to their bodies and they could no longer move, not even a muscle. Henry turned back and noticed how they were both just squatting down in place not moving. Henry went to wave them both over again, but he also could not move a single muscle either. He began to wonder what was going on, as did Ulric, until they both heard a voice shouting all the way from the other side of the classroom.

      “Look behind you, everyone. We seem to have some untimely guests in our presence. I wonder why they are just squatting there. Do they need to go to the outhouses?” The voice was none other than that of Lady Catherine's; she must have cast a spell of movement upon the young boys, to keep them in place. The whole class turned around to see who she was referring to, and that's when laughter filled the room. Three boys were being pointed at, talked about, and most of all laughed at.

      It was the most embarrassing thing that could have ever happened to Henry, and there was nothing he could do about it. Ulric, on the other hand, couldn’t have cared less of what the others thought of him anyways, this never did matter to him. Poor Leon was scared out of his mind yet again, he had been through enough for one day and just wanted it to end.

      Lady Catherine made it a point to slowly walk around the boys, scolding them in front of the rest of the class, “You see, class, this is what happens when you are careless. This is also what happens when one is untimely and shows not a care in the world for anyone, or anything.” She stopped to look back at the rest of her class. “Never think that I don't see all because I do!” She shifted her focus back on the boys. “And I will have swift punishment brought upon all three of you boys.” And that's when she noticed an unfamiliar face. “Wait a minute, I don't remember you. Just who are you boy?” she released the spell on the three boys so Leon could answer. “I know Henry and Ulric. But I've never seen you before now, child. Who are you?”

      Leon was so frightened that he could barely even utter a word, Ulric decided he would try and answer for him, “He is frightened, Lady Catherine. Also-”

      “I did not ask you, hold your tongue!” Lady Catherine shouted. She turned her attention back to Leon. “If you cannot answer me because of fear, I shall use another method to get the answer I seek.” She knelt down in front of him and whispered. “It is safe here child, I shall not hurt you. Just look me in the eyes, try your best not look away. If you do this, all shall be made clear to me.”

      Leon found her voice soothing and comforting in a way that he could not explain, and without even thinking twice he did exactly what was asked of him. He stared straight into Lady Catherine's eyes, and not once did he attempt to look away. Not a single one of the students in the room, including Ulric and Henry, knew of what she had seen through Leon's eyes. But it was enough to make her facial expression change to that of worry, almost as if what she had seen frightened her. Without uttering a single word, their teacher bolted out of the room in a major rush. Which confused everyone, and worried all the students in the room.

      Back at Gawain's sleeping quarters, he was putting things away getting ready to head for different classes, forced upon him by King Edward. He wasn't much paying attention to anything else and was deep in thought about the trials that laid in wait for him. When Alistair rushed through the door and into his room, it made him jump and reach for his blade.

      “Calm yourself.” Alistair took a step back with his hands raised in the air. “Just here to ask a question or two.”

      “Lord Alistair.” Gawain sighed and put his sword back on his bed. “Sorry, you startled me is all. To what do I owe this honorable visit?”

      “When you found the boy, did he have anything on him? Like an amulet of sorts.”

      Gawain could feel his heart start racing. ‘How does he know of the amulet?’ He thought to himself, but remained composed, even in the presence of Lord Alistair. ‘Still, I have a promise to keep, and will not betray that even to Lord Alistair.’ “No my Lord, there was no such thing with the child.”

      Alistair looked at Gawain as though he didn't believe him, “Are you sure you didn't find anything on the child?”

      Knowing he could not give him the amulet, he didn't think it would hurt to give Alistair the book he had found. Later, that would prove to be one of Gawain's biggest mistakes. “Hmm. I did find something with the child on second thoughts, but it was not an amulet.”

      Alistair's eyes widened with anticipation, you could hear the excitement in his voice, “What did you find?”

      Gawain picked up the book and showed Alistair, “I found this book, Lord Alistair. It doesn't look like much though.”

      “You have a lot to learn, Gawain. Never judge by looks alone, there is always more to some things than the eye can see.” It seemed as though Alistair was lecturing young Gawain. But it would be the best advice anyone could have given him. “Do you mind if I take the book off your hands? I could demand you give it to me, but it is not mine to take.”

      “I have no use for this dusty old book; by all means you can have it, Lord Alistair.” He held the book out for him to take.

      Alistair slowly reached out and grabbed the object, and once the ancient book was in Alistair's hands images flooded his mind. Images of great battles and weapons of great destructive power were what he had seen, but that wasn't all. For he also seen images of the Dark Knights, and monsters far worse than you could ever imagine. However, there was one image that he witnessed that changed him forever. It was of a man that gained the power to control it all, the power to make all of his dreams come true.

      “Are you alright, Lord Alistair?” Alistair cracked a faint smile, turned his back on the young lad and walked out of the room. That was the moment everything would change in the world of Todrain.
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      Many a year had passed in the Kingdom Of Drasal. King Edward was more ill now than ever. Chamberlain Ballard had more control over matters than anyone else and was making decisions for the King, be they good or bad. As for Alistair, he had become a vile and evil man - no longer did he care for the duties of being a knight, nor did he care about honor or protecting the weak either. All he cared for was learning all of the secrets of the book he had acquired, nothing more than that mattered to him.

      Since that time, young Gawain had become a fine adult. His brown hair was now down to his shoulders, and his goatee was more visible, and he had even grown a foot taller. Gawain had fulfilled his obligation and became a Master at the Academy. He was now teaching the art of the blade to the younger students, like Leon and Ulric, who had become the best of friends.

      But like all friends they did fight every once in a while over who was the best out of the two; sometimes jealousy will come between friends, it's just the way it is. Nevertheless, on this day things were about to drastically change for the new master and his students. Lord Alistair was on his way to the Academy with demands that he intended on being carried out by them alone.

      “Lord Alistair, I haven't seen you in ages. To what do I owe-”

      “Enough talking, Baird. I don't care for your humble words for me, the title of Lord is something I care not for, and being a knight is all but the past. I will be King soon, so just do as you are told.”

      “This is my Academy, Lord Alistair. You shall not speak to me in these hallowed halls in such a manner. Knight or not!” Baird retorted.

      Something seemed to snap inside of Alistair as his calm demeanor changed into that of a man full of rage. “Baird, I have an important mission that I need your best men to go on. Get your ass moving and go and retrieve the best of the best in this dump of yours. And do so with haste!” He demanded. “Or will you refuse your future King?”

      “You, sir, are not my King. Nor are you the Knight that I remember from the past. You use to be a good man, full of promise. Now look at what you have become.” Baird lowered his head in shame at the man that stood before him. “For that reason, I shall not send any more men to their deaths in vain, not for an arrogant bastard like you. Now be gone from my sight.”

      Alistair unsheathed his blade, “If you do not do as I ask of you then I will have no choice but to kill you like the dog you are. And replace you with someone that will bend to my will.”

      The old man shook his head, and you could see the disappointment flooding over his face. “What has happened to you, Alistair? You were once my best student, the King's most trusted Knight. Why did you decide to throw it all away?” He had his hand on the hilt of his sword but was hesitant to unsheathe it. The man did not wish to do battle with his former student, Alistair was like a son to him.

      Alistair laughed at Baird's hesitation; his laugh was dark and maniacal, very much unlike him at all. “Are you afraid to fight me, Baird?” Alistair smirked. “How about I make this easier for you?” He used the tip of his blade to cut Baird's cheek wide open. “Do you wish to fight me now?”

      Even with blood running down Baird's face from the open wound, he still refused to unsheathe his blade and fight Alistair. “For your own sake, please stop this madness. Whatever path you are now following, you still have time to change. This is nothing more than foolery, can you not see that?”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Do you really think that I am mad, Baird?” Asked Alistair, and he lowered his sword and smiled. “Let me tell you a story, stop me if you have heard this one. Better yet, don't, because I'm sure you know of this story already, old friend. You see I know of the blade that King Edward holds dear and the true power it contains.

      I also know that the King’s Defender is only half of a whole if I can acquire its better half, the Reaper Blade. Then all I have to do is say a little transfer of power spell, with the help from a certain Mage that is, and you know the rest.” Alistair shrugged. “That's why I need the best the Academy has to offer, for I have found the location of the first piece of that extraordinary blade I speak of. Do you understand now, Baird?”

      Baird gripped the hilt of his sword tighter. “What do you intend to do with such a powerful blade?”

      “You ask such foolish questions. What do you think I will do with such a blade?” He raised his blade back up at Baird, who was now considering fighting as his only option, which seemed to please Alistair greatly. “I see that you want answers, Baird. And I shall give you the answers you seek before I kill you, for I am a generous man.”

      He smiled evilly. “I plan to use the Reaper Blade to completely resurrect and control the Dark Powers. Then, and only then, shall I be master of the Dark Knights and rule this world the way I see fit. But do not worry yourself with such a matter, you will not be here to witness my rise in power.”

      The look on Baird's face said it all; he knew what he had to do, and there was no turning back. “I see.” He looked away. “So that is your plan. Then I guess you leave me with no choice.” Baird reluctantly unsheathed his blade, “You are a fool, Alistair. I shall stop you, even if I must give my life to do so. Have at thee.”

      “And here I thought this was going to be boring.” Alistair mocked him, before lunging with his blade.

      Baird easily knocked the oncoming blade away, “Is that all you've got? Or are you still toying with me?” He slashed at Alistair's face with his sword.

      Alistair sidestepped the blade that was coming down at him, and countered Baird's attack with his own that wounded Baird's upper arm, “I'm just having a little fun with you first, Baird.” He said, smiling, like he was having the time of his life.

      Baird charged at Alistair. “Don't think that you will kill me that easily, Alistair.” He proceeded to side slash his blade at Alistair, hoping to make a quick and deadly blow to end the fight. Baird was shocked to see how quick the man was on his feet, even in his heavy armor. Alistair jumped backward just enough that Baird's blade barely nicked part of his nose and face. Alistair could feel the blood running down and the pain from the cut itself.

      “How dare you!” He screamed. “How dare you cut the face of a god? I'm done playing games, now you die.” He kicked Baird's chest hard, sending him flying backwards onto the ground. It was unbelievable the amount of strength that Alistair had acquired, sending a man as big and as skilled as Baird backward with just one kick. That is no easy feat for any man. Baird was even caught off guard by his strength; he could now sense that he was in big trouble, and may not make it out alive.

      Alistair was upon Baird with his blade held up in the air, getting ready to plunge it straight through Baird's chest. Without even the slightest hesitation he brought the blade downward. Baird still had enough fight left in him to roll out of the way, letting the tip of the blade come crashing down to the floor.

      Seeing the opportunity, Baird swept Alistair's feet out from under him. The tables had been turned in Baird's favor, or so he had thought. He grabbed for the sword that Alistair had dropped, jumped to his feet, and with haste, tried to plunge it through his evil heart. But Alistair was quicker, stronger, than ever before and managed to grab the blade with his hand before it even touched his breastplate. “What's wrong, Baird? You look surprised.” Alistair smirked.

      Baird pushed down with all of his might, but it was of no use, Alistair was just too strong. And that's when he saw the dark aura surrounding his body, “So you draw from upon a dark power for your strength.” Baird hissed.

      “The “Dark Arts” to be exact, Baird. Let me show you just a sample of the power I have acquired.” Alistair took his free hand, and grabbing the blade with both hands he snapped the sword in half with ease. Baird had no idea what to think or even what to do, never had he seen such power come from a single man. While Baird was distracted, Alistair took the part of the broken blade he was holding and stabbed it through Baird's right calf muscle.

      He went down in agonizing pain, gripping his leg trying to slow down the bleeding. The old man’s fate was sealed, it was only a matter of time before Alistair would finish what he started. “It's a shame that I had to break such a beautiful blade, especially one that I was so fond of.” He proceeded to walk over to where Baird had dropped his own sword, and bent over to pick it up, knowing that the old man was unable to flee. Alistair had all the time in the world to make Baird suffer, and he relished in that fact. Alistair looked over at Baird, “Do you want me to tell you a secret before you die?”

      Baird still holding his leg, trying to figure some way out of the situation he found himself in, but things were looking very bleak indeed. “Why don't you stop playing mind games and just kill me!"

      “Still trying to play the hero, huh Baird,” Alistair arrogantly said, making his way towards the fallen warrior. “Besides, there is still plenty of time for that.” He looked down at Baird, still smiling that evil smile of his. “Don't you worry, after I am done sharing my secret with you, I shall end your pathetic existence.”

      Baird felt as though he was about to meet his end at the hands of the man that he once considered his own son. Still, yet he plotted of a way to take down that bastard with him. Then he remembered something, Alistair did not have his helmet on, which left his face and neck open for one last attack. “Wait. I have something that I want to tell you first, if you will allow a fallen warrior one last word, that is.”

      He knew that if he could get Alistair close enough, he may be able to end him. “Don't you at least owe me that much?” Sure enough, Baird's plan had worked. Alistair knelt down beside him, giving him the opening he was hoping for. He didn't give Alistair a chance to speak, Baird reached down and pulled the broken blade from his leg and plunged it towards Alistair's face. Unfortunately for Baird, the attack was for naught, as Alistair could read his every move and caught Baird's hand, stopping the tip of the blade, just inches away from piercing Alistair's left eye.

      “That's not very nice of you.” Alistair grinned from ear to ear, using his newfound strength to force Baird to turn the blade back on himself. “You know, out of every teacher in this hell hole, you were my favorite, but even a student must surpass his master. That is why it pains me to have to do this to you, Baird. But no matter, at least your sword will be put to good use.” He plunged the broken blade straight into his old master’s chest.

      Baird was coughing up blood profusely as he spoke to Alistair, “You will only…bring…ruin…and destruction upon yourself. I…die…knowing…that someone here…will…stop you someday.” These would be the last words that he would speak.

      As Alistair sat there and watched as his old teacher perish by his hand, tears rolled down his cheeks, and that was the last bit of humanity he had left in him. Ignoring the words that had been spoken to him, Alistair stood up and sheathed Baird's sword as his own. It was nothing more than his trophy, a reminder of the man he had now become. He had only one problem; Baird's body needed to be disposed of, and someone had to take Baird's place as head of the Academy. And he knew exactly who to call upon, his most trusted knight and now second in command to only him, Sir Caine.

      Alistair let days go by, even weeks before he announced to everyone at the Academy that Headmaster Baird had disappeared, and Caine was now the new Headmaster. “Now listen to me everyone. I know this comes as a surprise but we are doing all we can to find Baird. Until further notice, Caine is in control. Do as he commands, and show him the same respect you would for Headmaster Baird.” He then turned and whispered something to Caine before taking his leave.

      Gawain was standing in the very back of the room, listening to everything that was being said, he trusted in none of the lies that Alistair was telling. He felt as though something was amiss, and he intended on proving it. Caine, though, had other plans for him, “Master Gawain. Front and center if you will.”

      Gawain slowly made his way to the front of the room to come face to face with his old friend, “What do you want with me, Caine?”

      “That is Headmaster Caine to you, Gawain. Learn that well.”

      “You are not the true Headmaster and you never will be.”

      “Then who am I?”

      “You are nothing more than a power-hungry devil, like Alistair.”

      “Do not speak of Lord Alistair, or myself, in such a manner, especially in front of my subordinates. Or would you like to be marked as a traitor in front of all these witnesses? And your students will pay as well.” Caine devilishly smiled. Gawain looked around the room and realized it would be a bad idea to challenge Caine here and now, as it would place him and his students in danger, especially Leon. He swallowed his pride and kept silent. Caine looked at him and kept smiling, “That's what I thought. Now let's get down to business shall we?”

      “What will you have me do?” Gawain asked hesitantly. He didn't like taking orders from such a vile man, but for now, he had no choice.

      “That's better, I knew you would have your students best interests in mind.” He winked, knowing that it would get under Gawain's skin. “You are to take your best students and go to the Cave Of Sorrow.”

      Gawain was terrified at hearing Caine's commands, “What, you would have us go on a suicide mission such as that? Are you mad, Caine? I will not put my students in such danger, they are still too young!”

      Caine's smile turned into a scowl, “You will, or I will have you exiled. And your students, well they will be slaves of Lord Alistair's to do with as he pleases. Is that what you want?”

      Gawain walked up close to Caine, looking him straight in the eyes. “I need to know what I am searching for. Or would you send us in blind?” He fought the urge to draw upon Caine as he spoke.

      Caine had his hand on the hilt of his sword, just waiting for Gawain to try something, “You are in search of a piece of a certain blade for Lord Alistair, nothing more nothing less. Assemble your group, and be quick about it. Time is wasting.”

      Gawain caught a glimpse of how nervous Caine was acting, and he couldn't help but smile, “Don't worry Caine, I'm not going to hurt you, not yet anyway. But know this, when we return, and we will, I will deal with you then.” He turned and motioned for Leon and Ulrich to follow as he took his leave, leaving Caine standing there fuming.

      “Are we really going on our first mission?” Ulrich excitedly asked.

      “That is true, Ulrich. We have a mission to go on, the three of us plus one.” Gawain answered.

      “Plus one? Just who is this plus one?” Leon stepped in and asked.

      “Easy there boys, that is one answer that I cannot give. For now, I shall go and get us some supplies, meet me out front in half an hour’s time.”

      “Understood, old man.” Ulrich chuckled.

      Gawain glared at Ulrich but he had not the time for childish games, “Just go and get whatever you think you may need before we take our leave.” He demanded, before walking away in a hurry.

      “Come on, Leon. Let's go grab a few things that I am for certain we shall need.” Ulrich said pushing Leon forwards.

      “Better make it quick. We shouldn't be late meeting up with Master Gawain.”

      As the two young teens were walking back to their sleeping quarters, Ulrich decided to poke fun at Leon. “Why do you care so much about what that old man thinks? Trying to impress him is of no use if that's what you are trying to do.”

      Leon didn't take too kindly of what Ulrich was saying; it seemed to have upset him if anything, “Why do you speak so lowly of our Master?”

      Ulrich jumped in front of Leon and kept him from walking on ahead, “Why do you think so highly of him?”

      “He's been so kind to us and has taught us so much. Why would I think lowly of him?” Leon answered. “Just get out of the way.” He tried to get around Ulrich but he was stopped once again.

      “Not so fast, Leon. There's more to the story here and we're not going anywhere until you tell me all of it.”

      “Then I guess I shall have to make you move instead.” Leon snarled and took a fighting stance.

      Ulrich looked at Leon and busted up laughing, but then stopped once he realized that Leon wasn't joking. “You're serious aren't you?”

      “Move or I move you myself.”

      “There is no need for me to get into a fighting stance, Leon. You couldn't beat me even if you tried. Do you not remember what happens every time we fight?” Ulrich said, holding his head up high.

      “It's a new day, Ulrich. I'm sure I can take you this time around.” Leon smirked before he took a swing at Ulrich.

      Ulrich easily dodged Leon's punch and pushed him to the ground, “Remember, we don't have time for this. It would just be easier for you to tell me the truth, don't you trust in your friend?”

      “But this is way more fun.” He got to his feet and charged at Ulrich's shoulder first. Nevertheless, the outcome was still the same, Ulrich side stepped Leon and tripped him, sending him crashing back down to the ground. Leon rolled over on his back, and Ulrich was there to step on his chest, holding him down.

      “You can never beat me, Leon. Things will always be the same as us. No matter what you do, I will always be your better. Just do us both a favor and give up.” He explained, with a hint of arrogance to his voice.

      Leon was bested by his friend yet again, and he knew when to throw in the towel for the time being. “One day I will get the better of you Ulrich, just not today. Help me to my feet and I shall answer your question.”

      He took his foot off of Leon's chest and reached down to take his hand, helping him to his feet. “The score is me eight and you zero, the way it shall always be. I believe you owe me an answer, it's only fair.”

      Leon was frustrated, but fair was fair. “What I tell you stays between us, then we hurry on our way. Got it?”

      “You can tell me as we walk, that way you don't go mad with worry. Don't get me wrong, I don't care what the old man thinks, I just don't want to miss out on my first real mission.” He smiled happily.

      Leon shook his head, quietly laughing on the inside. “Well Ulrich, seeing how you can't stay out of my business. Do you remember when Gawain first brought me to the Academy?”

      “I do remember that day. Why?”

      “On that day was when my mother and father were killed by the Dark Knights. Gawain saved me, and the rest as you know is history. Why do you care so much about my past?”

      “I am sorry, Leon. I was just curious.” Ulrich felt bad for even bringing it up.

      “Don't worry about it, the past is the past.”

      The two young teens grabbed all the things they thought they would need and hurried back to where Gawain had said to meet. “Back just in time, Gawain is not yet here,” Ulrich said, letting out a sigh of relief.

      What the young teens did not realize was that Gawain was hiding in the shadows waiting for them to return. “Wrong again, Ulrich,” Gawain said, stepping out into the light. “You two are late as always. Luckily for the two of you, I do not care for this mission, so time has no meaning to me.”

      “What do you mean you don't care!” Ulrich hissed. “This mission was entrusted to us by none other than Lord Alistair himself.”

      Gawain looked at Ulrich, almost as if he took pity on the young teen, before telling him the truth. “This is a suicide mission, passed down to us by a power-hungry tyrant that only cares for his own gain. We will be damn lucky to make it back alive, I'm sorry but this is the truth.”

      Ulrich stomped his foot and yelled at Gawain, “You dare talk about Lord Alistair in such a manner? I will not have it. I will go to Lord Alistair at once and tell him of what you have said, then he will have you thrown in the belly of the dungeon where you will rot away, old man.” You could see the look of pure hatred seething in the boy's eyes towards Gawain.

      Leon could see the hurt that Ulrich had caused, “Stop it, Ulrich. You have no right talking to our master and teacher in such a way. You may be my best friend Ulrich, but I will not allow this to continue any further.”

      Ulrich was stunned to see that his friend was not on his side; however, he did not have the chance to confront Leon, for Gawain was enraged. “You can stop with your high and mighty shit now, Ulrich. I am still your teacher, and Master at this Academy. You will do as I say. And right now you better listen close, both of you go and get your horses ready to mount. We ride out this very moment, or you get left behind.”

      When Leon and Ulrich were both out of sight, Gawain made his way back inside the Academy towards the Armory, where he searched the room thoroughly until he came upon a marked spot on the wall, “Hopefully it is still here.” He grabbed for one of the War Hammers and with one mighty swing broke through.

      Gawain dropped the hammer to the floor, proceeding to reach inside the somewhat small hole he had made. “Found it, thank the gods it is still here.” He removed something from within that appeared to be wrapped in cloth; he took care not to unravel the item either and made sure to overlook his surroundings, as he did not wish to be caught by any of Alistair's men, especially Caine.

      But he was good at being stealthy and easily managed to sneak past anyone that was standing around. Moments later he was standing outside the Academy To his delight Leon and Ulrich were upon their horses waiting for him to show. Gawain hurried his way over to his horse and strapped the item he was carrying to the side of his saddle, then mounted the beautiful mare that had been given to him by Lady Catherine.

      Leon noticed what Master Gawain had done but decided he would not ask unwanted questions, nevertheless he was still curious about other things, “Do we have all we need, Master Gawain? Like weapons and armor, especially rations?”

      Gawain smiled, he was proud that Leon was learning about the importance of things needed for survival. “That we do, Leon. All that we need is here in these saddlebags, but these are good questions to ask nonetheless.” He looked at both of his young students, “Do either of you have any more questions before we take our leave?”

      “Yeah, I have one,” said Ulrich.

      “Be quick about it.”

      “Where is the so-called fourth person you've been going on about, old man?” Ulrich asked - it seemed as though he was just trying to upset Gawain again.

      “Do not worry about that, the person in question will show themselves when the time is right. That is all you need to know.” And off Master Gawain went along with his young students. What dangers would they face? What fate awaited them? Only time would tell.
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      Three days had passed since Master Gawain and his students started their mission for Alistair. And so far they had yet to encounter any dangers whatsoever, just lush green scenery, along with the friendliest travelers you could ever meet along the way. That would soon change, for something sinister was on its way.

      “Hey old man. What happened to all the so-called danger? I'm ready to test my skills, yet there has been nothing. Three days of absolute nothing.” Ulrich snarled.

      Gawain laughed, “Don't be in such a rush to do battle, Ulrich. You are still young and have much to learn. It would be a waste to see one of my best students perish by rushing into battle foolishly.”

      “You have no idea what I can-” before Ulrich could say another word he was interrupted.

      “There's something on fire,” Leon shouted, pointing straight ahead.

      “Calm yourself, young Leon. I'm sure it is nothing, but we shall investigate regardless,” Gawain said calmly.

      They spurred their horses on steadfastly, and minutes later Gawain and company arrived to see a caravan under attack by bandits. Without thinking, Gawain jumped off his horse, unsheathed his sword, and rushed into the middle of the attacking bandits. Leon wasn't about to let Master Gawain fight alone; he dismounted from his horse and was poised to do battle. Ulrich didn't see things in the same way as Leon and Gawain though and refused to help out, even though this would be his first chance to test his metal.

      “What do you think you are doing, Leon?” Ulrich questioned, watching Leon scramble through his bag looking for a blade.

      “I'm going to help Master Gawain. He needs us!”

      Ulrich looked back up ahead, watching Gawain fight the bandits alone, “Why risk your life for a bunch of peasants?” He questioned. “Just let the bandits have them, it is better that way.”

      He couldn't believe what he was hearing, “Do you not hear yourself, my friend, and how awful you sound. They may be looked at as peasants by the nobles, but they are innocents none the less and do not deserve to die by the hand of another. ” Leon had finally found a sword and turned in the direction Gawain was fighting the bandits.

      “You are a fool, Leon. I just hope you don't get yourself killed.”

      “Only a fool would let innocent people die, Ulrich. Besides, this shall be my first test to see just how good I really am with a Blade.” Leon then ran off to aid Master Gawain in battle.

      Gawain was just up ahead from him, fighting masterfully against the bandits, taking one out at a time. He stopped for a moment and watched in awe at how his teacher fought; it was like watching a skilled knight tear through his enemies with grace. One after another fell to the blade of Gawain, none had a chance against him. The sounds of steel could be heard crashing against one another, but it did not matter how hard the bandits fought. Gawain's blade would always find its way to the flesh of another bandit causing blood to spew.

      Leon's enjoyment of watching his master’s skillful moves in battle was short-lived because he now had two bandits of his own to deal with. “What's a kid doing way out here?” One asked.

      “I bet he is with the warrior that is killing off my men as we speak.” The other answered.

      “I am no kid, and that man that is kicking your men's asses is none other than Master Gawain. Only cowards such as yourselves would attack an unarmed caravan, but that is to be expected from filth like yourselves. Looks like fate has different plans for men such as you.”

      “Shows how much you know, you and that master of yours have stumbled upon something much bigger. Question is, what should I do with you?” The man replied with a smile on his face, it seemed like he was the one in charge. “Wait I know, we will use you to make the warrior stand down and drop his weapon. Then after that, we shall kill the both of you.”

      Leon wasn't afraid in the slightest; he actually welcomed the challenge and was all smiles. “That will be easier said than done, cowards.” He lifted up his sword, “What are you waiting for? Come deal with the kid, if you have the guts.”

      “I think you're bluffing, still yet this could prove entertaining.” The leader of the bandits unsheathed his sword as he walked closer to Leon smiling, showing all of his yellow rotten teeth. “You make the first strike child, I say that is pretty fair of me, don't you agree?”

      “That's fine with me, just don't argue with the end results.” Leon smirked, taking a fighting stance. With blinding speed, he slashed his blade upwards at the bandit. The cold steel connected with the man's chest, and blood spewed into the air before the bandit leader fell to the ground. Leon stood over the man, looking down at him like he was in some kind of trance-like state.

      The bandit leader now lay on the ground, holding his hands over the gash upon his chest hoping to slow down the bleeding. Leon lifted his sword up in the air getting ready to deliver the final blow. “Wait. Please spare my life. I beg of you.” The man pleaded. Though it did him no good; the boy drove the blade down and through the bandit's throat killing him instantly.

      Seeing his leader go down in such a way, especially by the hands of a mere child, made the other man irate and somewhat fearful for his life, “You little brat, you're going to die for that!” He charged at Leon with a blade in hand, while the young boy just stood there emotionless. The second bandit was rapidly closing in on him, yet he still refused to move a muscle.

      You could hear the crazed man screaming as he lifted his sword high above his head. “That's right you little shit, I know that you are scared to death. Do us both a favor, stand there and d-” But his breath was cut short. Ulrich had stabbed the man in the back with his sword before the man could finish his attack on his friend.

      “Lucky for you I showed up when I did, or you would be taking a dirt nap.” Ulrich joked. “Since I now find myself drawn into this unneeded battle, we should go ahead and help the old man.” He turned to look at Leon but he was still standing there, not moving, nor talking for that matter. “Come on Leon, stop goofing around with me. Let's get a move on.” Still he stood there motionless. Ulrich walked up to his friend and shook him. “Leon, snap out of it!”

      Leon shook his head a little, slowly coming out of the trance-like state he was under. “Ulrich, what are you doing here? I thought that you didn't want to fight.” With a dazed look on his face, Leon looked down at the two dead men lying at his feet. “Did you do this?”

      “I killed one, yes. But you killed the other, not I.” Ulrich answered. “We should talk about that later, right now we need to get out of here.” Leon still not realizing what had happened yet, made the choice to save the questions for another time and go help Master Gawain. All he could remember at that point was stopping to watch Gawain fight, after that, nothing.

      “Master Gawain is surrounded. We must help him, Ulrich.” Leon hurried over to help out, even though he was still somewhat dazed and confused. Ulrich followed in pursuit but was in no hurry to be of any help to anyone. The only reason he was fighting was because he feared for his friend’s safety, he may not have cared what happened to Gawain, yet he fought for his friend.

      Gawain had seen both Leon and Ulrich running his way, afraid that neither of the young teens was ready for such a fight as this one, he warned them to stay back. Regardless of his warnings, neither of the young boys listened to a word their master had said. Before Gawain knew it both Leon and Ulrich were standing beside him, ready to fight. “I thought I told you both to stay put.”

      “Shut up and accept our help old man.” Ulrich snarled.

      One of the bandits lunged forward at him while he was distracted. Ulrich was more skilled than he had let on and easily sidestepped the oncoming attack, plunging his sword into the bandit's chest. “Never, ever, try and get the jump on me, fool.” Ulrich kicked the dead body lying at his feet.

      Gawain was impressed with the ease in which Ulrich had dispersed the bandit's attack and countered with his own. But something was amiss; he had never taught Ulrich such moves, yet he knew such advance techniques regardless of training was troubling. But the time for thinking of such things had to wait, there was still a handful of thieves that had to be dealt with. “Not bad Ulrich, but the fight’s not over yet. Do not let your anger get the best of you.”

      “Mind your own, old man, worry about your own skin,” Ulrich replied as he was now fighting back and forth with another bandit. To further show off his skills he started chanting a spell of sorts; once done he lifted up his hand and fire erupted from his fingertips setting the man he was fighting on fire.

      Gawain, not wanting to be outdone by his student, swung his blade with a mighty force taking down two bandits that were just about to attack him. Only two left standing, he thought to himself. The odds are not in their favor, and I do not wish to continue such savagery. “Listen to me, I am not a bloodthirsty killer. I will give the two of you a chance to flee, or you will die here, the choice is yours.”

      Ulrich, on the other hand, was bloodthirsty and took it upon himself to drive his sword through the last two bandits left standing. Gawain, filled with anger, pushed Ulrich to the ground for what he had done. “What have you done? I showed those two men mercy, and yet you take it upon yourself to be their executioner. Why would you do such a thing? Answer me, damn you.”

      Ulrich laughed while looking up at Gawain, “Look at you, so bent out of shape over me delivering justice to those scumbags. You're so weak, old man.”

      Gawain placed the edge of his blade up against Ulrich's throat, “Is this justice? If I killed you now for what you have done would that be just?”

      “Master Gawain, you can't!” Leon pushed his master away from his friend, causing him to stumble forward, barely nicking Ulrich's neck with his blade by accident.

      “What are you doing?!”

      Leon had his sword in hand standing in between his friend and master. “I won't let you hurt Ulrich, Master Gawain. He is the only family I have left. ”

      “I wasn't going to hurt him.” Gawain calmly sheathed his blade. “See.” He raised his hands up in the air. “I was trying to teach him a lesson in mercy before you pushed me away, almost making me kill him.”

      “Just promise me that you won't hurt him.”

      “Okay, okay. I promise not to hurt him.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” Leon asked, leaning over to help his friend to his feet, making sure not to keep his eyes of Gawain.

      “As I said before, I was trying to teach him a lesson, not trying to bring harm. Did you not see what he had done?” Gawain responded calmly before trying to approach Leon.

      “Don't take another step, Master Gawain!” Leon shouted. “Please, just stay where you are.”

      Ulrich knew he had to clean up this mess, the mission had to continue on, he did not want to be responsible for failing Lord Alistair. “It is okay, Leon.” Ulrich walked up beside him. “The old man here is just pissed off about how I dispersed of the last of the thieves is all.”

      Gawain turned his attention away from Leon and back towards Ulrich, “I showed them mercy, do you not know what that means?”

      Ulrich walked closer to Gawain and started yelling, “You showed them mercy, the ones that attacked this caravan that you so desperately wanted to save! I know men like that, you let them go only for them to come back with more men to finish what they started! The same as they did to my family, so spare me your mercy speech. For it falls on deaf ears.” He stood there fighting back his tears.

      The raw emotion that poured out of Ulrich was all Gawain needed to make him realize that he was in the wrong. The young student was right; if the bandits had gotten away they would have only recruited more evil men like themselves. They would have killed more innocent people all in the name of greed, and it would have been all his fault. Gawain also realized that if he was going to train Leon the way he needed to be trained to prepare him for the fate that awaited him, then he needed to open his own eyes to the hard truths of the world, and not ignore them the way he had been doing all this time.

      Gawain approached Ulrich, placing his hand on the young boy's shoulder, “I am sorry. Please forgive me, you did not deserve it. You were right in the way you handled the bandits, forgive me for I am still learning the ways of being a master.”

      The boy shoved his teachers hand off of his shoulder. “We do not need to waste any further time here, let's check for survivors then get out of here. Or did you forget about your duties?” he coldly said, turning his back on Gawain before walking off towards the chard caravan.

      Leon was concerned for Ulrich, and he began to wonder what filled Ulrich with such hate that his whole demeanor had changed the way it had lately. Honor and helping others meant so much to him, but that seemed a lifetime ago, though it seemed to mean so little to him now, that much Leon could tell by his actions. He could not talk to Ulrich about such things though, but he could at least try and make things right with Master Gawain. “I am sorry for what I did, Master Gawain. It’s just Ulrich is really the only friend I have, and I thought you were going to hurt him.”

      

      Gawain turned to face the young teen that was staring at him apologetically, “It is alright, young Leon. You were only protecting a friend that you thought was in need, and that was very noble of you. But be warned, things are not always what they seem, keep that in mind on this journey,” he turned to face the caravan, “Let's go and look for any signs of life, hopefully not all our efforts were in vain.”

      Gawain, Leon, and Ulrich searched the charred caravan over for any survivors, but what was odd was that there were only a handful of dead bodies. With that size of a caravan, there should have been several more to find..

      As the search continued, a voice out of nowhere caught them off guard, “Die!” A female voice shouted. Leon turned just in time to sidestep a steel blade that was being plunged at him by an unknown assailant. Ulrich grabbed the person and threw them to the ground.

      Ulrich's sword was now unsheathed and pointed straight at the unknown assailant's helmet, “That was not a smart thing to do, and here I thought we killed the last of you bandit scum. Guess we missed one.”

      “I'm no bandit. You're the scum, not me!” Shouted the female assailant.

      “Then take off your helmet and let me see your face, so I can decide for myself!” Ulrich hissed.

      Gawain stepped in, “Ulrich, don't do this, this person may be an innocent.”

      “Shut up old man, let me handle this!” Ulrich snapped. “Now take off your helmet.” The assailant did as Ulrich demanded, revealing that it was, in fact, a young lady with long black hair and green eyes, with the fairest skin you could have ever imagined. To Ulrich, she was the most beautiful creature he had ever laid eyes upon, and without even realizing it he had lowered his sword.

      “There, are you happy now?” she said.

      Ulrich had no idea what to say to her, it seemed Gawain had to speak for him, “What is your name, young lady?”

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “We are the ones that fought off the bandits, trust me when I say we are not going to hurt you or we would have done so by now. Is that what you wish to hear?”

      “My name is Ellyn, I am the handmaiden to Princess Mina from the kingdom of Bosta.”

      “What are you doing this far away from your kingdom?”

      “I was on my way to the market place to gather goods for my lady, next thing I know I awoke inside this caravan. I was lucky to escape when bandits showed up and began arguing with the people of this caravan, then a fight ensued. In the process I managed to take this sword and helmet along with me for protection.” Her story was an odd one indeed, but if she didn't want the whole truth to be known it was her right to keep her secrets her own.

      “Tell me. If you had escaped, why did you return?”

      Ellyn sighed, “People were being taken away in shackles and chains, others were killed for reasons I don't know. I felt as though I had to do something. But I failed, and by the looks of things I am now all alone out in the middle of nowhere.”

      Ulrich snapped out of the spell he was under and joined in on the conversation, “You can come with us,” he said excitedly. “I mean, that is if you want to.”

      Gawain and Leon both were surprised by Ulrich's response; it had been a long time since he had shown any kind of emotion towards another except for Leon. “I think that is a fine idea, Ulrich,” said Gawain with a big grin on his face. “What do you think, Leon?”

      “If Ulrich wishes it, and Ellyn wants to tag along, then it is fine by me.” Leon smiled.

      “Then it is settled, you are coming with us Ellyn.” Ulrich happily exclaimed as he reached out his hand to help her to her feet.

      “I never said anything about joining a group of travelers.” Ellyn grumbled, slapping Ulrich's hand away.

      Usually, that would be enough to piss Ulrich off, but this time he brushed it off like it wasn't a big deal, “Do you not need help? Or are you oblivious to the dangers that await you out here?”

      “I can take care of myself, and I do not need the help of others,” Ellyn replied with confidence.

      Gawain smirked and called the young lady's bluff, “You two heard the lady, go and get our horses. We shall report this to the Knights of the next town we come across, there is nothing more we can do here. As for you young lady, there is a horse with a saddle just over there, I suggest you get yourself to safety before nightfall. Remember this, there are worse things than bandits that wander the Bad Lands at night.”

      “You can't just leave her out here!” Ulrich protested.

      Gawain stopped and whispered in Ulrich's ear, “If we pretend to leave she will want to follow out of fear of being alone, you can see it in her eyes. Learn how to read others emotions, Ulrich. Now watch and see how this works.” This time as Gawain walked away, Ulrich followed, and so did Leon. None of them bothered to turn back around to give Ellyn a second glance. It was a harsh treatment, but it worked out as he had predicted.

      “Wait!” Ellyn yelled, giving chase. Gawain had stopped but told Leon and Ulrich to go on ahead and mount up and be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.

      He then turned back around to face Ellyn, “What is it young lady? I thought you did not need the help of others.”

      “I think I should come along,” Ellyn said. “You know as a thank you for saving me, besides I am quite skillful, you just may need my help. It's okay, you don't have to thank me,” she told him as she ran over and mounted one of the horses from the caravan, “What are you waiting for? Let's be on our way.”

      Ulrich watched in awe; he could not believe how easily Gawain had manipulated Ellyn into joining them. Gawain allowed her to think that she was joining to help them out, not for her own safety. On that day Ulrich learned something of value from the old man, and it would be of great help to him in the future. He learned how to manipulate the weak into doing his will.
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      Many days had now passed since the bandit attack on the caravan, and since Ellyn had joined the group. It still haunted Gawain's thoughts as to why a caravan would be helping thieves, what could they possibly get in return? Also, why would a fight break out between the two sides if all was going well? And why would the caravan have prisoners for the bandits, what could they have been up to? None of it made any sense to Gawain whatsoever, but deep down he had a feeling that at some point down the road, he would get the answers he sought.

      “Master, Gawain. You seem to be deep in thought, is there something troubling you?” Leon asked. “You also might want to think about setting up camp soon, it is getting closer to nightfall.”

      Gawain looked at Leon and smiled, “You need not trouble yourself child, all is well.” He agreed that Leon was right about how close to nightfall it was getting, and he knew the area well enough to know you don't start setting up a campsite at night unless you want to invite some unwanted creatures to join you when your back is turned. “Hmm, I do see that nightfall swiftly approaches. This is what I want from you, take Ulrich and Ellyn, and search the area for some wood for a campfire. Whatever you do, don't try and cut the trees, that is all I shall say.”

      “As you wish, Master Gawain.” Leon put his fist over his chest and bowed before walking away.

      ‘I hope that you're ready for what's to come, young Leon’, Gawain thought to himself as he watched Leon until he was out of sight.

      Ulrich was leaned back against a tree with his legs stretched out taking a nap until Ellyn walked up upon him and kicked at his feet. “Hey!” She shouted. Ulrich didn't pay any mind to her at first, “Hey. Wake up!” This time she kicked at his feet harder.

      Ulrich opened his eyes slightly to look up at her, “Can't you see that I'm trying to sleep?” He mumbled. “What do you want?”

      “I need to train, will you spar with me?” She asked, looking down at Ulrich with her bright green eyes.

      “Do I have to?”

      “If not I guess I will have to go and ask Leon if he'll spar with me.” Ellyn giggled and acted as though she was going to walk away; she knew exactly how to get what she wanted from young men like Ulrich.

      He jumped to his feet, “I was fooling around with you, of course I will spar with you.” He would be damned if Leon was going to get a chance to do anything with her before him. “What do you want to do? Shoot a bow and arrow, ride a horse, or learn some hand to hand combat?”

      “Silly boy.” She laughed. “I need to brush up on my sword fighting skills.”

      “What?” Ulrich nervously swallowed. He was skilled with the way of the blade, but for some reason, he didn't want to lift his sword against Ellyn. “I don't have my sword, it's strapped to the side of my saddle and I really don't want to have to go and get it, my lady.” He did his best to figure a way out of his own words, but Ellyn wasn't going to have any of that.

      “Don't worry, I brought your sword along with me,” Ellyn smiled, tossing his sword over to him. “It's still sheathed, I didn't do anything to it. I promise.”

      Ulrich leaned over to pick up his sword, “You had this planned.” He sighed. “If this is what you want.” He unsheathed his sword and pointed it straight at her, “I will just have to do as you ask.”

      “That's more like it.” She smiled excitedly and unsheathed her blade as well. “Don't think that this will be an easy win for you just because I'm a girl.”

      Without warning, she swung her blade at Ulrich with blinding speed, and at the last minute, he blocked her attack. “Is that all you got?”

      “You haven't seen just how good I am.” She laughed and swung her blade at him again, this time in a slashing motion.

      Ulrich sidestepped her attacks without even trying, and instead of countering, he slapped Ellyn on the back with the flat side of his blade. “I thought for sure you were going to show me your best.”

      Ellyn regained her composure and turned to face Ulrich yet again, “You're good, not even my skill is a match for you.” She smirked. “But I'm curious to see if you can handle my special move, taught to me by one of the finest knights in all the land.” She started to whisper something in a language that Ulrich had never heard before and vanished into thin air.

      ‘Her special attack has increased her speed, I better watch my step.’ He thought. He scanned the area but was unable to track her movements no matter how hard he tried. Just then Ulrich heard a whisper in his ear, “I got you now.” The voice claimed, however before he could react something took his legs out from under him and he fell to the ground, back first. When he looked up, standing over him was Ellyn with the tip of her sword up against his throat. “Looks like I was finally able to get the better of you.”

      Leon came walking out of the woods, only to see Ulrich on his back with the young girl they had rescued standing over him with a sword to his throat. “What is going on here?” Without thinking twice he unsheathed his blade, taking another step closer. “This is how you repay us for saving your life, by trying to take one of ours?” Ellyn giggled at Leon which only seemed to infuriate him further, “You find this funny?”

      “I find this whole situation funny.” Ellyn laughed. “I'm not trying to kill your friend, we were just sparring with each other.”

      Ulrich made it to his feet and calmly reached for Leon's sword, “It's okay, like she said, we were merely sparing with one another.” He explained. “I don't know how she got the better of me, but she did.”

      Leon sheathed his blade, laughing, “I didn't think anyone could best the greatest warrior in the world.” he laughed again. Ellyn and Ulrich both joined in on the laughter as well, and the three of them shared a heartfelt laugh between friends, a memory that would stick with Leon for a lifetime. When the laughter faded, Leon was all business. “Ellyn, Ulrich, I was ordered to find the two of you and get you to help me collect firewood for the campsite.”

      “Did the old man send you?” Ulrich asked sarcastically.

      “Yes, Master Gawain sent me,” Leon answered. “Why do you have to keep calling him old?”

      “Because he's older than us.” Ulrich joked.

      “Why are you so hard on him?” Leon asked. “What did he ever do to you?”

      “He's not my master, he just thinks he is. Caine is my master.”

      “Since when?” Leon asked loudly, he was still young and didn't quite understand how the world worked, but hearing Ulrich say that cut him like a knife. He felt like his best friend had betrayed Master Gawain, and not only that, but that Ulrich had betrayed him as well.

      “A few months back.”

      “Why would you throw everything Master Gawain has taught us away like that? Why, Ulrich?”

      Ulrich sighed, “You wouldn't understand.”

      “What would I not understand? Tell me!” Leon snapped at him.

      Ulrich lowered his head chuckling, “Gawain is weak, he teaches about being just in our decisions, and how to be honorable when dealing with others. He even makes us show kindness to the filth outside of the Academy walls. Why should I have to bow down to peasants?” He clenched his fist tightly. “When I went to Caine with my feelings, he decided that it would be best if he became my master and trained me on how to be a true warrior. And I agreed with an open heart and mind.”

      Leon fought against the urge to hit Ulrich, “Are you foolish? Caine will only poison your mind, he is not to be trusted. You know this. Master Gawain has warned us about him many times.”

      “You are such a child, Leon.” Ulrich laughed. “The old man has lied to us for far too long. Caine has taught me that with this power I can shape the world into whatever I choose, the old man is afraid of such power and holds us back for that reason.” Ulrich pointed his blade at Leon, “And if you don't believe me then I shall prove it to you.”

      Leon drew his blade as well, “If that's the way you want it, fine by me.”

      Ellyn jumped in between the two young boys before they could do harm to each other, “There's no point in fighting like children,” she told them. “Put your sticks away before you both do something stupid. Ulrich, you have your beliefs and Leon has his, just like I have my own as well, but there's no need to fight about it is there?” She looked at both of them with her pleading green eyes. “Let's just forget about this and gather the firewood, if not for each other, then do it for me. Please.”

      Ulrich grumbled, sheathing his sword back to his waist. “But this isn't over yet, just know that Leon.”

      Leon did the same, turning to walk away without saying a word. ‘Ulrich is going down the wrong path, and it's up to me to save him’, he thought.

      Later that night around the campfire Leon and Ulrich were hardly speaking to one another, which made Gawain suspicious. “Has something happened between the two of you?” He asked. But his question went unanswered. “Miss Ellyn, do you know something about this?” He had thought that the two boys may be fighting over her, and if anyone knew the truth she would.

      “I have no idea, good sir.” She innocently smiled.

      Gawain was no fool and he could tell by her facial expression that she was hiding something from him. “I will not ask you again young lady, you are hiding something from me and I want to know what that is.”

      “Master Gawain, Ulrich and myself had a little spat.” Leon explained. “It was nothing more than that.”

      Gawain looked over at Ulrich, “Is that true?” Ulrich nodded in agreement with what Leon had said without even looking at the man. “I see,” he said with a look of disappointment. “It's time to call it a night, we have a long road ahead.” He got to his feet and walked over to a tree that was just a few feet away and laid up against it, and that was his resting spot for the night.

      Ellyn laid back on the ground and looked up at the stars; this time she wasn't very talkative and kept to herself. ‘Mom, Dad, I will get revenge for what he has done to you both, I promise.’ She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      “Psst,” whispered Ulrich. “You still awake Leon?”

      “I am,” Leon whispered back. There was a brief moment of silence until Leon whispered again, “What do you want, Ulrich?”

      “I just want to say thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For not telling the old man what you found out about me.”

      “No matter what happens Ulrich, you're still my best friend. Just promise me that you won't let Caine poison your mind.”

      “I do this of my own free will, Leon,” Ulrich said. “I'm sorry that I pulled my blade on you, my friend. But that's the only apology I offer.”

      “And I will prove to you that Caine's way is wrong, you'll see,” Leon said before closing his eyes.

      Later that night Ulrich was awakened by the sound of voices. He could only make out one of the voices, and that was of the old man. But while he didn't recognize the other voice coming from within the darkness, he could, however, tell that it was a female’s voice. Ulrich did what any young boy would do, he got up to investigate. Ulrich slowly sneaked through the wooded area making sure to keep himself out of sight, until finally, he came upon them.

      Making sure to stay hidden behind one of the trees, Ulrich would only peer around the corner every so often. The boy recognized the silhouette of the old man, but he didn't know who the female was, and she also had a hood over her face to conceal her identity. He made sure not to make any sudden movements, for he didn't want to be found out as he listened in on the conversation.

      “Did you survey the area ahead?” Gawain asked the hooded woman.

      “I did,” she replied.

      “What did you find out?”

      “In the morning you will near your first trail, “The Cave Of Sorrow.” It won't be an easy task, the cave is riddled with monsters, and ghosts of the fallen,” she explained. “There will also be certain monsters that will take the most skilled to overcome.”

      “That sounds easy enough.” Gawain joked. “That is where we shall find the pieces of a blade.”

      “Not all the pieces,” she said. “Ancient lore claims that there is only one small piece of a powerful blade hidden deep inside.”

      “Interesting,” Gawain muttered.

      “Sir?”

      “It's nothing,” Gawain replied. “Is there anything else to report?”

      “No, sir,” she answered. “But I do have a question of my own.”

      “You may speak freely.”

      “Why did you bring Leon along on such a dangerous mission, Master Gawain?” She asked. “I do understand why you would bring Ulrich, he's quite skilled with the way of the blade and handy with a bow. But why Leon?”

      “Are you questioning my judgment?”

      “No, I was just curious. But are we not supposed to be protecting him?”

      “Yes that is true, but it's too risky leaving him behind now that Caine is the new Headmaster of the Academy.”

      “But Caine is your friend.”

      “Once Caine turned his back on everything that we were taught, he broke the bond of our friendship,” Gawain said with a heavy heart.

      “So now you put Leon in harm's way.”

      “He's not in harm's way, I will protect him,” Gawain said with confidence. “Besides that, it's time for him to hone his skills. He has to be ready to accept his destiny when the time comes. For he will be the one that saves or destroys the world, with the power of the gods.”

      “Save or destroy the world with the power of the gods?” The lady sounded confused. “What does that mean anyway?”

      “I'm not sure, it was in a scripture his father gave to me before he died,” Gawain answered. “That's also the reason I enlisted your aid, you're an informant, assassin when needed, and the best at both I've ever seen. If anyone can find the answers I seek, it is you.”

      “You flatter me.” She joked. “Just keep the boy safe, Gawain. I will see if I can find out more about his destiny, and more on this so-called holy mission Alistair has sent you on.” In an instant she was gone, like a ghost in the night.

      ‘Leon's destiny? Power of the gods? Saving or destroying the world? Just who is Leon? Has he been hiding things from me this whole time? I must know the truth of these matters.’ Ulrich thought to himself.

      The next day at sunrise, Gawain was standing over Ulrich kicking at his feet. “Get up. It's time to do some training.”

      “Do we have to?” Ulrich mumbled before falling back to sleep.

      Gawain then turned his attention towards Leon. “Wake up, Leon. It's time to train!” He shouted kicking at Leon's feet as he did with Ulrich.

      Leon barely opened his eyes, “Just a little longer,” he said and then he was asleep once more.

      “Damn kids!” Gawain shouted out of anger. He calmed himself down and did some thinking, “That's a perfect idea, I'll show them.” He laughed. He disappeared off into the woods and when he returned he had a pail of water in his hands. Gawain noticed that Ellyn was up cooking them something to eat while Ulrich and Leon were still sleeping. He smirked and walked up to Leon first and looked down at him while he slept, “Wake up!” He shouted before pouring half of the water over Leon's face.

      Leon jumped up shivering, the upper half of his body was soaked with cold water. “What in the hell?” He shouted. “Who did that?”

      Ellyn could barely contain her laughter when Gawain dumped the water on Leon, but when he turned to pour the water on Ulrich she burst out laughing and almost fell off the stump she was sitting on. When Ulrich woke up cursing and reaching for his sword, she actually laughed so hard that she fell to the ground.

      “What's so funny?” Ulrich hissed.

      “Y-You.” She pointed and kept laughing.

      “Did you do this, Ellyn?” Leon asked.

      “No.” She took a few deep breaths and pointed. “He did.”

      Both Leon and Ulrich turned around to see Master Gawain standing before them with an empty water pail in hand, and an angry scowl on his face. “M-Master Gawain,” Leon stuttered. “I-”

      “Save it!” He snapped. “I tried to wake you both several times - if this had been an attack you would both be dead. Just pick up your training swords and follow me, it's time to spar.”

      Ulrich was soaked and mad as hell at the old man for throwing water on him, and he picked up the wooden blade and followed behind, angrily stomping the whole time. Leon already had his training blade strapped to his side in place of his real one quietly walking beside Gawain. Silence wouldn't last for long though, Leon couldn't help but fall back wagging his tongue at Ulrich. “Master Gawain seems angry with us,” he whispered. “Did we make a mistake by not waking up when he wanted?”

      “I don't care if the old man is mad or not, he had no right to embarrass us like that,” Ulrich said. “One day he will get his.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Don't worry about it.”

      “Quiet!” Gawain demanded. “I didn't give either one of you permission to speak, did I?” He stopped in a large clearing and surveyed the surrounding area. “This will do just fine, prepare yourselves for a fight.”

      Ulrich took a few steps ahead of Leon then turned to face him, “Understand one thing, Leon. I won't go easy on you this time.” He pointed the training sword at him, “Show me what you've got.”

      Leon drew the wooden sword and readied himself, “I will give you all you can handle,” he said. “You shall not beat me again. This time I will defeat you, Ulrich, even if it takes everything I got.”

      “That's the kind of fire I want to hear from you both. Begin!” Gawain shouted with excitement at seeing both of his students fired up.

      Ulrich was the first to attempt an attack by side slashing his blade at Leon, however, Leon was too quick and jumped back to avoid the blade that was coming at him. It was an attack that he remembered well, usually, Ulrich would slash his blade at him making Leon jump backward and then he would sweep his feet out from under him to end the fight quickly.

      But this time around Leon wasn't going to allow the duel to end so easily, he jumped through the air swinging his sword down at Ulrich trying to catch him off guard, and it almost worked, almost. “I've got you now, Ulrich!” Leon shouted, bringing the blade screaming down towards Ulrich's face. For some reason Ulrich refused to move, nor did he attempt to block the oncoming attack. Leon didn't want to hurt Ulrich, and that made him hesitate, which gave Ulrich the opening he needed.

      Leon found himself gasping for air, and that's when he realized that he had been punched in the stomach and thrown to the ground. When he glanced up, Ulrich was standing over him smiling. “I thought you said that you had me, what happened?” Ulrich laughed.

      “How?” Leon asked, gasping for air.

      “It's simple really - when I refused to show my hand you thought for sure that I was going to let your blade connect with my flesh. The thought of hurting me frightened you, and thus you hesitated, that hesitation was all I needed,” Ulrich explained. “To think, you almost had me. But you seem to forget, I know you all too well, and your kind-hearted ways will be your undoing.” Ulrich, thinking that the duel had been won, turned to walk away.

      “Where do you think you're going?” Leon snarled. “This isn't over yet.”

      Ulrich stopped, turning to face Leon who had now gotten back to his feet. “This fight is over, you can barely even stand.” He smirked. “What would I gain by fighting with you now?”

      “You think that you know me so well don't you.” The tone of Leon's voice was slowly changing, it was deeper, stronger. “Don't be so full of yourself, thinking that you've won that easily.”

      Ulrich's eyes widened with surprise when he watched Leon lift the wooden sword up, ‘How can this be? He should not even be able to stand, let alone fight. I infused magic with my hand to make the blow more powerful, just the way Master Caine taught me. Could I have done the technique wrong?’ “Hmph, no matter,” he muttered. “Let's finish this, Leon!”

      Leon and Ulrich were prepared to attack each other once more, and at the same time they charged at one another with their blades lifted in the air, screaming as they did so. But at the last minute Master Gawain appeared in between them and blocked their blades from connecting with his own. “That is enough for today.”

      “Get out of my way old man, this fight isn't over until there is a winner!” Ulrich demanded.

      “I said that's enough for today, lower your blades!” Gawain commanded.

      Ulrich held steadfastly and refused to obey, “Tell Leon to yield and I shall do the same,” he said. “If he refuses then I will be forced to attack again, and you will not stop me. Even if these be wooden blades, I can still do some damage.”

      If that meant that the fight would be over then Gawain had to get Leon to yield before Ulrich would do so. “Leon, lower your blade. Be the bigger person.” But his words didn't get through to him.

      “If I yield first that means that I submit, I promised myself that I would never lose to Ulrich again!” Leon's strength was building, and not even the combined efforts of Gawain and Ulrich were enough to stop Leon from being able to push them back.

      “How did he become so strong? And why does the wooden blade not break?” Ulrich shouted, pushing back against Leon with all his strength.

      “I don't know. But we better find a way to stop him.”

      Ulrich didn't like the idea, but he had to use one of the forbidden arts to stop Leon before he did something terrible, even if it meant the old man would find him out. He quietly muttered a few words, and a dark orb appeared out of thin air. Ulrich hit the orb with his free hand and an explosion of dark mass sent all three of them flying through the air.
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      Four hours had passed since the incident, and none wished to talk about it except for Leon. “What happened when we fought one another, Ulrich?” Leon asked. “I blacked out, and honestly I don't remember if I won or not.”

      “I won like always, that's all you need to know.”

      Leon also noticed that neither Master Gawain nor Ulrich would make eye contact with him, and Ellyn was suspiciously quiet as well. “Hmm. You guys are hiding something from me.”

      “Leave it be, Leon.” Gawain sighed. “Our destination is nigh.”

      “What is this place? It looks awfully creepy,” Ellyn said as they rode up closer to the spooky looking cave.

      “That, young miss, is the Cave Of Sorrow.” Gawain answered.

      “What is so important that we have to go inside?” Ellyn inquired.

      “A piece of an ancient blade lies in wait for us to retrieve.” Gawain dismounted from his horse and walked it over to one of the trees to tie it off so it wouldn't get spooked and run away. “Dismount and find a place to tie off your horses.” He ordered.

      After doing as he was told Leon walked over to Gawain, “Master Gawain, are you sure it's safe to be telling Ellyn of our mission?” He quietly asked. “I mean, we don't even know that much about her.”

      Gawain glanced back at Ellyn, “I understand your concern, young Leon. But at this point we are going to need all the help we can get,” he explained. “I know that I can count on you to keep an eye on her if she does anything suspicious and handle it accordingly.”

      “Understood,” Leon said. “You can count on me.” He placed his fist over his chest and bowed.

      “Good.” Gawain smiled. “Ellyn, Ulrich. Please join us over here, I need to have a word with you all.”

      Ellyn and Ulrich both walked over to join Gawain and Leon, “The three of you need to listen closely to what I have to say, what awaits us inside that cave is no joke.” He pointed at the entrance of the cave and continued on. “From what I understand there are undead soldiers waiting to kill all who enter. And if you get past them, hordes of angry monsters the likes of which you've never seen before awaiting to torture the brave souls that make it into the far reaches of the cave.”

      “And if you make it past them, then what.” Ellyn gulped.

      Gawain was hesitant to explain the last part, for not even he believed in what awaited them if they were lucky enough to get to the end of the cave. “Well.” He paused. “If we make it that far, then the Queen of the cave will await us.”

      “Queen?” Leon questioned.

      “Yes, the Queen,” Gawain answered. “At one time she was one of the most beautiful women in all the land, and her radiance shined brightly. That caught the eye of the powerful and evil King Roland of Bondora. He decided that he wanted her beauty for himself, and when nightfall came he commanded his knights to abduct her from her family’s home in the middle of the night.

      His loyal knights did as they were commanded and entered her home unannounced, killing everyone in the household but her. When the time came he forced her into marrying him, and she became his Queen. However she wasn't evil like King Roland, and the people of Bondora loved her unconditionally. She let her radiance shower over all, and that infuriated the King. No matter how hard he tried he couldn't keep her beauty and radiance to himself. In a fit of rage, King Roland locked her away in the deepest darkest part of the woods.”

      “In this cave,” Leon interrupted.

      “Exactly.” Gawain nodded.

      “What happened next?” Ellyn asked. She was holding onto every word Gawain had said up until that point, and desperately wanted to know the ending of the story.

      Gawain smiled at the young girl's persistence, “Well Ellyn, the Queen was locked away in this very cave by the evil King Roland. No he didn't kill her, for his love for her was strong, instead, he would come to visit her, feed her, and all the other things that were necessary to keep her alive. Nevertheless, being locked away from the outside world, no longer being able to feel the love of her people made her very sorrowful.

      One day that sorrow consumed her, eventually turning her into a specter-like being that was full of rage and hatred. King Roland had no idea what had become of his Queen, until the final day that he had gone to pay her a visit. Once inside the cave, she ensnared him in darkness, and took out all of her pain and sorrow out upon him. Before he died King Roland had felt all the pain and sorrow that he himself had caused her. Legend has it, she still lives inside this cave, making all who dare enter feel her pain.”

      “That would explain why someone would place a piece of a legendary blade inside this cave,” Leon said, “I mean after hearing that story who would be dumb enough to try and take it?”

      “You ask who would be that stupid? Oh wait, that would be us,” Ulrich interrupted.

      “The tale of what happened to the Queen is so sad, and all the two of you can talk about is a piece of a sword inside the cave,” Ellyn said.

      Leon looked at her frowning, “It is sad, Ellyn. But we came here for a reason, not to feel sorry for the specter being inside.”

      “Hey old man,” Ulrich interrupted again. “Are we going to stand out here and talk or are we going to retrieve what's inside?” He was done with all the talking, Ulrich wanted to see firsthand what all the fuss was about with this cave. Plus he was also in a hurry to test his skills against something more powerful than mere men.

      “Patience, Ulrich,” Gawain responded. “First make sure that you have equipped yourselves well, then and only then, shall we head inside.”

      “I've been ready since we got here.” Ulrich bolstered.

      “Same here.” Leon grinned.

      “I don't truly believe that any of us are ready for what lies ahead,” Ellyn hesitantly said. “But if all of you are wondering if I'm ready or not, then the answer is yes.”

      Gawain smiled at the three of them, he trusted in his students’ skills, and Ellyn seemed like she could hold her own as well. However, he was still worried that Leon might lose control again, and that Ulrich might use the forbidden arts inside the cave, and this could end badly if either were to happen. “If everyone is set, then let's be on our way.” Gawain reached out and grabbed a big sized tree branch, casting a fire spell from his hand that caught the end of the branch ablaze like a torch.

      Master Gawain led the way into the cave followed by Ulrich, with Ellyn pretty much right beside him grabbing at his hand, while Leon was following close by, making sure that they were not going to get attacked from behind. The cave itself was dark and dreary, there was a foul smell in the air, it was the smell of death and rotting flesh. And the jagged edges of the rocks could cut the flesh on contact. “Watch your step, I sense something is amiss.” Gawain warned the others.

      “All I see is an empty cave, if you're sensing something it has to be the foul smell coming from yourself, old man.” Ulrich joked.

      “This is no time for jokes, Ulrich,” Gawain remonstrated. “We are coming up on a part of the cave that is well lit, which is odd indeed. Prepare yourselves for battle just in case.” He walked into the part of the cave that was well lit first, followed by the others. Instead of finding death and decay, they stumbled upon a room of absolute wonder. There was gold as far as the eye could see, and a large stone table in the center of the room with several chairs placed around it.

      “Why is there gold and jewels in this cave?” Ulrich asked, with the look of wonder and disbelief on his face.

      Gawain had the same look like that of Ulrich, “I haven't the slightest idea, the legend does not speak of such a wonder in this cave.”

      “That could only mean one thing,” Ellyn said. “We have stumbled upon the hideout of a band of thieves.”

      “Thieves.” Ulrich laughed. “Those buffoons wouldn't last a minute in a place like this.”

      “That's not true!” Ellyn shouted. “The thieves that took me were just as skilled as some of the knights that I have seen, maybe even better.”

      Ellyn's words troubled Gawain deeply, but his thoughts went elsewhere when Leon darted into the room shouting about something coming their way. “They're coming. Get ready!”

      “Who is coming?” Gawain questioned. “Leon, tell us!”

      Leon unsheathed his sword, “Them.” He pointed.

      About that time ten or more undead soldiers surrounded the four of them. “Oh. This doesn't look good.” Gawain nervously swallowed.

      “Not the time, Master Gawain.” Leon scolded. “What now?”

      “We defeat them of course.”

      The whole cave filled with laughter from the undead soldiers, “You defeat us?” One laughed. “You are but one man, along with a handful of children. How do you expect to even survive?”

      “Did someone say children?” Another asked. “I love children. They're so tender and tasty.”

      “Look at the weapons they carry!” Another shouted. “We could have some use for those.”

      “I hate the stench of the undead,” Gawain snarled. He unsheathed his sword and cut off the head from one of the undead soldiers. “Do not leave a single one standing.” That was the sign to attack and Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich joined Gawain in battle. Sounds of steel clashing against steel could be heard throughout the cave as the battle waged on between the undead soldiers against Gawain with his students and Ellyn by his side.

      “Too slow!” Leon shouted as he dodged one of the attacks. He countered with a move of his own, taking his blade and cutting off the undead soldiers arm. “Take that.” He cheered, but to his dismay, the soldier kept coming at him.

      Ellyn used one of her quick attacks to cut the limbs off a few of the dead soldiers, but just like they had done with Leon, the soldiers kept pressing the attack. “What gives,” she hissed.

      Ulrich was having the same troubles with the soldiers as well, every time he would cut a few of them down, they would rise back up and keep attacking him. “How can we defeat them if they keep getting back up?”

      “I have an idea, Ulrich.” Leon insisted. “Let's unleash our combo attack.”

      “You mean the ring of fire?” Ulrich asked.

      “That's exactly what I mean,” Leon replied. “Think about it, these soldiers are already dead. We may not be able to defeat them with our swords, but we can sure as hell turn them into dust with fire.”

      “But you know how badly that weakens us after we use that move.” Ulrich explained.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Leon asked, dodging another attack.

      Gawain listened in on Leon and Ulrich's conversation closely, but as badly as he wanted to see the attack the two were talking about, in the back of his mind he knew he couldn't let it happen. He needed his students at full strength for what awaited them deeper into the cave, but Leon and Ulrich were right about one thing. Using fire would end this battle swiftly, “Ellyn, Leon, Ulrich. Get down!” Gawain shouted.

      He chanted what sounded like a spell, “God of fire heeds my call. Lend me your strength and save us all. God of fire heeds my call. Lend me your strength.” Gawain held out his left hand, and the others watched as it turned red with fire. They realized what was about to happen and the three took cover, watching as fire exploded from Gawain's hand like a volcano, setting all the undead soldiers ablaze.

      They watched with amazement as the fire burned every soldier in the room into nothing more than ash. “That was amazing,” the three exclaimed.

      “How did you do that?” Ulrich asked, and you could tell by the tone of his voice that he had gained a little bit of respect for Gawain, just a little. “I thought you didn't use the Dark Arts.”

      “That was not the Dark Arts.” Gawain glared. “It was a spell of fire, but no matter, the path is now clear, let us be on our way.” He walked on ahead.

      “Can you teach us how to do that?” Ellyn excitedly asked as they walked deeper into the cave.

      “Sorry, you're not one of my students. It is forbidden to teach outsiders such things,” Gawain answered.

      “Can't blame a girl for trying.” She pouted.

      “Well, what about Leon, and myself?” Ulrich asked.

      “The two of you are not ready to handle such power,” Gawain responded.

      “Hmph. Shows how much you know.” The little respect Gawain had gained from Ulrich quickly faded.

      

      Gawain ignored Ulrich's protests and kept walking on. “We draw near to the next part of the trial now, so be prepared for anything.”

      “Ignore me all you want, but know this. Someday I will be stronger than even you, even stronger than Lord Alistair,” Ulrich proclaimed. “One more thing, if you don't tell Headmaster Caine of the riches in this cave, I will.”

      “Do as you wish, Ulrich,” Gawain replied. “Know that power and riches is not what the world is all about.” As they walked further into the depths of the cave the atmosphere started to change yet again; the darkness was getting heavier, and even with the aid of the torch it was hard to see. Even breathing became a chore as the air was thinning out.

      “Everyone stop!” Ellyn demanded.

      “What is it, Ellyn?” Gawain jumped. “Do you see something amiss?”

      Leon and Ulrich unsheathed their blades with haste, preparing themselves for a battle, “I don't see anything, do you?” Leon asked.

      “No, I don't see a thing,” Ulrich responded.

      “Would you guys please calm down?” Ellyn grumbled.

      “Why did you tell us to stop?” Gawain questioned.

      “The air in this part of the cave is thinning out, we won't last long like this.” Ellyn explained. “But I can help.”

      “How can you help?” Gawain asked out of curiosity.

      “I know a few magical spells.” Ellyn giggled. “And one helps you to breathe when there is no air to do so.”

      “Then why didn't you just say that in the first place?”

      “I just did.” Ellyn joked. “What I need the three of you to do, is stand perfectly still. Got it?” Moments later she cast a spell that placed a white aura around the lot of them.

      “What did you do?” Leon gasped.

      Ellyn giggled again, “Did you not listen?” she said. “I cast a spell of breathing on us.”

      Leon took a deep breath, filling his lungs with fresh air, “It really worked.”

      “Of course it worked, silly. I told you that I would be of use.” Ellyn happily responded.

      “Thank you, Ellyn, I owe you my gratitude.” Gawain said with a warm smile on his face. “It would be wise to push on now that we can breathe. We don't want the cave dwellers to be upon us too quickly.”

      "What are cave dwellers?” Ulrich asked as they pressed on.

      There was no response from Gawain so Ulrich asked again, “Hey, old man. What are cave dwellers?”

      “You will find out soon enough,” Gawain grimly replied.

      “That's comforting,” Leon said sarcastically.

      Gawain stopped walking, and instantly his sword was in his hand. “Looks like you will find out sooner than later, Ulrich!” he shouted. “Get ready to defend yourselves.”

      Shadows could be seen moving all around them, it seemed as though the very walls of the cave itself were starting to come to life. “What in the hell is happening?” Leon shouted nervously

      “It’s the cave dwellers!” Gawain shouted back. “When one tries to attack, aim anywhere you see flesh, it's the only way you can kill them.” While Gawain was trying to explain things to the young ones, a cave dweller jumped out of the shadows and tried to attack him. It was the first time he had ever seen one up close and personal.

      Its eyes were of a yellowish color from being in the darkness for far too long. The cave dweller’s teeth were razor sharp, that much Gawain could tell when it tried to bite at him, they also seemed to like using their long fingernails as weapons. And their only form of defense was the stones that had somehow fused with their bodies. Gawain had heard that these dwellers were once humans, but he found that hard to believe. “Remember, you can kill them by hitting their weak spots,” Gawain explained once more, turning to face another dweller jumping out of the darkness towards his face.

      He quickly punched the thing with the hilt of his blade, sending the monster crashing to the ground. Gawain then stabbed the flesh of the dweller with his blade, killing it instantly. The blood of the monster was a bright green that glowed in the darkness; if these things were once human, then living in the depths of the cave changed them into something far more sinister than one could imagine.

      Leon watched the true skills of his Master shine. But watching wasn't the same as participating as he found himself being attacked by the dwellers. Now was the time to put his own skills to the test. Leon tried to attack one of the monsters but it dodged his attack, countering with one of its own.

      The dweller swung its razor-like claws at Leon, barely grazing his armor, and Leon knew if he didn’t become quicker with his attacks the dwellers would surely make short work of him. Leon made the decision to switch up his stance, and the next time he swung his blade his attack was ten times faster and stronger. “Take that,” he shouted, killing two more dwellers.

      Ulrich witnessed Leon's skill with the way of the blade drastically improve. “Nice moves, Leon.” However, Ulrich wasn't one to be shown up by someone he felt was less skilled than him. Ulrich proceeded to lift his sword in the air, casting another forbidden arts spell that turned his blade a blackish tint.

      When he swung the blade it unleashed a tremendous power that killed five attacking cave dwellers at once. “What did you think about that?” Ulrich bragged. “Bet you didn't think I could do something so amazing, did you?”

      “What kind of attack was that?” Leon excitedly asked, swinging his blade and taking down a couple more monsters.

      “He used one of the forbidden Dark Arts.” Gawain grumbled.

      “I want to learn how to use an attack like that.”

      “You will not learn the Dark Arts. Just like I told Ulrich to never use a spell like that again. You have no idea the evil that you can unleash.”

      “You're just scared, old man.”

      “Ulrich, do not talk to Master Gawain in such a way.”

      “And you need to stop kissing the old man’s ass, Leon,” Ulrich barked, he was getting tired of Leon stepping in to confront him every time he had words with Gawain.

      “Can we discuss this later, guys. We have more cave dwellers on the way.” Ellyn informed them after she kicked one of the dwellers in the face.

      Shrieking could be heard echoing throughout the cave, “I think there's going to be a lot more than that,” Gawain responded. He turned to face them, with only one word coming from his mouth. “Run!” Within minutes you could hear hundreds, if not thousands of cave dwellers running straight for them. Gawain leads the charge into the depths of the cave with Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich hot on his heels. With the dwellers starting to come at them from every angle, it looked very bleak for the brave souls.

      “They're coming from every direction!” Leon shouted.

      “Just keep running,” Gawain said. “If they try to attack then knock them back, but whatever you do, don't stop running.” the four of them ran through the cave as fast as their feet would carry them, and around every corner a dweller would jump out and try to impede them. But Gawain and his students would have none of it and did whatever it took to push the onslaught back. To the group's confusion, when they reached a certain part of the cave the dwellers stopped and refused to follow further, and some were even seen running away in fear.

      “What's gotten into them?” Ellyn asked.

      “They're scared of us, what else could it be.” Ulrich bragged.

      Gawain watched the cave dwellers tremble with fear, refusing to give chase, making his stomach churn. Fear was even starting to grip Gawain like it had the cave dwellers. ‘Why am I stricken with fear?’ Then he began to realize which part of the cave he and his students had stumbled upon, “I'm afraid that's not the case, Ulrich,” Gawain said with a shaky voice.

      “Are you actually scared?” Ulrich laughed.

      “To be honest this part of the cave is making the fear run up my spine. And once you realize where we have found ourselves, fear will take hold of you as well.”

      “Something about this part of the cave feels wrong,” Ellyn interrupted, fighting back her tears. “It makes me sad.”

      “Fight back your feelings, Ellyn,” Gawain said. “For we near the Queen Of Sorrow's lair, and it will only get worse from here.”

      “How do I fight back what I feel?”

      “I can't answer that, you will just have to try, or the feeling of sorrow will consume you.”

      “Hmm.” Ulrich reacted.

      “What is it, Ulrich?” Gawain asked.

      “I don't feel anything,” he answered. “Shouldn't I feel at least something?”

      “I'm not sure how to answer that either, all I can figure is that somehow you are immune to the spell the Queen casts upon this cave.” Gawain looked at Ulrich perplexed. “How about you Leon, do you feel any different?”

      “I don't know what I feel.” Leon was a bit snippy. “And I do not wish to talk about it either, so let's go and retrieve that piece of a blade and get the hell out of here.”

      Gawain looked at Leon attentively, he was trying to figure out the sudden change in Leon's demeanor. However, keeping his students in the cave any longer than necessary could be a dangerous thing. “Listen up,” he said. “This may be the most important thing I say at this moment. Just a little further in is where the first part of our journey ends - if we live, we get the treasure that awaits us. And if we die? Well, we will be the Queen's eternal servants. So try not to die.”

      “That's comforting to know,” Ulrich replied. “Let's just get this over with.”

      “Are we done talking?” Leon snapped, before marching into the deepest darkest part of the cave alone.

      “Wait!” Gawain shouted. “You will need the aid of the torch to see.” He chased after him, and once he was at the end of the cave he found Leon standing there staring into the darkness. “Leon?” Gawain muttered, nervously approaching him. “Leon, is something the matter?” He slowly reached out for his shoulder, but Leon turned around and swatted his hand away.

      “Don't touch me!” Leon screamed.

      “What is wrong with you?” Gawain questioned, taking another step closer.

      Leon unsheathed his blade and swung it at Gawain, barely missing his arm, “You killed my parents. Now you shall die by my hand, Dark Knight.”

      Gawain raised his hands in the air, “Calm yourself, Leon. I'm not the Dark Knight that murdered your family,” he calmly explained. “It's me, Master Gawain.”

      Leon charged after Gawain, swinging his blade at him again, “I won't fall for your tricks.” Gawain managed to sidestep Leon's attack and shoved him to the ground.

      Ulrich was next to rush into the darkness and found that his friend had completely lost his mind. He tried to run over and help, but was quickly cut off by Ellyn. “Where do you think you're going?” Ellyn snarled, this time her voice was different, she sounded like she was upset with him for some reason.

      “Ellyn move!” Ulrich demanded. “I have to help stop Leon from making a terrible mistake.”

      “You lied to me!” Ellyn shouted, almost as if she were talking to another. “You promised me that they wouldn't get hurt.” She unsheathed her blade and lunged at him.

      Ulrich unsheathed his sword and blocked the oncoming attack just in the nick of time, “What's gotten into you?” He pushed her back with force.

      “Don't pretend that you don't know what you did,” Ellyn lifted her blade up in the air and brought it straight down at Ulrich's head, and like the last time it was blocked by his blade. “You will die for the sins that you have committed!” She shrieked before swinging her sword at him yet again.

      Master Gawain and Ulrich found themselves back to back, fighting off members of their own group. “What has gotten into them?” Ulrich asked.

      “It's the Queen. She is making them see us as the enemy,” Gawain answered.

      Ellyn was going for a quick attack that Ulrich wasn't aware of; Gawain had to act quickly, and hooked one of Ulrich's arms, swinging him out of harm's way. “I guess I owe you a thank you,” Ulrich said as he regained his composure and readied himself for the next attack from Ellyn.

      “Save that for later,” Gawain replied. “We need to figure out a way to stop this.” He refused to draw his weapon upon Leon, each time that he was attacked, Gawain would just move and shove Leon to the ground.

      Ulrich thought about it and realized that he might have a way to free his friend's mind from the Queen, and all he needed was for Ellyn to be distracted long enough for him to prove it. “I have an idea, just keep Ellyn off my back long enough for me to put my plan into action.”

      Gawain had a look of distrust in his eyes, but deep down he knew that Ulrich would never do anything to harm Leon, for they treated each other like brothers. “So be it, Ulrich,” he said. “Just don't do anything foolish.” He grabbed Leon's light armor and threw him over to Ulrich, then Gawain spun around and with all of his might he bear-hugged Ellyn to subdue her from causing any more harm or interference

      Leon was back up to his feet, but the Dark Knight that he envisioned Gawain to be was no longer standing in front of him. “Who are you?” He asked. “Where did the Dark Knight run off to?”

      Ulrich remained still, trying his best not to make any sudden movements, “Listen to me Leon, there is no Dark Knight here. Look around you, we're in the Cave Of Sorrow on a journey to find the pieces of a legendary blade,” Ulrich tried to explain. “You're surrounded by your friends, Ellyn, me, the old man. The Queen is messing with your head, you need to fight it before it's too late. I know you can do it. You have to trust me.”

      Leon was slowly coming around and was starting to trust in Ulrich's words until he caught a glimpse of the sword that Ulrich was holding ever so tightly. “You're trying to trick me,” he snarled, with a wild-eyed look. “I know exactly what you want to do with me now.”

      “Leon, I'm not trying to do anything,” Ulrich calmly explained.

      

      “You lie!” Leon snapped back. “You want me to lower my guard so you can execute me. You're in league with the Dark Knight.” He pointed his finger and shouted.

      “That's not true.” Ulrich frowned. “If I were, would I do this?” he slowly kneeled down before Leon, laying his sword on the ground. “Attack me if you want, but I refuse to hurt my only friend. We may fight Leon, but as all friends do, we forgive,” Ulrich explained as he got back up to his feet. “Do as you will, I won't try and stop you.”

      “Are you mad!” Gawain shouted. “He will hurt you, and not even realize that he has done so.”

      “I have everything under control.” Not once did Ulrich take his eyes off Leon. “And you.” he pointed. “If you think that I am in cahoots with the Dark Knight then strike me down.”

      Leon lifted his blade, “If you want to die for your sins, then I shall help you with that wish. And when I'm done with you nothing will stop me from killing the Dark Knight.” Leon lunged at Ulrich poised to run his blade through Ulrich's chest, but at the last minute he stopped himself with the tip of the blade just inches away from its target. “No, I won't do it. I am no murderer.” The blade shook violently in his hands as he fought the urge to kill for the Queen.

      “Kill him.” A voice whispered from the darkness. “Kill him now, he is your enemy.”

      “Never.” He was in a battle against whoever invaded his mind. “You will not make me kill him, for he is my friend.” A dark mass appeared behind Leon, and as quickly as it appeared the dark mass retreated back into the walls of the cave.

      “Leon, are you yourself again?” Ulrich asked, hesitantly approaching.

      “Don't worry, whatever was controlling me has fled.”

      “Good,” Ulrich said, before punching Leon.

      “What was that for?” Leon grumbled, rubbing the side of his face where the punch landed.

      “That was for trying to kill me, you idiot.”

      “I don't know what's going on, but why are you holding onto me so tightly for, Sir Gawain?” Ellyn asked out of the blue, for whatever had its hold on her was broken as well.

      “I'm sorry, Miss Ellyn,” Gawain released her from the bear-like hold. “It would seem that Miss Ellyn is back to normal as well.”

      “Back to normal?”

      “Well Miss Ellyn, you and young Leon here were possessed by the Queen Of Sorrow. Leon was strong enough to fight her off, thanks to the help of Ulrich. His mind was freed as was yours.” Gawain explained.

      “What did we say and do?” Ellyn asked.

      “That doesn't matter now child, the important thing is that Leon and yourself are free from the clutches of evil.”

      “We must do something about that witch,” Ulrich interrupted.

      “Hmm, no I believe the Queen has been defeated, we need to search for what we came here for,” Gawain answered. “Then we leave.”

      After making the remark that the Queen had been defeated, an angry voice could be heard echoing throughout the depths of the cave. “Do you think that a bunch of insignificant fools such yourselves could defeat someone as powerful as me?” the voice bolstered. “I shall show you the true depths of my power.” The torches in the cave lit up one at a time, lighting up the darkness. The shadows that danced along the walls of the cave started to gather in the center of where they stood.

      “What's happening?” Ulrich panicked.

      “It's the Queen!” Gawain shouted. “She's manifesting herself.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this.” Leon muttered.

      The once black mass had now gathered all the shadows from the cave walls and manifested itself into a solid form. “Allow me to show you true beauty, and sorrow, before you die,” she said, lowering her arms to reveal her face. Whatever beauty she once had, was now faded. Her once beautiful and sparkling blue eyes were now as black as the darkest night, her once fair skin was pale and pasty. The beauty and radiance she once possessed had now been taken over by hatred and ugliness. “Bow down before your Queen.”

      “Whatever beauty you had faded real quick lady...” Gawain smirked. “And if you think that we're going to bow down to the likes of you, you've got another thing coming.”

      Ulrich picked back up his blade, “Now that the real villain has appeared, I'm ready for a fight.”

      Leon lifted his blade as well, “You tried to make me hurt my friends,” he said. “Now you shall pay.”

      “Whatever kindness you once had, has now been corrupted by hate. You prey on the weakness of others, which makes you no better than the rest of the monsters in this cave.” Ellyn snarled.

      The four of them stood together with their blades aimed at the Queen; no matter the sadness they felt in their hearts, they had to stop her for the sake of others. “You wretched little fools!” the Queen roared. “I will bring this cave down around you all.” She let out a loud shriek that brought Gawain and company down to their knees. The shriek was so powerful that the walls of the cave began to shake, at the rate it was going the cave would soon collapse upon them.

      “We have to do something,” Gawain tried getting back to his feet, but the pain was too much for him to bear.

      Ulrich dropped his sword to the ground, covering his ears with both hands. “I can't take much more of this.” Blood began to trickle down from his nose.

      Ellyn was the only one that managed to get back to her feet, “I won't die like this.” Before she could even take a step towards the Queen, she passed out from the extreme pain she was under.

      Leon watched as Ellyn collapsed to the ground, and not much longer after that Ulrich dropped to the ground as well. “Ellyn. Ulrich! I can't let them die like this.” He grasped the hilt of his sword tightly. “I won't allow this to happen.”

      “What makes you think that you can stop me, little boy?” The Queen laughed. “You're so scared it's pathetic.”

      “Shut up!” Leon hissed. “You don't know a thing about me.” He slowly made it to his feet. “There is nothing left of you that is human, all you know is rage.” Leon found the strength to lift his blade, and again whatever power dwelled inside of him showed itself for a second time. “I will free you of your torment, set free the hatred that consumes you.” Leon's body glowed with a blue light that even caught the Queen by surprise.

      “This cannot be!” The Queen exclaimed. “You should not even be able to stand. What are you?”

      “I am your ending!” Leon charged at the Queen, and once close enough he brought the end of his blade down at her. “It's over.” With a mighty blow the Queen had been defeated. The shaking had stopped, and the stones that were falling fell no more. The darkness that consumed the underground chamber had lifted, the cave dwellers disappeared, and the undead soldiers stayed dead this time. Ellyn, Master Gawain, and Ulrich had regained consciousness, rejoining Leon.

      “What happened?” Ulrich asked. “One minute the cave is collapsing, and the next I wake to find Leon standing over me.”

      “Where's the Queen?” Ellyn nervously questioned.

      “Don't worry about the Queen, she has been dealt with,” Leon answered.

      “What do you mean by that?” Ulrich inquired.

      “Does it matter?” Leon replied.

      “Leon is right.” Gawain interrupted. “The only thing that matters is that we're all safe.” Unaware that Gawain had been conscious throughout the whole ordeal, Leon nodded in agreement and nothing more was said.

      “If that's truly the case, then where is the piece of the blade?” Ulrich wondered. Just then the black mass reappeared out of thin air, and all except Leon lifted their blades in a fighting stance. “I thought that you said it had been dealt with.” Ulrich belted.

      “It has been dealt with,” Leon responded without hesitation. “Lower your weapons, for this is not the Queen Of Sorrow.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Master Gawain questioned.

      Leon cracked a smile, “Just watch, and you will find out.”

      Rays of light started to break through the dark mass, and what was once nothing more than darkness had now become a beautiful white light. The orb floated down to the ground and turned into the Queen, but not the Queen Of Sorrow.

      The Queen of old had returned with all of her radiance and beauty, “Will the one that freed me, please step forward.” She smiled. Leon stepped forward, “So it was you that freed me.” She was surprised to see such a young warrior with such promise. “Young warrior, I thank you for freeing me from such a horrible fate. To repay my debt, I give you this.” She reached out her hand to give him the treasure that they sought.

      “Thank you, my Queen.” Leon took the item from her hand and bowed to her gracefully.

      The Queen leaned over to whisper in his ear, “I see great trials and heartache ahead for you. Remember, you have the strength inside to conquer what lies in wait. If I can give one word of advice it would be, not all is what it seems, be wary of the ones around you.” She then looked up at the rest of the group.

      “All is not lost in darkness. There is a light at the end of the tunnel,” she said as she looked at Gawain. She then looked into Ulrich's eyes. “If you use darkness as power then one day you will end up the way I was, a prisoner.” The Queen smiled warmly at Ellyn, “You have a big heart, that is your strength. Do not seek out vengeance, for the outcome may not be what you think,” she explained. “That is all I have to say, make of my words what you will. Thank thee again for freeing me, young warriors,” She smiled before turning back into an orb and disappeared.

      After a long walk back through the cave, they finally reached the exit. Since they were safe and far away from the Cave Of Sorrow, Gawain took it upon himself to approach Leon, “What did she give you?”

      Leon reached into his saddlebag pulling out an item that was wrapped in cloth, “Here, this belongs to you anyways, Master Gawain. I wrapped it in cloth, since it is so precious and all.”

      “Is this what I think it is?” Gawain excitedly said, taking the item from Leon's hand. He unwrapped what was inside of the cloth, and to his amazement it was actually a piece of the Legendary Blade Soul Reaper. “I surely thought it was nothing more than a myth, so how did Alistair and Caine know of its whereabouts? If they only knew of this piece, where shall we find the rest?” He whispered.

      “What did you say, Master Gawain?”

      “Do not worry yourself young one, all is well,” Gawain answered. When he looked at Leon, Gawain could see that the young man did not look so well, and sweat was rolling down his face. “Are you alright, Leon?” He asked. “You don't look so good.”

      “I'm fine,” Leon answered faintly. “When we next stop I shall-” before he could finish his sentence, he passed out and fell from his horse.
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      Leon jumped to his feet and brushed himself off, but when he looked around, it dawned upon him that he was all alone. Ellyn, Master Gawain, and Ulrich were nowhere to be found, “Ellyn, Master Gawain, Ulrich. Where are you guys?” He called out, but the only thing he heard in return was the echo of his own voice. Not one to be discouraged, Leon was determined to find his friends and Master, and with that determination, he pressed on. After what seemed like an eternity, Leon stumbled upon what looked like a graveyard at first sight. “Where am I?”

      “This is holy ground that you stand upon.”

      “Who said that?” Leon looked around nervously. “Show yourself.”

      “Keep your voice down.” The person demanded. Leon could make out a silhouette of someone walking his way. “Show some respect, child.”

      “I am no child,” Leon grumbled. “This is the last chance I am going to give you to show yourself.”

      “Give an old man time will ya.” As the silhouette drew near Leon could tell that it was an elderly man walking slowly his way, using a cane to help keep himself steady. “You youngsters are always in such a rush nowadays. Learn how to take it slow every once in a while.”

      “Who are you?” Leon asked. “And where am I?”

      “My name is Robin,” the old man answered. “And I told you, that you're on holy ground.”

      “That doesn't exactly explain to me where I'm at,” Leon said.

      “First be respectful and tell me your name,” Robin responded. “Then I will tell you exactly where you stand.”

      “My name is Leon.”

      “The last name please.”

      “Cromwell,” Leon answered. “Now will you tell me where I find myself?”

      The old man turned away from Leon and started mumbling to himself. “A Cromwell here?” He muttered. “I thought for sure that bloodline had been wiped out ages ago. But that would explain how he has ended up here of all places.”

      “You promised that you would tell me if I told you my last name, keep your end of the deal,” Leon told him.

      “Do you remember the Great War, child?” His raspy old voice sounded very proud.

      “Every student of the Academy knows of the Great War,” Leon answered with pride.

      “Academy? What's that?”

      “It's a place they send young men and women to train to become warriors, everybody knows that.” Leon chuckled.

      “What else do they teach you there?”

      “All kinds of things. How to read scrolls, the use of Alchemy. The Masters there also taught us how to use a bow and arrow properly, and teachings in the way of the blade. Important skills such as that.”

      “Interesting, but why teach you things in such a place as that? This is what a courtyard is for.”

      “The Academy has been around for many a year, they no longer teach young people such as I in a courtyard. Proving yourself at the Academy is how you become a true Knight nowadays.” Leon smirked. “Just how old are you?”

      The old man gave a kind-hearted smile, “Old enough.”

      Leon gave a faint smile in return, not that he didn't find Robin's joke to be funny, it's just his mind was more focused on where he had found himself. “Will you please tell me what this place has to do with the Great War?”

      Robin's face narrowed, and he pointed his cane in every direction as he spoke, “Open your eyes boy,” he said. “This is where the Great War took place, that is why it is holy ground.”

      Leon's eyes widened, “How is that possible?” He asked. “Very few Knights even known of the where to find such a place, and the ones that did took that secret to their graves. And you're telling me that's where I stand now? Impossible.”

      “Ha, ha, ha,” Robin laughed. “It is very possible child, but the biggest question you should ask yourself is how you got here, and why.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Well for one, you are a Cromwell.”

      “What's that got to do with anything?”

      “You have a powerful bloodline running through your veins, child,” Robin explained. “I can tell by looking into your eyes that power is slowly awakening inside of you.”

      “I assure you that I do not come from some great bloodline,” Leon laughed. “I'm just a poor farmer’s son, nothing more than a peasant is what I am.”

      Robin turned his back to Leon and started mumbling to himself yet again, “He has no idea who he truly is, and what destiny awaits him,” he said to himself. “Tell me, boy, what of your father?”

      He stared down at the ground with a look of sadness, “My father was killed by the Dark Knights, so was my mother. I was saved by a man named Gawain who went on to become my master at the Academy.”

      “I see.”

      “Enough about me, tell me more of this place.”

      “As I said before, this is where the Great War took place many years ago. But what you didn't know is that both sides used weapons of great power; the power of the gods.” Robin explained.

      “I'm not sure I understand,” Leon replied. “Even if there was such a power, how could such people control it?”

      “That's a good question,” Robin smiled. “Somehow, Mages infused axes, bows, and swords with powerful magic, which only the chosen could control.”

      

      “If what you say is true, why would such a power be needed to win a war?”

      “What exactly has that Academy of yours been teaching you?” Robin sarcastically responded. “Here's how the real story goes. A very kind Mage, whose name we do not speak for reasons that I'm sure you yourself will understand one day, started to experiment with magic that none had ever heard of before, nor had ever laid eyes upon.

      He was determined to unlock the secrets of this magic, in the hopes it would save the King he served and the kingdom he so loved. This Mage worked endlessly day and night, up until the point that it started to slowly drive him mad. It even got to the point that he used animals as his test subjects. When those failed he used humans, thus the Dark Knights were born.”

      “Wait, I thought the Dark Knights were created by an evil King, and Edward before he became the new King vanquished that evil with his legendary blade.” Leon interrupted.

      “Hmph, I do not know of the tales that your Academy spins. But the Dark Knights were created by the Mage, and such evil is never truly vanquished, as you found out first-hand, child,” Robin replied. “If you don't mind I would like to continue, uninterrupted of course.” Leon nodded his head, letting the old man know that he would hold his tongue and let him finish his tale.

      “You're starting to learn, that's good,” Robin said. “Now where was I? Oh yes. The Mage had created The Dark Knights. Instead of destroying them as he should have done, he cast a spell that would hide them from the world until the Mage felt like they would be of use. Over the years this Mage started to perfect the magic that he had been obsessed with for so long. And he now had the power to control that which he had created, even monsters bowed down to him as well.

      It wasn't long before the man was corrupted by power, with the ability to now bend things to his will. He wanted to change the world as he saw fit, and in his mind the only way he could do that was to cleanse the world and rebuild it in his image. So the once kind Mage had now filled his heart with evil and cared not for others; even the King he served had to die, along with the kingdom that he had once loved, and at one time protected.

      Not just his kingdom but all the lands in the world of Todrain had to be cleansed. The Mage made the choice that the first kingdom that had to fall was his own. He took to the top of the castle and cast forth a spell of darkness that swept across the land. The Mage made sure that none survived, and for the ones who did, he sent the Dark Knights out to finish what the spell could not. It was nothing more than a senseless massacre of innocent lives, lives the Mage saw fit to snuff out. If the Mage did let a person survive it was just to turn them into his servants.

      However, what he did to the King was far worse. The evil Mage needed a commander that he could trust, that would lead his Dark Knight's to victory over all that stood in his way. Without hesitation or remorse, he used his newfound powers to turn the King himself into the commander of the Dark Knights, thus the Mage's army of evil was complete.” Robin stopped his tale short, which seemed to annoy Leon ever so slightly.

      “What happened next?” Leon asked with excitement. “You can't just leave a story unfinished.”

      “I believe I've said enough for now,” Robin explained. “And your journey here, young one, is about to come to an end.”

      “What do you mean?” Leon started to feel light headed again and he couldn't understand why, he tried to speak, but no words would come from his mouth. That's when he realized that he had felt this same sensation before, just after he had given the piece of the blade to Master Gawain. He fought against what he was experiencing but it proved to be too much, and he passed out yet again. When he awoke he found himself in a room with Ellyn and Ulrich hovering over him.

      “Well look who finally decided to rejoin the living.” Ulrich joked.

      "I see that you're still a smart ass.” Leon joked back, raising himself up before he could utter another word Ellyn hugged him. “What was that for?”

      “I'm just glad that you're okay.” Ellyn blushed. “You had us all scared.”

      Watching Ellyn give Leon a hug then blush afterward made Ulrich jealous, which was something he had never felt before and he wasn't sure how to handle it. “You know that you shouldn't push yourself that hard like you did back in the Cave Of Sorrow, especially if you can't handle the end results.” He scolded.

      “What has gotten into you?” Ellyn turned and asked.

      “Nothing,” Ulrich mumbled. “I need some fresh air, this room is getting to me.” And out the door he went.

      “What in the world has gotten into him?” Ellyn muttered, as she looked on confused.

      Ellyn was clearly getting upset at Ulrich's reaction, which made Leon change the subject, “Don't worry about him,” he said. “Anyways, where are we? And how did you guys get me here?”

      “Oh.” Ellyn cracked a faint smile. “After you passed out, Gawain and Ulrich helped you back onto your horse; luckily Gawain knew of a place close by that we could take you and let you rest.”

      “Where is that exactly?”

      “East Haven,” Ellyn answered. “That's all I know, we haven't exactly had the chance to explore much.”

      “East Haven?” Leon replied. “I think I've heard of this place, but I can't recall much at the moment. My thoughts are still somewhat foggy.”

      “I know.” Her eyes widened, which usually meant trouble. “Let's grab Ulrich and go explore the town.” She jumped up off the trundle and motioned for Leon to follow. “Hurry up, slowpoke. We haven't got all day.”

      “Alright. Alright.” Leon made his way to his feet, but not too fast, he was still somewhat weak. “Let's see if Ulrich is still around, then we can explore.”

      “Yay.” Ellyn clapped with excitement before grabbing Leon's hand and pulling him out the door. She couldn't spot Ulrich anywhere near the hall of the Inn. “Where could he have gone off to?”

      “I don't know,” Leon answered. “Look at it this way, it gives us an excuse to look around the town.”

      “Then let's hurry,” Ellyn said. She grabbed Leon's hand once more and pulled him along as they ran out of the Inn and onto the streets of East Haven. “Wow!” She exclaimed, looking around the town from where they stood. “This place is huge. Why is East Haven called a town? It's bigger than most cities I've seen.”

      Leon was quite surprised as well as the size of East Haven, it was much bigger than he could have ever imagined it to be. “You're right, this town is amazing. But why act so surprised?”

      “Why say that?”

      “Well, you did help Gawain and Ulrich get me here. Did you not?”

      “Yes, but Gawain wanted to make sure that it was nightfall before we entered this town,” Ellyn replied. “I didn't really get the chance to see what the town looked like until now.”

      Leon smiled, “That makes sense.” Though in the back of his mind, he wondered why Master Gawain wanted to wait until night to bring them into the town of East Haven. While he pondered this, it finally came to him where they had found themselves, “Did Master Gawain give any instructions as to what we should do?”

      Ellyn nodded, “He said for us not to leave the Inn until he had returned.”

      “Damn it!”

      “Is something the matter?”

      “We have to find Ulrich and get back to the Inn as quickly as possible,” Leon frantically said.

      “Why?”

      “Because now I remember exactly where we are, and why Gawain waited until nightfall to enter this place,” Leon answered. “We are in the town of thieves.”

      “What? This town is full of thieves?”

      “Yes, I remember being taught that East Haven was a town built by thieves,” Leon responded. “Not a place you want to spend a lot of time if you know what I mean.”

      “Then why are we standing around talking? Let's find Ulrich.” Ellyn grabbed Leon's arm yet again, quickly pulling him along. Thirty minutes or so of searching the town provided the results they were hoping for; there standing by a fountain at the center of town was Ulrich. “Ulrich, there you are, we're so glad that we found you.” Ellyn let go of Leon's hand and went running up to Ulrich.

      “Took you guys long enough to find me,” Ulrich was sarcastic with his response. “What do you want from me anyway?”

      “We have to get back to the Inn with haste,” Ellyn said with fright.

      “Why the look of concern?” Ulrich laughed. “And why are you guys in such a hurry to get back to the Inn?”

      “This is the town of thieves, that's why,” Leon told him.

      “And your point is?” Ulrich huffed. “Thieves can sometimes be the most reliable, at least that's what I've been told.”

      “You knew?”

      “Everyone at the Academy knows of this place, it even scares the old man being here.”

      “Master Gawain is just trying to keep us safe, you know what happens to people that come here.”

      “The old man isn't trying to protect us, he just wants to keep us under lock and key.” Ulrich barked. “Well I'm not going to take it any longer. I'm going to explore this town and I don't exactly care if the old man likes it or not. You two can either come with or go back to the Inn. I couldn’t care less.” He turned his back to them both.

      “I'm not going to let you explore on your own, you know that.” Leon took a deep breath. “Count me in.”

      Ulrich slapped Leon on the back, “I knew that I could count on you.” He then turned and looked over at Ellyn, “What about you?”

      “What about me?” She asked.

      “Are you in, or out?” Ulrich chuckled.

      “Do you even have to ask,” she replied with confidence. “I'm up for another challenge.”

      “Then it's settled, let's explore the town of East Haven.”

      The three of them walked through the town, exploring with wonder and curiosity in their eyes; the sites of the town were breathtaking for the three young ones. They walked through the town square, watching people in weird clothing dance in the streets, which was an odd sight indeed. Then they ventured to the market place where all different sorts gathered to buy and sell goods. Next to be explored was the tavern, where they stumbled upon Gawain by accident talking to an unknown male.

      “Look guys, it's Gawain.” Ellyn pointed. “Let's go and get him.”

      Leon and Ulrich both were quick to grab hold of her arms, “Stay put,” They both said at the same time.

      “Why? I thought that we were searching for him,” Ellyn said.

      “Don't you see that he's busy talking with someone?” Leon asked.

      “So?” She shrugged. “Isn't that just another one of your friends?”

      “No, it's not,” Ulrich whispered. “We've never seen that man before, right Leon?”

      “Right,” Leon answered. “What do you think they're talking about?”

      “I don't know,” Ulrich answered. “But I intend to find out.”

      “Then let's go,” Leon agreed. “I am just as curious as you are.”

      “Being sneaky.” Ellyn smiled. “This should be fun.”

      It took some effort getting close enough without being spotted, but they pulled it off. “What do we do now?” Ellyn asked.

      “We hide here,” Ulrich answered before pushing Ellyn and Leon behind one of the huts.

      “What was that for?” Ellyn responded angrily.

      “Shush!” Ulrich motioned with his finger up to his lips. “We don't want the old man to hear us.”

      “Be quiet you two.” Leon demanded. “I can't hear what they are saying.”

      And with that, they quietly listened in on Master Gawain's conversation with the mystery man standing before him. “You know why I'm here,” the man said.

      “I haven't the foggiest clue to why you are here, nor do I know who you are.” Gawain snarled.

      “Who I am is not of importance.” The man hissed. “But what you carry with you is.”

      “I don't know what you're talking about.” Gawain smiled. “Why don't you run along back to where you came from.”

      “Don't play coy with me,” the man responded with anger in his voice. “You have no idea who you are dealing with.” He unsheathed his blade, “Hand over the piece of the blade that you carry.”

      “You are a fool.” Gawain laughed. “Do you really think that you are a challenge for me?”

      “I might not be,” the man replied with a smile. “But with their help, things could end differently.” He pointed in every direction, and Gawain found himself surrounded by thieves with their blades drawn and aimed solely at him.

      “He's in trouble, we have to help.” Ellyn wanted to rush over by herself, but still she waited.

      Ulrich disliked the old man with every fiber of his being, but for some reason he could not explain, he found himself in agreement with Ellyn. “Ellyn is right we have to help.” He readied his sword for battle.

      “Wait.” Leon demanded. “If we rush in now we could make the situation worse than what it is.”

      “What do you suggest?” Ulrich questioned.

      “We wait,” Leon answered.

      “If that's the way you want it, then so be it,” Ulrich agreed, hoping that it didn't make Ellyn upset with him.

      “Guys, you can't just leave Gawain to defend himself against that many people,” Ellyn said with pleading eyes.

      “Master Gawain knows what he's doing,” Leon told her. “Wait and see for yourself.”

      “Okay.” Ellyn sighed. “But if anything happens, promise me that you guys will help him.”

      “We promise,” Leon and Ulrich answered at the same time. They waited patiently just to see what would happen next, and if a fight did break out they were ready to aid Gawain the best they could.

      “This is your last chance, naïve man. Give me the artifact.” The man demanded.

      Gawain drew his blade, staring straight into the man's cold eyes, “If you want it that badly, then come and take it.” He motioned for the man to come at him.

      “I'm not waiting any longer.” Without thinking of the consequences, Ellyn rushed off to aid Gawain in battle.

      “Ellyn! Wait!” Leon called out to no avail.

      “Too late to do anything about it now.” Ulrich laughed then followed in pursuit.

      “Master Gawain isn't going to be happy about this,” Leon muttered before pursuing.

      With the distraction, one of the thieves took the opportunity to shoot an arrow that sailed through the air with precision straight towards Gawain's back. Little did the thief know that Ellyn would jump in at the last second, knocking the arrow out of the air before it reached its target. Gawain turned to see Ellyn smiling brightly at him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saving you.”

      He wanted so badly to scream at her for leaving the Inn and disobeying a direct order, however, he could not. If it wasn't for her the arrow that lay broken on the ground would have ended up piercing the flesh of his back. “Thank you, Miss Ellyn, I owe you my gratitude.” He smiled back at her. “But we must talk about understanding commands when all this is said and done.”

      “Don't hog all of the glory.” Ulrich came running up and knocked one of the attackers to the ground.

      “You too are here, Ulrich?” Gawain acted surprised, even though he wasn't.

      “Someone has to save your ass.”

      “And what of Leon?”

      “Right here, Master Gawain,” Leon said. “We can't let you have all the fun.”

      Gawain smiled at the sight of his students and Ellyn, but still, he felt a hint of anger building up in the pit of his stomach. “Looks like it’s a bit of an unfair fight now,” he said, choking back his true feelings.

      The man laughed, “One grown man, and a bunch of kids? Do you call that an unfair fight for us? Do you jest?”

      “I assure you that this is no joking matter,” Gawain replied. “Either attack and die, or lower your weapons and let us pass.”

      “My choice?”

      “Of course.”

      “Since you refuse to hand over the piece of blade peacefully, then I will take it by force and kill the four of you.” The man proclaimed. “Kill them all!”

      “Prepare yourselves for battle!” Gawain commanded. “Use all of the skills at your disposal.”

      “Stand down!” But the group did not listen at first, which seemed to infuriate whoever was making the demands. “I said, stand down! I'm the King Of Thieves, you will listen to me when I speak!” The King Of Thieves rode up closer on his horse. At first glance you could tell that he was a big burly man, with a thick red beard, and long curly red hair. He wore heavy armor that shined brightly in the sun, and he held onto a very large battle axe that only a man of his stature could carry.

      “I did not order such antics to take place!” He said with anger. His voice was very deep and raspy, commanding respect with every word that he spoke. “Who is responsible for this?”

      The man that had approached Gawain and demanded he hand over the item in question approached and knelt down before the King Of Thieves. “It was I who orchestrated the attack on this man,” he answered. “But I had no idea that these children would interfere in such matters.”

      “Yet I heard you order your men to kill them all, did I not?” The King asked.

      “You did.”

      “Why would you do such a thing, Kole?” The King questioned. “You're my most trusted and loyal second. It is not like you to be so foolhardy.”

      “Your Majesty.” He bowed. “If you would be so humble to give me the chance to explain my actions.”

      The King thought about it for a minute, “You may, but this had better be good.”

      “My scouts have told me that this man and his companions have stumbled upon a piece of the Legendary Blade,” Kole explained. “I wanted that man to hand it over peacefully, but he refused.”

      “So you decided to take it by force?” The King bellowed. “You of all people know, that's not the way we do business here at East Haven. Or have you forgotten that?”

      “But your Majesty, that item they carry is worth a fortune,” Kole responded hysterically.

      “Shut up!” The King demanded. “You know the rules, you don't kill in my town. If you want something bad enough, you bargain for it. We no longer take things with the use of force.”

      “Do you not understand what they carry?” Kole angrily responded.

      “I care not for your words at this time, Kole!” The King snapped. “You're lucky that I don't exile you and your men for disobeying my laws. Leave my sight and do not return until I say otherwise.”

      Kole stood up and bowed to the King once more, “As you wish.” He turned to walk away but before he did so he gave a warning to Gawain, “This isn't over yet. Mark my words, I will have the object I seek before you leave here.”

      “That's enough, Kole!” The King roared. Kole turned and slightly bowed his head to the King smiling before walking away. “I do apologize for his disobedience, he's still young and trying to impress his men.”

      “That's quite alright,” Gawain said. “I understand how youth can be a handful.”

      “I'm glad that you understand.” The King laughed loudly and heavily; he sounded just like a bear growling at its prey. Gawain was one to understand how to treat others and laughed along with the King, as a sign of respect. When the sounds of laughter faded Gawain was very humble.

      “Your Majesty, if I may.” Gawain approached.

      “Please call me, Asher.” The King smiled. “I really hate formalities.”

      “You can call me Gawain. The pleasure is mine.”

      “Nonsense, Gawain. You're in my town, so the pleasure is all mine indeed.” Asher smiled. “What can this humble king do for you?”

      “For one we need a safe place to stay for the night, now that everyone knows what it is that we carry. Two, we would like a safe passage in the morning when we take our leave.” Gawain asked of Asher politely.

      “Of course, I will see this done right away,” Asher replied with kindness. “Wait, I have an even better idea. Join me as my guests of honor for tonight at my residence.”

      “We would be honored, but we have to respectfully decline,” Gawain replied with courtesy.

      “But I insist. If you wish to stay safe, it would only make sense.” Asher wasn't going to take no for an answer. “It would be rude of me not to offer such kindness.”

      “Well since you insist, it would be rude of us to say no to your kindness.” Gawain bowed.

      It wasn't long before three or four bandits returned with their horses from the Inn. That was a sign that Asher wasn't going to give them a choice in the matter, regardless of the words being said. At least he was kind enough to let them check their belongings before they mounted the horses. “Is all as it was before?” Asher asked.

      “Yes, all is as we left it.”

      “Good. Then if you would ride by my side to prove to the others that you are my guests.”

      “Of course,” Gawain humbly said.

      “Why is Gawain being so friendly to that man?” Ellyn whispered. “Is he not the leader of the thieves in this town?”

      “He's the King Of Thieves,” Leon whispered back. “Gawain can tell when a man is honorable and deserves the utmost respect, that's why Gawain treats him in such a manner.”

      “About as honorable as a thief can be.” Ulrich quietly interrupted. “However, it would be best to stay on his good side for the time being.”

      “Hmm, I think I understand. Asher could be of use to us.” Ellyn whispered.

      “Something like that.” Ulrich spoke softly.

      Gawain rode his horse beside Asher, just like he had asked of him, while Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich stayed close behind. “We're almost there,” Asher announced. As they drew near, the King's manor was coming into sight, “Behold, the manor of East Haven.” It was a marvelous view to behold indeed. The manor itself was made from stone, but not like any stone that had been seen before; this stone shined as bright as the armor Asher bore, and seemed to stand just as tall as the King himself.

      It was surrounded by gates that at first glance seemed to go on forever, the manor was guarded tighter than any castle keep. Which was understandable, being the King Of Thieves you had to protect your treasure just as much as you had to protect yourself.

      “Do you see that?” Ellyn gasped. “What a beautiful sight to behold.”

      “That it is, young miss.” Asher turned to her and smiled, before looking back at the gates, “Your King has returned, let us inside.” They could hear the guards on the other side scrambling to hurriedly open the gate to let their king inside.

      Within seconds the big iron gates slowly opened, the grinding of the gears could be heard working hard to do its job. “Let us hurry along,” Asher smiled. Once inside it was a short ride before they found themselves at the bottom of the steps where Asher resided. “Follow me,” he said, dismounting from his horse.

      “Let us make haste,” Gawain said to the others. “We do not want to seem rude.” He dismounted from his horse and proceeded to follow Asher up the steps towards the manor doors. Leon was the first to jump off of his horse and run up the steps behind Gawain, followed by Ellyn. Ulrich, on the other hand, took his time; he was in no hurry to please anyone. “What's the holdup, Ulrich?” He shouted from the top of the steps.

      “I go at my own pace,” Ulrich grumbled.

      “We don't have time for this,” Gawain snarled. “Hurry along!”

      “He's crazy if he thinks that he can tell me what to do.”

      “Come on, Ulrich,” Leon said. “If you don't hurry up I will make sure that I'm the first one inside the manor.”

      “Like hell, you will.” Ulrich went running up the steps as fast as he could, within a blink of an eye he passed everyone, even Asher and Gawain, straight through the manor doors.

      “Ulrich!” Gawain's eyes flamed. “The King is always the first to enter, not his guests.”

      “It's quite alright, Gawain.” Asher laughed. “Kids will always be kids, no matter how you look at it. Even if they are the mightiest of warriors, the kid inside will always show through young ones such as them.”

      “Of course.” Gawain bit his tongue. “Even so, manners are of the utmost importance when you're a guest in another man’s home.”

      Asher walked by and slapped Gawain on the back; not knowing his own strength he almost sent Gawain stumbling to the ground. “You need to lighten up, Gawain.” He laughed, walking on inside. “So what do you think about my humble home?” Asher asked Ulrich.

      “I have to admit, it's not bad.” Ulrich answered. “Still, it's not as big as the Academy.”

      “The Academy you say?”

      “Yes, where we train to become knights.”

      Gawain overheard and quickly walked inside the manor, “This truly an amazing place you have here, Asher,” he said. “How does one such as yourself acquire a magnificent place such as this?”

      That remark seemed to get under the skin of Asher, “The answer to your question will have to wait until later, I have some pressing matters to handle,” he replied. “My servant shall show you to your quarters, I shall call upon you all when dinner is served.” Asher turned and made his way down the hall until he was out of sight.

      “If you would follow me,” the servant said. He took them down a long stretch of hallway, the same that Asher had retreated down. The servant stopped and opened one of the doors at the end, “This is your room good sirs, if you need anything let me know. I shall return when King Asher is ready for you, do clean up and change your clothes before then.” He then turned his attention towards Ellyn, “Madam, if you would, please follow me. A young lady such as yourself needs a room of her own.”

      “I will be just fine staying in their room.”

      “That is not how things work here, young lady.”

      “Fine.” Ellyn snapped and stomped away. Behind her followed the servant, muttering some unpleasant words under his breath. When Ellyn and the servant were out of sight, Gawain began to chuckle ever so slightly. “You heard the man, let's get ourselves cleaned up.” He opened the door and walked inside.

      “Keep an eye out,” Ulrich whispered to Leon. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Paranoid as ever I see.”

      “No, I just know how to keep myself alive.”

      “Calm down, I was only joking.” Leon chuckled. “You know that I trust in your word, my friend. I shall keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Thank you.” Ulrich grinned.

      An hour later there was knock on the door. Gawain not being one to trust in his new surroundings grabbed for his sword. “You may enter, but do so slowly,” he warned. The door opened slowly, and the servant peaked around the corner with caution. “There is no need to act in such a barbaric manner. I'm just here to inform you that Asher has requested his guests join him for dinner now, that is all,” he replied. “Please leave your weapons and armor behind, and follow me to the dining hall.”

      “Like hell we will.” Gawain barked.

      “Whatever, do as you please.” The servant snarked. “It's not like I can stop a pack of barbarians.” He leads them back down the corridor and into a dining room.

      “Ah, my guests of honor have arrived.” Asher proudly announced. “Come, sit and feast with me.”

      There was a long table at the center of the room, and atop that table was a feast fit for a king. A huge cooked bird sat in the center, surrounded by potatoes, and a tub of gravy on the side with bread rolls, to the right of that was a fully cooked pig with an apple in its mouth. And to the left was where the beers and ciders were kept. Asher sat at the head of the table and already had a massive turkey leg in his hand. “Come now. Eat. Eat,” he bellowed, waving the turkey leg around in the air with one hand and a cup of mead in the other.

      It had been over a month since Leon, Gawain, and Ulrich had eaten a full course meal, and even longer for Ellyn. They pigged out and ate as much as their stomachs could handle, and drank their fill of ciders as well. “Now that we have stuffed our bellies full of food and booze, there are some questions that need be answered,” Asher said, rubbing the grease from his beard.

      Gawain leaned back in his chair, pulled a smoking pipe from his pouch and stuffed it with tobacco. He proceeded to pull two flints from his pouch as well, striking them together until the sparks lit the tobacco in his pipe. Gawain puffed on the stem and exhaled a thick cloud of smoke from his mouth. “Go on, Asher. I shall answer your questions to the best of my abilities.”

      “That's good to hear.” Asher smiled. “You seem like a very honest man, I trust you shall be truthful.”

      “Likewise.” Gawain puffed on his pipe again and let out another cloud of smoke.

      “You asked me a question earlier that struck a nerve.” Asher lit up his own smoking pipe. “I feel as though I owe you an answer,” he said, letting a cloud of smoke rise from his mouth.

      “Don't worry about it,” Gawain replied. “I shouldn't have asked such a personal question in the first place.”

      “It's quite alright.” Asher responded, exhaling another thick cloud of smoke. “My father owned this castle before I.”

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “My father was the First King Of Thieves,” Asher said. “You look surprised to hear that.”

      “That I am,” he responded, puffing on his pipe yet again. “Did you take over once your father stepped down?”

      “My father didn't step down.” Asher lowered his head. “He was murdered.”

      “I'm so sorry,” Ellyn frowned. “Gawain, you shouldn't ask questions that make a person remember such horrible things from their past.”

      “One thing you learn from your past, Miss Ellyn, is how to use such memories to become even stronger than before.” Asher cracked a faint smile.

      Leon stood up from his chair; clearly, this conversation was upsetting to him. “I need some air,” he said. “Thank you for the food, Sir Asher.” He turned and walked out of the dining hall.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Asher asked.

      “Leon is a strong young man, he will be just fine.” Gawain smiled. “Tell me more of your father.”

      “What more do you want to know?”

      Gawain raised his brow, “Why would someone want to murder your father?” He asked, emptying his pipe and replacing it back into his pouch.

      Asher looked around the room to make sure that none of his help was around to listen in on what he had to say. “There's a secret tomb underneath this manor,” he whispered.

      Gawain leaned forward as though to keep Asher's secret safe, “Did the assailant know of this tomb?”

      “I'm not sure,” Asher answered. “But I do believe that whoever it was wanted my father's treasure, so badly so, that they were willing to kill for it.”

      “What was so important about that treasure that someone would kill your father for it?”

      Asher was hesitant to speak because Ellyn and Ulrich now leaned in as close as they could, which made Asher smile, almost laugh. “Looks like you're not the only one that wants to know.” He chuckled lightly. But his smile faded, “The hilt to the legendary blade that you carry a piece to is held in the tomb that I speak of. My father felt it was his duty to protect it with his life.”

      Sometimes it took much more than words to spark Gawain's curiosity; however, when Asher talked of the hilt that was hidden away inside the tomb below, he was all ears. “That must explain why your father was killed.”

      “I believe so,” Asher said.

      “Can I ask a favor of you?” Gawain said, with a furrowed brow.

      “I can tell by the look on your face this is of the utmost importance,” Asher replied. “Go ahead and ask your favor.”

      “Will you allow us entry into this tomb?”

      “I can, but only if you answer my questions first.” Asher smirked. “It's only fair.”

      Gawain relaxed back into his chair, “Ask me anything that you wish.”

      “That's what I like to hear.”

      “This is stupid,” Ulrich grumbled. “I'm going to see if I can find Leon.”

      “Wait for me!” Ellyn shouted, chasing after Ulrich until they both disappeared out of the dining hall. Asher and Gawain had the room to themselves and could discuss things in private, “Kids.” Asher bellowed. “Always so impatient.”

      “That's what I deal with on a daily basis.”

      “I feel sorry for you.” Asher laughed loudly. But that laughter was short lived as he was quick to get back to the business at hand. “Answer me this Gawain, where do you and your companions hail from?”

      “The two young men and I hail from the great city of Drasal.”

      “What of the girl?” Asher questioned. “Is she not a part of your group?”

      “She is now after we saved her life.”

      “What happened?”

      “We happened upon a caravan that was being attacked by bandits; we managed to slay the scum. But it was too late, as all of the people with the caravan were already dead. To our surprise, Ellyn jumped from the shadows waving a blade at us. Once we calmed her down, she explained that she and others had been taken against their will, by the people of the caravan. She also explained that they were in league with the bandit scum. But something happened after they made the exchange, the bandits turned on the caravan and Ellyn was lucky to escape with her life.” Gawain explained.

      “Just as I feared, bandits have been taking people. I thought it was just a rumor at first to make us look worse than we already do. But now I know that's not the case, this is a major concern to me.” Asher trembled with anger.

      “It is troubling times in the world of Todrain.” Gawain sighed.

      “Indeed, but that is a matter for another day. Tell me more of what you do in the city of Drasal.”

      “I'm a master trainer at the Academy.”

      “What exactly does a master trainer at the Academy do?” Asher asked out of curiosity.

      “We train young men to become Knights Of Valor.” Gawain bragged, not purposely though.

      “Your Academy trains warriors to become knights?”

      “Well, we are the only Academy to teach such skills.”

      “That's where you're wrong.” Asher laughed.

      “Tis the truth.” Gawain shrugged.

      “I'm sorry Gawain, but there are other Academies around the world,” Asher explained. “We even have an Academy here, to teach young ones how to become great thieves.”

      “What?” Gawain choked. “You have an Academy here?”

      “That we do, Gawain.” Asher smiled. “There are two, maybe three more Academies out there in the world as well.”

      “Truly?” Gawain said with a look of wonder on his face.

      “Truly.” Asher nodded.

      “And what does these other Academies teach?”

      “If I'm correct, one teaches the skills of a Mage,” Asher answered. “Not sure about the others.”

      “They teach you magic, in other words,” Gawain said. “I just hope they don't teach the Dark Arts.”

      “What is the Dark Arts?”

      “That's something that I do not speak of.”

      “Understandable.” Asher respected Gawain enough to let that subject be.

      Gawain stood up to stretch his legs, “Will you now take me down to the tomb?”

      Asher stood up and took a big swig of mead from his cup, “I have just one more question.” He wiped the red from his lips. “If you teach at the Academy, then why do you seek the pieces of the Legendary Blade?”

      Gawain also grabbed his mug and drank down the last of the mead inside before answering the question, “Our esteemed First Knight, and new Headmaster, sent us on this mission. I'm not sure why, but I don't ask questions.”

      Asher turned to walk out of the room, “Follow me.” he said. “However I have a word of advice.”

      “What's that?” Gawain asked, following in stride.

      “Find out why they want the Legendary Blade.”

      Gawain didn't respond to Asher's words, but instead he just followed quietly along the way. That is until Asher led Gawain down a dark and narrow hallway, “It's a little dark down here.”

      Asher snapped his thumb and finger together and the sound echoed down the dark path, and torches on each side of the hall started to flicker and lit up one at a time. “Is that better?” He smiled. He started to walk on ahead but stopped briefly to give Gawain a warning. “Follow me move for move, this place is rigged with dangerous traps.”

      “After you.” Gawain waved Asher on ahead.

      Asher turned and walked on, and Gawain did his best to mimic every move that Asher made. Luckily for them both none of the traps were activated, “Made it safe and sound. Thieves are always lucky.” Asher laughed.

      “Made it to where?” Gawain asked, as all that was in front of them was a stone wall.

      “Patience my friend,” Asher placed his hand on the stone wall and called out, “I am the King Of Thieves. Open to none but me.” Within seconds the wall started to move. On the other side was the hidden tomb. There was gold as far as the eye could see, along with jewels, and well-crafted weapons. But there was something that caught Gawain's eye at the back of the room; it was a small space on the wall protected by steel bars.

      “This is truly a magnificent sight to behold.”

      “It is magnificent indeed,” Asher agreed. “However I'm sure that there is something else that catches your eye in this room of wonders.”

      “Tis true.” Gawain nodded. “What of that space on the wall that is protected by steel bars, is that where the hilt is held?”

      “That it is my friend,” Asher answered. “Would you like to see it?”

      “Indeed I would,” he responded. “First things first though, is that wall protected by traps as well?”

      “Of course not.” He walked to the far side of the room to prove to Gawain that there were no surprises lying in wait and motioned for Gawain to follow. “Come, it is safe to walk in here, I promise.” Gawain was reluctant at first, but eventually he mustered up the courage to walk over to where Asher stood. “See, nothing happened.”

      Gawain instantly ignored Asher's bellowing, walking straight past him and peered through the bars. “How do we retrieve the item?” Gawain asked as he pulled at the bars to no avail. “There is no hole for a key.” He looked over the bars closely and found no way of removing what protected the treasure on the other side.

      “There is only one way to retrieve the hilt,” Asher said. “My father knew of the dangers that this hilt could pose, so he had this tomb secretly built and placed the hilt behind these bars. No amount of magic or brute force will work, nor is there a key or secret password that will open the bars either.”

      “Then what shall we do?” Gawain hissed. Asher did not respond to Gawain's question, instead, he stared furiously at the bars that held the hilt prisoner. “Asher, is something the matter?”

      “Let me ask you something,” Asher said with a darker tone to his voice.

      “What would you do if I refused to allow you access to the hilt? Would you try to kill me, taking the treasure for yourself to complete your mission?”

      “Never would I tarnish my honor for such a peaty item!”

      “Good answer, you have passed one part of the test.”

      “Testing me? Sounds more like you are wanting to challenge me.

      “I see courage and strength in your eyes,” Asher said. “If you want that hilt it will take more than that though. I want to see your skills as a warrior first hand.”

      “I never asked to have the hilt, but if you insist on fighting me then I shall oblige.” Gawain unsheathed his blade, and a smile appeared on his face. Asher reached down and picked up his battle axe that was placed against the wall. “You had this thought out,” he said, after watching the man grab for his weapon that just so happened to be placed in the tomb near where the hilt was kept.

      “Very perceptive,” said Asher. “Prepare yourself, I won't go easy on you.” He lifted his battle axe up in the air and brought it straight down towards Gawain's head. He was battle tested and predicted the attack before it even happened, rolling out of the way.

      “You're good,” Gawain complemented. “But it takes more than brute strength to win a fight.” Gawain jumped onto the battle axe, showing off his agility, giving him an extra boost before flying through the air, kicking Asher in the face with such force that it sent him back against the wall making dust fall from the ceiling.

      Asher regained his composure, and shaking the cobwebs from his head he went right back on the attack. This time he charged at Gawain at full speed like a raging bull. Gawain was caught off guard by his speed, and barely had time to cast a shield spell that took the brunt of the attack, leaving him slightly injured. “You still stand,” Asher said with a look of bewilderment. “Most men would crumble under such an attack.”

      “I'm not most men,” he huffed, trying to hide the fact one of his ribs had been cracked. “Do you wish to carry on with this fight, or stand around and talk?”

      

      “Arrogant as well.” Asher laughed. “I like that.” He took up his axe once more, but instead of attacking Gawain he turned and threw it at the steel bars. The axe was hurled through the air with such velocity that you could feel the wind off the weapon itself. A loud crash echoed throughout as the axe hit its target head-on. “You have proven yourself worthy, the hilt is yours.”

      Though he was clearly confused by Asher's actions, that didn't stop him from walking over to the where the steel bars used to be. He reached into the opening, taking the hilt from its resting place. It was light in weight, which was odd because the hilt was made from pure silver; that much he could tell. Also there was a blood red jewel resting on the bottom that seemed to glow as if it possessed some great and terrible power. Gawain looked back at Asher, “Why would you allow me to have this? We fought briefly, and you barely even know me. Why take such a chance?”

      “Because of the legend.”

      “Legend? What legend?”

      “Legend has it that four travelers will come to this land seeking pieces of a great blade. They will unknowingly unleash evil upon the world of Todrain. All shall be plunged into chaos and darkness until one of special blood will stand up, being the light in the darkness, and free the world of evil once and for all,” Asher explained. “I hear there is more of this tale, but that's all I know personally.”

      “You believe us to be that four?”

      “I do.”

      “Then why allow us to have the hilt if you believe we will unleash such evil?”

      “Because I believe there is a greater threat out there lying in wait, that needs to be found and vanquished. I also believe that one of you is of the special bloodline the legend speaks of.”

      “So you think that if that evil is released it can be destroyed? Who do you suppose will do such a feat?” Gawain said.

      “You, of course.”

      “Me?” Gawain laughed. “I do not hold such blood inside of me, but there is one with me that does.”

      “One of those children?” Asher asked, barely able to hold back his laughter.

      “Yes,” Gawain replied with a look of seriousness. He was getting ready to explain who was traveling along with him when Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich came running into the tomb.

      “Something bad has happened!” They all three shouted at the same time.

      “What?” Asher calmly asked.

      “The manor is under attack!” Ellyn shouted.

      “Did you see who was leading the charge?” Asher questioned.

      “It was Kole, your second in command,” Leon interrupted.

      “He must be after the hilt,” Asher responded angrily.

      “Then we fight,” Gawain exclaimed.

      “No!” Asher demanded. “You have the hilt, it's your job to protect it, not to help me fight my own people.” He walked over to the far left of the room and flipped what looked like a switch of sorts that opened a hidden room. “This path will lead you to the back of the manor, make your escape there and get as far away from here as you can.”

      “Let us help you,” Gawain pleaded.

      "I will have none of it!” Asher responded. “This is my town, and thieves handle their own problems.” Gawain tried to say they could be of use but Asher would hear none of it, the man was stubborn in his beliefs. "Leave here at once!”

      Gawain lowered his head and reluctantly agreed to leave the manor at once, “We leave now.” He ordered the others.

      Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich refused to leave, wanting to stay and help. Asher realized that the young ones were being rebellious, and in the back of his mind he knew that he had to act quickly as the sound of footsteps could be heard running their way. With his great strength, he grabbed the youngsters up in his arms and threw them into Gawain with such force that the four of them fell backward through the hidden wall. Asher then flipped the switch again and pulled it from the wall so it could not be used again. “It was nice to meet people that still have honor in this world, take care, my friends.” He smiled, and as the wall closed he could be seen no longer.

      “You stupid, stupid man!” Ellyn shouted, pounding her fist against the wall.

      “That is enough, Ellyn!” Gawain told her. “He gave his life to protect us, let's honor it by doing as he requested.”

      “Honor means nothing if you have to die for such trivial things.” Ulrich spat.

      “Sometimes honor is all we have in this world, Ulrich,” Gawain said, turning to walk away.

      “I don't need your type of honor.” Ulrich muttered.

      Asher readied his battle axe; at any moment the intruders would come rushing into the tomb after the hilt, killing anyone in their path that would stop them, even the King. The first wave of bandits that came flooding into the room meet their end by the hand of their King's axe. At first, it startled the rest of the group.

      But Kole reminded them of the riches that awaited them inside the tomb if they could make it past Asher. “I know that he is your King. But also know that he hides riches for himself right underneath your nose, not willing to share with his people.” That was all it took to anger the men once more, and they stormed the room for a second time.

      The man fought valiantly; however, the numbers game would prove too much for even the mightiest of men like him. Asher's own men had turned on him, and before long they had even disarmed him of his axe. “This is an outrage! I am your King, why do you do this? Have I not been a good king to all of you!” Asher angrily shouted, fighting them tooth and nail.

      “Why don't you just shut up already, your bellowing grows old,” Kole hissed as he walked inside the tomb behind his men. “You're just as bad as your father was.”

      “What would you know of my father?”

      “I know that he begged for his life before he died.” Kole smirked. “And if you don't tell me what I want to know, you shall share the same fate as he.” Kole reared back his fist and punched Asher hard across the face. “Tell me where the hilt is hidden.”

      ‘It was Kole who killed my father, sad. Even though my fate is sealed, I still need to distract him to give the others time,’ Asher thought. “Look around you, there are hilts and weapons in all corners of this room.” Asher laughed.

      Kole punched Asher again, this time splitting his upper lip. “Don't play dumb with me,” he grumbled. “I want the hilt to the legendary blade, tell me where it's hidden.”

      Asher blood running down his lip, “What you seek is no longer within these walls,” he said.

      Kole let his anger explode, punching Asher in the face over and over again until his own hand started to hurt. “Where is the hilt?!” He screamed.

      Though Asher's face was a bloody mess, he still laughed at Kole's ignorance. “You will never get your hands on that hilt, or the pieces of the blade itself.” Asher laughed loudly enough that it echoed throughout the tomb. Kole, growing ever so tired of Asher's antics, pulled a knife from his belt, stabbing Asher in the side of the neck with the blade again, and again, and again. Asher laughed at Kole until his last breath; his body went limp and the great King Of Thieves was no more.
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      Several months had passed since Ellyn, Gawain, Leon, and Ulrich had made it out of East Haven with their skins intact. Even though so much time had passed they couldn't help but feel like they could have done more if Asher hadn't forced them to leave when he did then they too would have shared in his fate.

      “I still can't help but feel like we left Asher to die.” Ellyn frowned, and there was still a hint of sadness to her voice when she talked about that night.

      “We did what Asher asked of us, Miss Ellyn,” Gawain replied. “All we can do is move forward.”

      “Asher was a tough man, I'm sure he's fine.” Leon smiled, but something in the pit of his stomach told him otherwise.

      “You're right, Leon.” Gawain agreed. “I'm sure Asher is still among the living.” Even though in the back of his mind like Leon, he knew that Asher had given his life to save them.

      Ulrich could see the pain in Ellyn's eyes, if anything pulled at what heart he had left, it was seeing her sad. “Asher seemed like a skilled warrior.” Ulrich smiled as warmly as he knew how. “He's the King Of Thieves for a reason.”

      “Thank you guys.” Ellyn smiled brightly. She looked at Gawain, seeming back to her bubbly self, “Where are we going next?” It was too painful for her to keep talking about Asher, even though he was a thief, his kindness touched her heart.

      “We're going to the Dragon Graveyard.” You could almost hear the fear in Gawain's voice.

      “I've never heard of such a place before.”

      “From what I understand, the Dragons were used in the Great War. When the war ended, the Dragons that were injured went to a specific place to die, thus becoming the Dragon Graveyard,” Ulrich explained.

      “You have a vast amount of knowledge stored away in that brain of yours.” Ellyn complemented.

      “Know your surroundings first and foremost.” Ulrich smugly replied.

      “Then why are we heading there of all places, Ulrich,” Gawain interrupted. “Seeing how you know all, this should be an easy question to answer.”

      “How should I know?”

      Gawain chuckled, “We're going after another piece of the legendary blade.” He seemed to tremble when he talked of the graveyard.

      “And how do you know this?”

      “I have my ways of getting information.”

      “You don't seem too happy about going there, Master Gawain,” Leon butted in before another argument could start.

      “I'm not happy about it at all,” Gawain replied with a sober face.

      “The old man is scared.” Ulrich laughed. “Does the big bad Dragon Graveyard make you shake in your armor?”

      Gawain got angry and pulled back the reins of his horse to make it stop trotting. “Everyone stop for a moment,” he demanded. “The Dragon Graveyard is no joke; just like the Cave Of Sorrow, there are many dangers we will face.

      This isn't going to be fun or easy, Mages live in that graveyard, and they practice the Dark Arts. I don't know if we are ready to face such foes but we have no choice if we want to retrieve what we seek,” Ulrich began laughing hysterically, “Do you find something funny?”

      “I find it funny that you're scared of Mages.”

      “Mages that practice the Dark Arts are dangerous.” Gawain scowled.

      “Let me handle the Mages when we get there, it is clear that you are too scared to make a sound judgment.” The boy acted as though he had something planned.

      “What makes you think that you can handle such men?”

      Ulrich's smile stretched across his face from ear to ear, “Because I know what to say to them.”

      “What words could you possibly have to say to such evil men?”

      “That doesn't involve you, that's between me, them, and Headmaster Caine.”

      “Caine,” he hesitantly replied.

      Why would Ulrich have words for the Mages from Caine? It didn't make any sense to Gawain, he thought for sure that his students were staying away from Caine as he had asked of them. But it seemed as though Ulrich had been disobeying his orders,  which meant that Ulrich was being trained by Caine in secret. Which would explain how he could use the Dark Arts to his advantage. All these thoughts swirled around inside of Gawain's head and more, but now wasn't the time for action as he had a feeling that he would find the answers he sought soon enough.

      “I told you that I don't have to explain myself.”

      “If that's the way you feel, then fine by me,” Gawain responded. “For now we set our sights on the Dragon Graveyard.”

      Gawain not feeding into Ulrich's ego upset him severely, “What, you're not going to question me, old man?” He asked with a hint of sarcasm.

      “Why should I?” He asked before pulling the reins to turn his horse in the direction he desired. “Let’s ride.” He kicked the sides of his horse to spur it on.

      “Wait! You're telling me that you're not curious in the least?” Ulrich asked. He didn't look back, he was disappointed and a little heartbroken and his spirit had been slightly broken as well. Nevertheless he had to focus on collecting the pieces of the blade, and keep Leon safe from harm for his destiny was not yet complete. “Nothing? Not a word from you either Leon? Ellyn?” he shouted as they all rode ahead of him.

      After hours of riding through some of the toughest terrain imaginable they were finally closing in on their destination, the Dragon Graveyard. And just up ahead another piece of the legendary blade was within their grasp. Gawain pulled the reins of his horse, “The Dragon Graveyard is just up ahead.” The man lifted his hand, signaling for the others to stop.

      “Why are we stopping?” Leon asked. “Shouldn't we press on and get this over with?”

      “This is where we will set up camp for the night,” Gawain answered.

      “What we seek is just ahead of us, why set up camp now of all times?”

      “That proves your immaturity, you asking such a question.” Gawain laughed and dismounted from his horse. “We've been riding for hours. The horses need to rest as do we, if all is not fresh when entering such a dangerous place, we will surely fall in battle.”

      “Understood.” Leon nodded, jumping off the back of his horse. “What of firewood?”

      “Do not worry yourself over firewood. I shall go and collect the wood this time while the three of you set up camp.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” Ellyn asked with a huge smile on her face. “We can easily go instead.”

      “That is not necessary,” he replied. “I shall retrieve the firewood. Please set up camp while I'm gone.” He turned and walked off alone.

      Ulrich dismounted from his horse, “He's up to something.” He was suspicious of how quickly Gawain went off by himself.

      “What makes you say such a thing?” Leon asked.

      “Think about it. When does Gawain ever go and gather anything for camp?”

      Leon thought about it for a moment, “Never.” He shrugged. Ellyn was already off her horse going after him, “Where are you going?” Leon turned and asked.

      “While the two of you stand around trying to figure out what he's up to, I'm going to follow him and see for myself.” She answered and kept walking on.

      “Then wait for us.”

      “There he is,” Ellyn whispered. “Hurry let's hide before he sees us.” they ducked out of sight behind one of the trees. “What do you think he's doing?”

      “He's waiting for someone,” Ulrich whispered.

      “How do you know that?”

      “How do you know that,” Leon interrupted.

      Ulrich turned to look at the both of them, “Wait and see for yourselves.” Moments later a strange woman appeared from the shadows, “Right on time.”

      “Who is that?” Leon whispered.

      “I don't know,” Ulrich responded. “I've only seen her talking to the old man once, several months ago.”

      “And you did not think to tell me of this?” Leon's brow furrowed.

      “It was not of importance.” Ulrich shrugged. “But something is different this time.”

      “Would you two be quiet?” Ellyn hissed. “I can hardly hear what they speak about.”

      The strange woman talking with Gawain suddenly turned in their direction, “Come out from behind the tree, there is no need to hide.”

      “How did she know that we were here?” Ellyn looked surprised.

      “This is not the same lady I remember from before, be on guard,” Ulrich warned.

      “I said come out from behind the tree, or I shall come back there after you!” She shouted. And with that Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich slowly made their way out into the open. “Come over here and stand by Master Gawain.” And so they did.

      Gawain shook his head and sighed, “Can I not leave the three of you alone for one bloody minute?”

      “They are just as much a part of this as you, Master Gawain.”

      “What we talk about is of no concern to them.”

      “Have you forgotten what I can do if I so choose?”

      “My apologies, please forgive my rashness.” Gawain bowed.

      “Someone finally put the old man in his place.” Ulrich laughed.

      “Silence! I need no response from someone who constantly acts like a child, you still have a lot of growing up to do.” She scolded.

      “She just put you in your place as well.” Ellyn giggled.

      “That is enough!” Gawain demanded.

      “Sorry.”

      “My apologies. You can tell my students are still very young, as you have figured out.”

      The lady smiled faintly, “They are more than just your students, Master Gawain. These children are becoming young adults, even though they still have a lot of growing up to do they are still warriors. Not only that but they are your companions, be mindful to treat them as so.”

      “Understood, Sis-” Gawain caught himself mid-sentence. “Lady Elena.” He coughed. “I'm curious about why you humble us with your presence.”

      “Headmaster Caine caught wind of the fact that you had gathered two pieces of the legendary blade.”

      “He sent you here to retrieve the pieces, did he?”

      “It was not Caine that sent me, but Lord Alistair himself,” Elena answered. “Do you know why they both seek the pieces of the Legendary Blade with such passion?”

      “I do not,” Gawain answered. “But I was hoping you could shed some light on that subject.”

      “If I knew, I wouldn't be asking you,” Elena responded coldly.

      “Whatever the reason it cannot be anything good.”

      “Seems that way.”

      “And yet you still do their dirty work.” Gawain responded out of anger.

      “What about you?” She hissed. “Do you not seek out the pieces of the legendary blade for them? Do you not aid them regardless of how you feel? It would seem you do more of their dirty work then I, and you do so without question.”

      Gawain lowered his head, “I do not know what else to do.” He muttered. “If we do not do as they say we could be exiled for treason, and I cannot allow such a fate to befall my students.”

      “Then give me the pieces that you have collected thus far, so I can take them back to Lord Alistair.” Lady Elena took Gawain's hand in hers. “Tis the only way, you know it to be true.”

      “I know,” Gawain sighed. He removed his hand from hers, reaching into the bag that he had strapped to his waist. Then removed what looked like something wrapped in cloth and held it out in front of him. “Take it, and be on your way.”

      Lady Elena reached out, taking the cloth from his hand, “Thank you, Gawain.” She opened the cloth to see the contents inside; to her elation she was actually holding two pieces of the legendary blade. The hilt and part of the blade itself, “It's hard to believe that I hold such power in the palm of my hands.”

      “Promise me that you will protect that which I have given you,” he pleaded.

      “I promise.” Elena smiled. “I must get back, Lord Alistair is waiting. Take care, Gawain.” She smiled happily, then turned to walk away.

      “You cannot trust her.”

      “Shadow,” Gawain said. “I know that it is you.”

      Another lady stepped out from the shadows, but none could see her face, for she had it covered with a hood. “That's the lady I was telling you about, not the other,” Ulrich whispered.

      “Mind your own, young master Ulrich.” She turned her attention back to Gawain. “As I was saying, you can't trust Lady Elena.”

      “Don't be silly, I've known Lady Elena since childhood, on top of that she's higher up in the church. We can trust her, I'm sure of it.”

      “It's the ones that we think we can trust that knows how to manipulate us best. You of all people know this.” Shadow warned.

      “That's enough about Lady Elena, I will hear no more of it Shadow!” Gawain demanded of her.

      “As you wish.” She bowed.

      “What have you learned of the Dragon Graveyard?” Gawain asked, back to business as usual.

      “It's just as you suspected, there are powerful Mages that have set up camp there, keeping all from entering,” Shadow replied. “They are not the type to be trifled with either.”

      “Like I was telling the old man here, I will handle the Mages,” Ulrich butted in. Shadow turned her head ever so slightly.

      “What shall a child such as yourself do with such a powerful enemy? Do tell.”

      “What would you know of me?” Ulrich snarled.

      “I know all about you, Ulrich,” she answered. “This is my job, I am of course a top Scout.” What she failed to say is that she was actually the Academy's Assassin when she needed to be. “Now Ulrich, answer my question in return.”

      “I will tell you the same thing I told the old man, which is that it is between Headmaster Caine and myself.”

      “I see that I'm not the only one that keeps secrets,” Shadow said. “Know this, Ulrich. The Mages won't take kindly to you or your friends, what you speak to them better be worthwhile.”

      “Who needs words when you can just fight your way through,” Leon interrupted.

      “There is no way that you could fight against Mages that use the Dark Arts, Leon,” Shadow responded.

      “You know of me as well?”

      “I know more about you than you know of yourself, Leon.”

      “What about Ellyn? Do you know anything about her?”

      “Don't ask such questions.” Ellyn hissed at him.

      “It's okay, child,” Shadow said. “Your secrets are your own, with time I'm sure you will tell them about your past.”

      “So you know of my past?”

      “I do,” Shadow replied. “However, that's not for me to discuss.”

      “Thank you.” Ellyn smiled slightly.

      Shadow nodded and then turned her attention back to Gawain, “Master Gawain, here is my last bit of information for you. Just up ahead there is a cave, and that is where the Mages quarters are. If you make it through with your lives, the Dragon Graveyard shall be on the other side. Until we meet again.” And with a cloud of smoke she vanished into thin air.

      “Where did she go?” Leon asked, looking the area over.

      “Shadow is already far away from here,” Gawain said. “Let's get back and set up camp, we need to rest before the morrow.”

      Ellyn waited to see if any would ask about her past, but to her relief they smiled and hurried along back to where they left the horses so they could get themselves settled in for the night. Morning came quicker than expected, and this time around Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich were up and ready to head out before Gawain could even fully awake.

      “Hurry up, old man. Time is a wasting,” Ulrich started the joke.

      “Be quick sir. For we are on our horses and ready to head out,” Ellyn also joked. “You are only slowing us down.”

      “Grab your food! Move! Move!” Leon couldn't help but join in on the fun.

      “What?” Gawain muttered, wiping the sleep from his eyes. “Is there something the matter?”

      “Of course. You're holding us up!” Ulrich shouted.

      Gawain stumbled around grabbing for his things, placing them back into his saddlebag, then he stumbled back over to the fire that was already put out to grab what was left of the rabbit that was killed and cooked earlier that morning. “I'm hurrying, leave me alone,” he grumbled after taking a bite from his food.

      The youngsters laughed at their teacher as he stumbled around eating his breakfast, then he tried to mount his horse but fell off the other side. “Damn horse, stay still,” He spat, only to have his companions laugh even louder at his actions. Little did they know that he was putting on an act just for them, to calm their nerves and make them laugh together before they made their way to the Dragon Graveyard.

      Gawain held up his hand motioning for his companions to stop, “We're here,” he whispered.

      “What shall be our plan of action?” Leon quietly asked.

      “We sneak inside,” Gawain replied.

      Just then Ulrich shouted out, “Show yourselves at once, I know that Mages dwell here.” Four Mages wearing black robes came walking out from inside the cave, then three more appeared behind them.

      “What have you done, Ulrich?” Gawain said with a look of bewilderment.

      “Mind your own, old man,” Ulrich hissed. “I know what I'm doing., you will just have to trust in my words.” Gawain would soon find out that he would have no choice but to trust that his student could save them from almost a certain death.

      “Who dares to make commands in our territory?” One of the Mages angrily snarled.

      “We are the ones that Lord Alistair and Headmaster Caine spoke of in the message sent to you by the carrier,” Ulrich explained. “Would you challenge the word of Lord Alistair and have the Knights Of Valor come for you?”

      The leader of the Mages pulled the hood from his face, “I do not fear any such man or men of titles.” His face was badly scarred, and he was blind in one eye as his pupil was completely white. His head had no hair atop it, and there were foreign symbols branded on his scalp. This was clearly a man to be feared by all who would dare defy him. “Also, I do not believe you to be the ones Caine spoke of in his letter that found its way to us.”

      Ulrich pointed at the man, demanding that he call Caine Headmaster out of respect. The Mage laughed at the boy's insolence, “If you talk down to me again, boy, you will be the first to die.” He never made a threat he did not keep. The Mage raised his hand in the air and it started to glow red from the flames of fire. However, something caught his eye that made him rethink burning the foul-mouthed boy into dust.

      “Did you finally come to your senses?” Ulrich laughed.

      “No, I'm curious to find out why Caine holds people such as you yourselves in high regards,” he replied. “State your business and I shall decide if I let you leave here alive.”

      “We need passage into the Dragon Graveyard,” Gawain said.

      “Don't we all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The man turned his back to them, “Follow me.” He walked on ahead inside the cave. While they hesitantly followed the man, the Mages that lived inside of the cave hissed their disapproval at the sight of the non-magic users being let into their domain. “Quiet,” he commanded. “None shall harm these people. If you do not heed my words then the punishment shall be swift, and without mercy. Go. Return to your duties.”

      “That was some welcome,” Gawain joked.

      “I apologize, my men are not used to strangers.” The man smirked. “Make sure you keep up, I wouldn't want anything to happen to such brave souls like yourselves.”

      “Your words are soothing,” Gawain mocked. “Tell me Mage, where do you lead us?”

      “You shall see soon enough, non-magic user,” he answered. They came to a part of the cave where the walls narrowed, and to the right of them was a drop off that went down towards the depths of hell, maybe even further. “Watch your step, and keep close to each other.” The light flickered from the torch that the man carried to light the way, and their shadows danced off the wall, except for one. That shadow seemed to stay off at a distance, which meant they were being followed. However, Gawain thought it was best to keep that to himself for the time being.

      “Tell me something,” Gawain said, staying as close to the wall as possible while walking down the narrow path. “Why do you call us non-magic users?”

      Once they made it through the dangerous path safely, the leader of the Mages answered Gawain's question. “You are not Mages, therefore to us you are non-magic users.” He didn't even to turn to face Gawain as he spoke; instead, he walked on without hesitation.

      “But we know how to use magic,” Gawain replied as he kept pace with the man. The Mage didn't even bother to acknowledge Gawain's words, as in his mind they were non-magic users and that was all there was to it. They walked for what seemed like another good hour, up and down different paths, each as dangerous as the next. Until finally the man stopped abruptly, “Why have we stopped?” Gawain questioned.

      “Because we are here.” When the man smiled the flames from the torch made him almost look like a demon in human flesh, which was said about all Mages.This was the first time that Gawain had witnessed this firsthand. The Mage noticed the man glaring at him ever so slightly, “Is something the matter?” He laughed.

      “No.” Gawain cleared his throat, “Where is here?”

      “This is the end,” the man mysteriously said.

      “The end?” Gawain questioned, he was for sure the Mage was up to something.

      “This is the end of the cave.” He took great pleasure in making others nervous.

      “Why didn't you just say so?” Gawain found himself annoyed by the man's arrogance.

      “I wouldn't want to miss out on seeing the fear in your eyes.”

      “Believe me when I say that I do not fear the likes of you.”

      The man looked back at Gawain with that evil smile of his, “The Dragon Graveyard is just beyond here, but we find ourselves blocked by this great steel door,” he said, ignoring his words yet again, which seemed like something he enjoyed doing.

      “Are you telling me that the great and powerful Mages couldn't even get past?”

      “I'm starting to second guess letting the four of you live.”

      “Forgive my headstrong companion, for he is just an old grumpy man,” Ulrich interrupted.

      “What are you doing, Ulrich?” Gawain angrily asked. “I have yet to give you permission to speak.”

      “I'm saving our asses, old man. And I don't need your permission to speak,” Ulrich answered. He then proceeded to walk up to the leader of the Mages, “Also, forgive me for my boldness earlier. I meant no harm in my jests.” He humbly bowed.

      The man rubbed his chin between his thumb and first finger, “Thee definitely have a silver tongue. For now, I shall stick to my decision, and let you and your companions live for a while longer.”

      “Thank thee.” Ulrich humbly bowed again. “Would you now humble us by explaining why no one can get past this steel door?”

      The man walked up to the huge silver door that towered before them and placed his right hand on it. “See these symbols?” He asked. “Tis the secret to opening the door, but none knows of this language. Not even the most powerful of magic can break past either. We need someone that can translate these symbols so that we may get past.”

      Ulrich walked up to the door, staring at the symbols that had been placed there, “These are hieroglyphics,” he muttered. “Words of the Ancients have been carved into this door.”

      “Impressive, you're smarter than I thought, true these be what you say, but still we have found none that can read them.”

      Ulrich looked back at Master Gawain, “The old man there can read them.” He pointed.

      “Is what the young one here says be true?” He asked. “Can you truly read this?”

      “I can read them if you like, but I doubt it will be of any use to you and your men.”

      “And why is that?”

      Gawain walked up to the man and got him to look at a specific symbol carved into the door, “See this here? This symbol means, one of chosen blood.”

      The Mage looked over the door curiously, “What does the rest say?”

      “Only the one with the chosen bloodline my open this door. He who accomplishes the trials inside may retrieve the treasure hidden within.” He stared at the symbols for a few more minutes. “The rest cannot be read, the markings have worn over the years.”

      “That's a major problem for us,” the man responded. “Which means that I no longer need the four of you alive.”

      “Wait!” Ulrich raised his voice. “He's of chosen blood.” He pointed at Leon.

      Leon rushed up to his friend, “What are you talking about?” He grabbed Ulrich by the arm and pulled at him. “I have no special blood in me. Why would you say that?” Ulrich pulled his arm away from Leon and glared at him without speaking. “Tell me?” Leon demanded.

      “How about I show you?” Ulrich grabbed Leon's hand, then he removed a knife from his belt and used it to cut into his flesh. Without hesitation, he forced Leon's bloody hand flat onto the steel door.

      “Let me go!” Leon cried out, but Ulrich ignored his pleas and kept Leon's hand forced flat against the door. To everyone's shock, the door began to tremble, and rocks started to fall from above. “What's going on?”

      “The door is opening,” the Mage said with glee. The steel door started to give way opening the path into the graveyard. “Finally!” His eyes widened with excitement. He turned and yelled for his men to hurry over to him, “Enter the graveyard and find what we seek,” he commanded. The man was smart and refused to enter the hallowed grounds without knowing if it were truly safe. The leader of the Mages was elated that they had finally gained access to the Dragon Graveyard, while Leon, on the other hand, was confused and hadn't come to the realization that his blood truly had opened the door.

      “What happened?” Leon asked, looking down at his bloody hand. He wasn't sure which was more shocking; the fact that his blood opened the door, or that his wound was already starting to heal.

      “I proved a point, that's what happened.” Ulrich smirked. Gawain had seen enough, Ulrich's actions were unacceptable and his punishment had to be enforced. That was his intention when he made his way towards the young man.

      “Where do you think you're going?” The leader of the Mages said.

      Gawain tried to get around him but it was to no avail, the man had cast a barrier spell that wouldn't allow him to pass no matter how hard he tried. “What kind of sorcery is this?” He scowled. Gawain wasn't the only one that was trapped inside a barrier, the man had Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich trapped as well, all shouting their dis-pleasures.

      “Why don't the four of you pipe down! Just sit back, shut up, and enjoy the show.” He turned and waved his men on into the Dragon Graveyard, “Hurry. Go and collect what we have sought for so long.” His men did as they were ordered, and without thinking twice they went running out of the cave and into the Dragon Graveyard. But it didn't go as planned, for as soon as the men entered they burst into flames, all dying a horrible and painful death.

      The leader couldn't care less that a few of his men had died, and he showed it by his words. “That was a shame, was it not? It would seem that the one that opened the door is the only one that may enter the graveyard, or so it would seem.” He looked at Leon and smiled. “I have a deal for you.”

      “I refuse to help scum such as you.”

      “Oh but you will, or your friends shall die, it is up to you. If you do as I ask they live, don't, and they will die a slow and painful death. And then I will kill you just for the hell of it. What do you say?”

      Leon didn't have much of a choice but to do as the man asked of him, there was no way that he would allow him to kill his friends. “If I do as you wish, you will let us go?”

      “I shall.”

      “Then what is it that you seek?”

      “Leon don't do it,” Ellyn pleaded. “You've seen what happens when you enter the graveyard.”

      Leon looked at Ellyn and smiled, “Trust me, I know what I am doing.” The man dispelled the barrier around him.

      “Come, I shall tell you what it is we seek.” The man motioned. Leon walked over to where he stood to wait, “Listen closely,” he said. “There are ancient scrolls located somewhere inside the graveyard. Find them, bring them to me, and you and your friends shall leave here unharmed.”

      “That's all I have to do?”

      “That's all.”

      “What if I find other relics of power inside the graveyard?” Leon questioned, as he was afraid the man might take the piece of the blade from him as well if he were lucky enough to find the item.

      “Whatever else you find is yours to keep, I just want the ancient scrolls.”

      “Then you have a deal.” Leon held his hand out for the Mage to shake. The baldheaded man grabbed Leon's wrist, as Leon did the same to his to solidify the deal between them.

      “Go now, retrieve the scripts,” the man said. “Remember, your friends’ lives depend upon you.”

      “Just keep your end of the deal.” The thought of helping these scum made him sick, but other lives depended upon his success. He then turned, and with a new focus, made his way towards the exit of the cave and the entrance to the graveyard. At first he wanted to make sure that he could enter without being harmed, so he reached out his hand across the threshold. The boy was trembling with fear, sweat running down his face.

      “This is taking too long!” The man angrily hissed before shoving Leon across the threshold into the Dragon Graveyard. Leon was barely able to regain his composure before hitting the ground, which made the landing a little less painful.

      “You bastard!” Gawain shouted. “I'm going to kill you with my bare hands when I get out of this barrier.”

      “Silence!” He lifted up his hand and cast another magic spell, this time rendering Gawain unable to speak. “That's better.” He then turned his attention back on Leon and kept a close eye on him to see if he would burst into flames as the others had before him. Leon stood inside the graveyard; he panicked and started to pat himself down frantically. “You're fine boy, you have yet to burst into flames.” The man informed him.

      The boy came to the realization that he had not been harmed in any way, and that calmed his nerves and strengthened his resolve to save his friends. “You play dirty,” Leon responded. “I promise that if you harm my friends before I return, your death will be swift.”

      “I will keep that in mind.” The man laughed. “Enough of the childish banter, go and get the scrolls before my patience runs thin.”

      “Just remember our deal, and my promise to you,” Leon replied before running off into the Dragon Graveyard. As he ran further inside, the sun was shining brightly down upon him, and the heat was almost unbearable. “It's hotter than the pits of Hades out here,” he said to himself. “I need to find out where to go and quickly or the sun will roast me before I get the chance.”

      That's when something caught his attention; there was a silhouette of a man standing off in the distance to his right. “Who goes there?” Whoever was following him wasn't in the mood for chatting. “I said who goes there?” He shouted again, still to no avail. “Since you refuse to answer, then I shall come to you if that's the way you want to play.” He dashed off towards the silhouette. But it to no avail, no matter how fast he ran he couldn't catch up, whoever it was managed to stay just out of his reach.

      Leon chased after the silhouette until it disappeared behind a huge stone that stuck out from the ground. “Hello. Is anyone there?” He called out as he walked up closer. “I won't hurt you.” As he drew near the stone started to glow, which startled him. “What sort of magic is this?” he said to himself. That's when he heard a faint voice that seemed to materialize out of thin air and carry its way over to him.

      “The chosen one has returned,” the voice whispered.

      “What do you mean by chosen? Not this again, first Robin tells me I have a great bloodline flowing through my veins. Then Ulrich calls me the chosen, now this voice says the same. I'm getting tired of this.”

      “The one that carries the cursed bloodline, fated to save or destroy this world. That is your fate child, therefore you are the chosen,” the voice explained.

      “I am nothing more than a child, why would such a fate befall me?”

      “Because you are a Cromwell, are you not?”

      “Yes.” Leon sighed.

      “The blood from your hand opened the great door, right?”

      “Tis true,” he said. “But that doesn't mean I have special blood inside me.”

      “If your blood opened the door and you obviously didn't get burned to ash, then yes, you are of the chosen. This your fate, like it or not. Someday you will have to accept it as fact,” the voice responded. “Tell me, child of the cursed. What is that you seek here?”

      It was truly upsetting to hear the voice refer to him as “child of the cursed” but he managed to keep himself calm despite this. “I seek a piece of a legendary blade along with ancient scrolls that lay dormant here.”

      “If you want the items you seek, then you must brave three trials to prove your worth,” the voice said. “The first trial begins now. Can you bear the flames without getting burnt? Let's find out.”

      “How do I accomplish such a thing?” The voice did not answer, and Leon could hear something moving from afar. Right then the mountains started to move towards him. ‘Are the mountains moving closer to me? Or do my eyes deceive me?’ As it drew near he could make out what looked like a tail and wings coming from the backside of the mountain.

      What startled him the most was the red glowing eyes that stared back at him. This was a Dragon. “This cannot be,” Leon muttered. “Dragons have long since been extinct from this world.” He wanted to run away, to flee as fast as he possibly could. Then he remembered the words “bear the flames without getting burnt” He gathered all the courage he could muster and stood fast, waiting for the Dragon to approach him.

      The Dragon didn't get as close as Leon was expecting before it roared loudly, shaking the earth beneath his feet. Smoke flowed from its mouth, and without warning, the fire erupted. Flames sailed through the air, and Leon stood there watching with bewilderment. Flames were upon him, yet he did not move. Something inside of him had changed as he was no longer afraid; he stood in the center unwavering, not once was he harmed.

      To him, it was incredible to see and feel the power of such a magnificent beast. Almost so much, that for a second he forgot that he was engulfed in the flames. When those flames began to fade Leon watched as the Dragon took flight, and within seconds disappeared into the sky. “You did well to pass the first trial, young one,” the voice returned. “Bravery is key to becoming the warrior you are meant to be.”

      “Who are you? And why do you hide in the shadows?”

      “That, boy, shall be made clear to you soon enough,” the voice responded. “Claim your prize and move on to the next trial.” The center of the stone started to glow yet again, and Leon walked up closer to investigate. What he found was an abnormally large golden coin stuck in the center of the stone; once he touched it, the coin fell from the stone and onto the ground.

      After picking up the coin he noticed there was a symbol of the sun carved in the center. He had a feeling that the coin would play an important role in finding the items he wanted. Carefully placing it in his bag, he tied it around his waist to keep it safe. Afterward he surveyed his surroundings trying to figure out what direction to head in next. When all seemed lost and Leon seemed unsure of his next move,  again the silhouette appeared just in front of him, “You again,” he muttered. “I'm not sure that you can be trusted fully, but you did lead me to the first trial. All I can say at this point is, lead the way.” With that being said the silhouette moved towards the west, and Leon made sure to keep up. He followed the silhouette through the graveyard for another hour, treading up steep hills, climbing over fallen trees, and hiding from some the biggest insects he had ever seen.

      Leon finally happened upon something different. It wasn't just one stone that was placed in the ground, there were many that blocked his path. “What is this?” he muttered, watching the silhouette disappear inside.

      “This is your second trial.” It was the same voice from before.

      “What am I supposed to do here?”

      “What you see is the Maze Of No Return.”

      “Why is it called such a name?”

      “All who have entered never made it out alive,” the mysterious voice said. “This is your second trial.”

      “I have no choice do I?” Leon gasped.

      “I’m afraid not. Are you ready, young one?”

      “I am,” he sighed.

      “Then go, once you make it out with your life, shall you claim your prize.” One of the large stones slid to the side, revealing a way inside. Leon had only one choice, and that was to proceed through the maze. He cautiously took a step forward inside the maze, “This doesn't look so bad.” He tried to build up the courage to take another step forward, but the entranceway started to crumble and fall apart.

      Leon dove out of the way, barely missing getting buried by the rubble, then he turned to see his only exit vanish. He gathered himself and walked on ahead. Before long he came to a part of the maze that was spitting flames from both sides of the stone walls.

      “Really,” he muttered. “First a Dragon, now flames from a wall. Give me a freaking break.” He was getting ready to throw a temper tantrum when something of importance caught his attention. The flames seemed to stop briefly at times; there was only one way to navigate through this part of the maze. He had to run through each time the flames had stopped.

      The brave young man watched carefully as the first set of devices stopped spitting fire, and that's when he made his move. He ran through the first set as fast as he could before the flames erupted once again. That was close, he thought to himself, rubbing the burnt hairs on the back of his neck. It was now time to conquer the next set of devices. This time it would be a little harder for him because the flames were stopping and starting quicker than the last.

      Leon timed the devices yet again, each time they would start and stop he would make a mental note of it until he was ready to attempt his next move. He made a run for it for a second time, stopping each time the devices would activate. At times he would have to jump to the right, then to the left, then to the right again. There were even a few times that he had to roll on the ground. He barely managed to miss the last of the flames, his armor was singed and hot to the touch. It was a miracle that he was even still alive.

      He was thankful to be alive, but he wasn't out of the woods just yet. The young man walked through the maze protecting himself from all kinds of dangers that came at him from all angles, thinking for sure that the end of the maze would soon be approached. Though unfortunately for him, that wasn't going to be the case. Leon came to a part of the maze where he had to choose which way to go.

      That's how mazes were supposed to be, however, this one was different from others. This maze was filled with traps and other dangers that the eye cannot see until it is too late. Which way should I go? To the right, or to the left? It was a tough decision to make, there would be danger no matter what path he chose. Leon  looked down both paths multiple times trying to make the right decision, “Well most of the time I'm told to go down the right path, which always seems to get me into trouble. Left it is.” He cautiously made his way down the path. To his surprise, it wasn't as bad as he had thought it would be. There weren't any signs of danger and the walk was way too easy. Which made him worry that something unexpected was about to happen.

      The young boy happened upon what seemed to be statues wearing armor lined up along each side of the stone walls. That wasn’t not all, as the statues had crossbows placed in their hands as well. “What in the hell,” he fumed. “Is this some kind of joke?” He may have been young, but he was smarter than most adults. He wasn't about to walk on through without first testing the waters, no matter how ridiculous things had looked to him.

      Leon looked around for something that he could throw in the middle of the statues, wanting to find out what would happen before he himself walked through. Searching the area he found a medium-sized rock that was perfect for him to toss. Picking it up with both hands raised it above his head he threw it right into the center of the statues. With that, the crossbows unloaded an obscene amount of arrows that sailed through the air from one side to the other. Leon lowered his head with disgust, “I knew this seemed too easy.”

      The brave boy stared down at the obstacle before him, and his heart was racing and sweat dripped from his brow. Leon took a few deep breaths and poised himself for the run of his life. He took one more glance at the statues, “Let's do this.” He dashed down the center. The boy could hear the arrows sail through the air, but none managed to puncture his flesh.

      Leon could see the end in sight, he could feel the relief taking over, but then it happened, he tripped and hit the ground hard. ‘By the gods what should I do?’ The young boy started to panic and fear was setting in. Without thinking he just crawled across the ground, not once did he dare to look up. Tears welled up in his eyes and he whimpered between each breath he took.

      He crawled and crawled until he hit the top of his head on something solid. He reached up and felt something jagged with his hand. It took all he had to lift his head up and look, and he found himself at a dead end. “Are you kidding me,” he snarled. Leon jumped to his feet, “I've survived your maze. I demand that you let me out of here!” Clearly he was upset and starting to lose control over his emotions.

      When he didn't get a response from the mysterious voice, Leon found himself angered even more. “I said, let me out!” He reared back his fist and proceeded to punch the wall with all of his might. A small section of the stone wall glowed a bright white. And just like the last time an overly sized silver coin appeared.

      “Claim your prize, young one.”

      Leon reached out and took the coin from the wall and placed it in his bag with the other, “One last challenge to go, I'm getting pretty good at this,” he bragged. Even though in the back of his mind he wanted nothing more to do with the accursed place.

      “Do not be so brash. You still have one more trial left to go, and he awaits you on the other side of this wall.”

      “He?”

      “You shall find out soon enough, now go and face your last trial.” The stone wall that had him blocked shook violently then it crumbled to the ground. He was now free to exit the maze, and had only one last trial left to go; the end of the Dragon Graveyard was near. If he survived the last trial, then Leon could grab another piece of the legendary blade, and the scrolls that would guarantee safe passage out of the cave where the Mages are holding his friends hostage.

      In the back of his mind he thought about his friends’ lives that depended on his success, he also thought about the words of the mysterious voice, “he awaits”. Who exactly awaited him on the other side of the wall, and what must he do to make it out alive? “No point in standing here any longer,” Leon muttered. “I've made it this far, there's no turning back now.”

      He stepped over the pile of rubble and out of the maze. For such a young boy he had more courage and bravery than most men. Like a loyal knight, if there ever was one, he would do anything for his friends. When he stepped out of the Maze Of No Return, a thick mist started to form around him. The silhouette that had been leading him through the graveyard appeared in front of him. Except this time the silhouette wasn't running away; no, this time it was drawing closer to him.

      “Are you ready to prove yourself in a test of strength?” A strong-voiced man barked.

      “I am.” Leon proudly answered. As the silhouette drew closer to him, Leon could make out someone's arms and legs, even their upper body. But the person's face was still hidden from sight.

      The mist seemed to part just in front of the person hiding in the shadows, “Then step forward and accept my challenge.” Leon stepped forward (as the voice had requested) where there was no mist, to accept the challenge. “Good, your bravery speaks volumes.”

      “I did as you asked of me, it is time you show yourself to me,” he said.

      “As you wish.” The silhouette slowly walked out from within the thick clouds to show himself, and to Leon's disbelief his father was the one standing before him.

      “This cannot be,” Leon gasped. “I watched as the Dark Knight took your life.”

      The man took another step closer, “I know that you are confused, but I am your father, that much is true.”

      Leon couldn't contain his emotions any longer and ran up to his father hugging him tightly, “Father, I've missed you dearly.” He cried.

      Bowen held his son in his arms, “And I you my son.” He did his best to fight back his tears, as this wasn't the time for a joyful family reunion. Bowen pushed his son back gently, “This not the time for tears, there is much work to be done and I need you to be strong.”

      Leon wiped the tears from his eyes, “I understand.”

      “That's my boy.” Bowen smiled. “You must know that what you see before you is very real.”

      “How? Did the Dark Knight not kill you?”

      “The Dark Knight did steal my life away from me. How I appear before you now, is called spirit form. Only can the strongest of warriors use this form when there is a purpose greater than death.”

      “What is that purpose?”

      Bowen unsheathed his blade, “I must make sure that you are strong enough to accept your fate before we talk further.”

      “I do not wish to fight you.” Leon cried out.

      “This is what must be done. Unsheathe your blade and prove your strength to me. Or do you wish your friends to die?” Hearing those words echo from his father's mouth sparked a fire inside Leon that could not be explained, nor controlled. The boy fought the urge to draw his blade on his father, but something deeper inside of him took control and forced his hand. “That's it. Show me the power that dwells deep inside of you.” Bowen provoked him further.

      “If it is the power you wish to see then so be it.” Without a second thought in his mind, Leon darted towards his father readying his first attack. Bowen steadied himself, waiting until the last second to block the oncoming strike from his son's blade. The steel from their blades could be heard crashing together with enough force that it shook the ground beneath their feet. The shockwave was so powerful that it could even be felt back at the cave, where Leon's friends and the evil Mages awaited his return.

      “Is that all you've got?” Bowen growled after knocking him back. “Let me show you how it is done.” Bowen lifted up his blade and brought it crashing down to the ground. Some form of light erupted from Bowen's sword, making its way straight towards his son.

      Leon had a chance to move and dodge the attack, but he stood steadfast. “What are you doing you fool?” He shouted at him. “Get out of the way!” He wanted to test his son's strength, not watch him die. He helplessly watched his attack hit its mark. All that could be seen was a cloud of smoke floating away into the air, and when the smoke cleared, Leon was still standing. “Are you truly that strong already?” Bowen muttered under his breath.

      “How is that for strength?” Leon asked with a darker tone. “Or should I show you more of the power that I possess?”

      “Go ahead and show me.” Bowen smirked.

      “If you insist.” Once again he darted towards Bowen with his blade dragging the ground behind him. Leon was so fast Bowen could barely track his movements. The young boy slashed his blade upward towards Bowen's face with such speed that he was barely able to block the blade from hitting him. What he didn't expect was Leon's power erupting; he watched as blue flames emerged from his son's body. “How about this?” He was now able to push his father back with ease.

      “What strength.” Bowen's eyes widened, he found it harder to keep Leon's blade pushed back with his own. It didn't take long for him to see that his son had lost control over all of his senses, “Leon, you must listen to me. Focus and take back control of yourself.” At first, his words did not reach him, as he kept the pressure on. “This is your test of strength, fail this and the people you care about will die!” The blue flames that surrounded the boy started to fade. “That's it son, control the power that is inside of you!”

      “F-Father?”

      “Focus on my voice,” Bowen told him.

      Leon lowered his sword, “What is this?” He asked, looking at the blue flames illuminating from his left hand.

      “That is the power that dwells deep within you,” Bowen answered. “All of us Cromwells are cursed with it.”

      “What of my fate?” Leon questioned, he closed his hand and the flames faded.

      “You are not quite yet ready to learn.”

      “Then when?”

      “I cannot tell you that. It is out of my hands.”

      “If I am not ready yet does that mean I have failed?” Leon's voice was sounding more and more frantic.

      “You have proven your strength to me.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a large copper coin. Bowen reached out his hand for Leon to take.

      “Will I get to see you again?” He asked. Tears were starting to well up in his eyes when he realized that he had to say goodbye to his father once more.

      “I don't know the answer to that question,” Bowen said. The mist started to surround his body, “Looks like my time here is up.” Bowen had become nothing more than a shadow like before. “Be strong, my son,” he whispered.

      “Don't go, I need you!” Leon cried out.

      “I will always be with you.” Was the last thing his father would say to him before all went silent, and the mist slowly dissipated and was no more. All that was left before him was a wooden chest that had three slots carved into it. Leon wanted to fall to his knees and bawl his eyes out, but he had to be strong for his friends, for his father.
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      Looking over the wooden chest that sat on the ground before him, he noticed there were symbols notched into the chest. The words above it read, “He who braves the trials of the Great Dragon Graveyard, and has acquired the coins, my open this chest and claim the treasures inside.” Leon looked at the copper coin that was given to him by his father, and without giving it another thought he placed the coin in the slot to the far right - it was a perfect fit. “It worked,” he said out of excitement, as a click of a lock was heard.

      He reached into his bag and pulled out the other two coins and placed them into the slots next to the other. He could hear the gears click as the chest unlocked, he smiled with anticipation, opening the chest revealing the contents inside. “The scrolls.” His eyes widened even more as he grabbed for them, gently placing them in his bag. And there underneath was the piece of the legendary blade. Leon took hold of the item and instantly felt something evil emanate from the object that he held in his hands. Is this why Master Gawain had placed the first piece in cloth?

      Out of fear Leon placed the item in his bag with haste; he didn't want to handle the object for too long just in case it could cause him some unwanted side effects. All he could think about at the time was getting back to his friends. On his way back Leon had it easy, all the trials he had pushed through had vanished. Not that he was complaining about how easy it was for him, he just found it odd that the whole graveyard had changed.

      There was no mist to fight through, the maze that he had barely made it out of alive was now gone, and all that could be seen was the overly sized bones scattered across the earth. None of that was important to him now, for the entrance into the cave was in his sights and he bolted inside. “The boy has returned, with my scrolls I presume?” The leader of the Mages said.

      “I have, now let my friends go!” Leon demanded.

      “You don't get to make such demands here boy,” the man grumbled. “If you truly wish your friends’ lives to be spared, show me the scrolls.”

      Leon took the scrolls from his bag and held them up in the air, “If you want these, then set my friends free first.”

      “What are you going to do if I refuse?” The man laughed. Leon held out his other hand and chanted the same spell he heard Master Gawain chant to burn the undead soldiers to dust in the Cave Of Sorrow. “You wouldn't dare.”

      “Try me.” Leon smiled as flames appeared in the palm of his hand. “Release my friends or I burn the scrolls,” he said, holding them up to the flame.

      “Wait!” The man yelled and raised his hand in the air for a brief moment, then lowered it. “It has been done, the barrier around your friends has been dispersed.”

      Leon looked back at his friends, “Can you guys move?”

      “I can move,” Ulrich answered.

      “I can finally stretch.” Ellyn smiled happily.

      “I don't know about you guys, but I found it to be comforting.” Gawain joked.

      “There. Your friends are free, hand over the scrolls!”

      Gawain walked up to Leon, “Hand me the scrolls,” he said, reaching out his hand. Leon trusted Master Gawain; at this point he was the only one that Leon could trust and so he handed the scrolls over to him. Gawain then turned to face the leader of the Mages and threw the scrolls at his feet. “You have your bloody scrolls, a deal is a deal after all.”

      The man bent over and picked them up, “I've been waiting my whole life for this moment. To think that I hold scriptures from the most powerful wizards that history has ever known.”

      “That's all fine and good, if you don't mind, I think we will be taking our leave now,” Gawain said.

      “Of course.” The man snapped his fingers at his servants to get their

      attention. “Bring these people their horses, be sure to show them the way out, we repay our debts. But know the next time we meet things will go quite differently.”

      “I will keep that in mind.” Gawain smirked. “Everyone mount up, we're getting the hell out of here.”

      As he and his companions made their way out of the cave, a man dressed in black appeared behind the leader of the Mages. “Is it wise to let them go?” He whispered.

      “Did you not notice the marking on the young boy that had the message for us?” The leader asked.

      “What of it?”

      “He is the boy of legend. It would be wise not to hurt him, Darz.”

      “You believe him to be one that carries our Dark Lord’s powers?”

      “I do.”

      “Then what shall we do, Lord Zerius?”

      “We shall wait for his return, then prepare for the awakening,” Zerius answered. “Though I do have a special task for you, Darz.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Watch over that boy, keep him safe until the time presents itself.”

      “As you wish.” Darz bowed and disappeared into the shadows.

      Meanwhile Ellyn, Gawain, Leon, and Ulrich were miles away from the cave and they felt safe for the first time in days. But that didn't mean danger would not find them again. Nevertheless, at that moment Gawain had something else on his mind. “Leon, I forgot to ask. Did you find the piece of the blade?” He asked as he rode his horse up closer.

      “Yes, I have the piece of the blade,” Leon answered hesitantly.

      “What is the matter?” Gawain could tell that something was amiss with his young pupil.

      “Well.” Leon was still somewhat hesitant.

      “Go on.”

      “When I touched the piece of the blade, I felt something evil emanate from it.” Gawain's mind started to race after hearing what Leon had to say. ‘It's just as I feared. Alistair and Caine must be up to something foul, I must find out what that is.’ He thought to himself. “Master Gawain, are you alright?” Leon asked.

      “Just deep in thought.” Gawain smiled. “If you don't mind, can you hand me the piece of the blade?”

      “I don't feel right carrying this damn thing around with me anyways.” He went to give Gawain the piece of the blade out of his bag when a feeling of dizziness suddenly came over him.

      “Leon?” Gawain had a look of concern on his face for his student.

      “I'm…Fine,” Leon faintly replied. “Just-” In mid-sentence he fell off his horse and hit the ground hard.

      “Leon!” Gawain pulled the reigns of his horse to make it stop, and dismounted from the saddle before rushing over to where Leon lay unconscious on the ground. It wasn't long before Ellyn and Ulrich were standing behind him looking over his shoulder.

      “Is he going to be alright?” Ellyn asked, concerned for her friends’ well-being.

      “He will be just fine,” Gawain answered. “I think he passed out as the time before.”

      “Leon needs to learn how to use his strength wisely,” Ulrich said with a smug look on his face.

      “Do you not care for your friend?” Ellyn hissed.

      “I do, but that doesn't change the fact,” Ulrich answered harshly.

      “That's enough bickering from the two of you!” Gawain grumbled. “We have much work to do if we want to have camp set up by nightfall.”

      “We can't set up camp here, we're out in the open. That's dangerous, remember,” Ulrich said.

      “Do you not think I know this?” Gawain responded with a hint of anger in his voice. “We have no choice in the matter, just keep your guard up at all times. Please, no arguing. We must prepare for nightfall.”

      Again Leon awoke to find himself back at the holy grounds, “I'm back here again,” he muttered. He slowly got to his feet; this was only the second time he had been to the holy grounds and he didn’t quite have his bearings about him just yet, plus he was in a completely different area. It would seem as though he would have to do some walking this time around. He walked through a field of green grass and a pasture of flowers for about an hour.

      It was a nice walk and the air was filled with different aromas. This was clearly different from the last time he was there. Ahead of him was a worn, beaten down old church that somehow was still standing tall and proud over the land. ‘If I'm lucky I might find someone there that can help me.’ He smiled brightly, thinking that things were now going his way for the first time, before running up to the church.

      The doors of the church creaked open as Leon let himself inside, “Hello, is there anyone here?” He called out. Inside the church was just as worn down as the outside. At first glance you would think that the church had long been abandoned. That was what Leon had thought at first until he had seen the candles near the pillar that had been placed there recently.

      “Hello!” Leon shouted again. “Is there anyone here?” Again he didn't get a response, just the sound of his voice echoing back. “I know for a fact that someone is here or there wouldn't be freshly lit candles near the pillar. I'm not leaving, you might as well show yourself.”

      “Pipe down. Pipe down!” A familiar voice shouted back. “Give an old man time, would you.” When the person rounded the corner, Leon could tell exactly who was shouting back at him.

      “Robin, it's you.” Leon sighed with relief.

      “I see you have found your way back here,” Robin sarcastically said.

      “It would seem that way.” Leon smirked.

      “I guess I won't be getting rid of you anytime soon.”

      “It's not like I want to be here.”

      Robin laughed, “Can't take a joke I see,” he said. “But let's skip your lack of humor and move on to something important, like your training.”

      “My training?” Leon replied with a confused look on his face. “What about finishing the story you started the last time I was here?”

      “As I said before, you're not ready to hear the ending of that tale just yet.”

      “When will I be ready?”

      “I cannot say for sure,” Robin answered. “You will have to prove that to me.”

      “How can I do that?”

      “By training,” Robin said.

      “But I have been training.”

      “You have yet to train with me.”

      “What? You want to train me?” Leon laughed. “What could someone of your age possibly teach me?” Leon perceived Robin as a frail old man and laughed at the thought of him having any skills to pass down to the younger generation of possible knights. Master Gawain had always taught his students to never judge a book by its cover, which seemed to be the one lesson that the boy had yet to learn.

      “You find my words funny?” Robin's brow furrowed.

      “I find your words to be nothing more than a jest, old timer.” Leon carried on.

      “Then let us see if you find this to be funny as well.” Robin took up his cane and with agility and quickness never before seen by a man his age, hooked Leon's right ankle and pulled, which caused him to fall to the ground. Leon tried to rise up, but Robin was already upon him using his cane to keep him where he lay. “Did you find that funny?”

      Leon frowned. “Forgive my ignorance, Sir Robin. I did not mean anything by it.” Robin reached down and grabbed Leon by the chest plate of his armor and pulled him up to his feet. “You're faster and stronger than you look.” He was clearly trying to get back in the man's good graces.

      “Do not try and give me praises, that time has passed.”

      “Of course, my apologies.” Leon bowed.

      “Hasn't anyone ever told you not to judge a book by its cover?” Robin chuckled.

      “Master Gawain says that to me all the time,” Leon answered. “Maybe I should pay more attention.”

      “That would be wise. Just as you would be wise to learn what I have to teach you,” Robin explained. He turned away from Leon and started to walk on ahead. “We don't have much time left, let us be on our way.” They walked until they happened upon a statue at the far end of the church that Leon hadn't noticed when he first walked in. It looked to be that of a goddess holding up a sword towards the heavens.

      “That's an amazing statue.” Leon was in awe. “Who is she?”

      Robin turned to look at Leon, “You really don't know of her?”

      “I do not.”

      “What do they teach youngsters nowadays?” Robin whispered to himself.

      “Did you say something?”

      “Nope.” Robin smiled. He turned his attention back to the statue, “This is a tribute to the goddess Celestial. If not for her these lands would not exist and neither would we. For you see Celestial created these lands, thus the age of man began. Legend has it that the ancient ones were angered by the fact that she created something without their approval. With that, they sought to destroy her creation. Celestial, though, wouldn't go down without a fight. She took up her mighty blade and fought the ancient ones. With her last breath she managed to drive them away from these lands. Thus becoming our goddess and protector.”

      “That's amazing,” Leon responded.

      “Come boy, we have much work to do.” He reached out, flipping a switch that activated a mechanism, causing the statue to move to the right revealing a hidden passage. “I can see the wonder on your face. However there is no time for questions.” With those words Robin led Leon through a dimly lit tunnel, that seemed to strike fear into his heart at first. When they exited the tunnel, that fear vanished as curiosity and excitement took over.

      Leon was amazed at what he was seeing before him. It was a clearing of land that seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see. It wasn't just any normal land, it was set up specifically for training warriors to prepare for battle - that much Leon knew for sure. He had seen something like this before at the Academy. But only the most experienced were allowed to train there.

      “You expect me to train here?” Leon asked.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “I'm not at the skill level to train here.”

      “Skill level?” Robin laughed. “Child, the only way to train is to jump straight in head first. That is the way of the warrior.”

      “That doesn't seem smart to me.”

      “When is preparing for war ever smart?”

      “War?” Leon looked confused.

      “You will find out soon enough,” Robin answered. “Do you see that bow over there?”

      “Yes. Is there something special about it?” Leon said with a hint of sarcasm

      “No, there's nothing special about it smart ass.” Robin smacked Leon on the back of the head.

      “What was that for?” Leon hissed.

      “Smart-mouthed kids are the first to get themselves killed, remember that,” Robin replied. “Just get over there and pick up the bow, child.”

      “Stop calling me child.” Leon angrily walked over to where the bow was hanging, mumbling under his breath the whole time. Even though he was training to become a knight, Leon was still a young boy and threw tantrums from time to time when he didn't get his way. What he didn't know was that Robin was following behind him listening to every word he was saying. He picked up the bow and turned to ask a question but Robin was nowhere to be found, or so he thought. “Robin. Robin?”

      The old man was stealthy and managed to stay close behind the boy the whole time without him noticing. Again he smacked Leon on the back of the head, “Lesson one, pay attention to your surroundings.”

      “Would you stop doing that!”

      “It's not my fault that your reflexes are slow, child.”

      “I have a name and would like for you to call me by it.”

      “When you earn my respect, then and only then shall I call you by your name. For now you are a child to me therefore you shall be called one.”

      “Then I shall earn your respect.” Leon lifted up the bow and arrow, pulling back the thin rope. He aimed for the target the best he could before releasing the arrow. It sailed through the air until it hit its target, “How's that for you? And to think that's not even my strongest skill,” Leon bragged. Robin took the bow from him, lifted it into the air, and shot an arrow of his own that hit Leon's arrow, splitting it in half. “How did you do that?” Leon gasped. “Hitting another arrow that is lodged into a target is near impossible.”

      “If you put your mind to it, nothing is impossible,” Robin replied. Just then the sky started to darken and thunder could be heard off in the distance. “Hmm. It would seem our time is up for now, until next we meet.” Leon wanted to ask how Robin knew that their time was up. Before he could get a word out he started to feel dizzy. Something he had become quite familiar with. He tried to fight it, but it was of no use for he fell to the ground out cold. When he awoke, Leon found himself back with his friends.

      “He's waking up!” Ellyn happily shouted. Gawain and Ulrich walked over to where Leon was just starting to wake from his deep sleep.

      “Leon, it's good to see that you are awake and moving.” Gawain smiled. “How are you feeling?”

      “I'm feeling alright, just a little tired,” Leon answered. He then remembered that he was about to hand Master Gawain the piece of the blade before he passed out. He reached for the bag that he had tied around his waist and frantically searched it, but did not find what he was looking for. “Where did it go?” He gasped.

      “Where did that go?” Gawain asked.

      “The piece of the blade, it's gone.” Leon frantically said.

      “The old man here took the item from you not long after you fainted,” Ulrich explained.

      “Master Gawain, is that true?”

      “It fell from your hand when you hit the ground, so I took it and put it away somewhere safe.”

      “That's a relief.” Leon smiled faintly.

      “Can you stand?” Gawain asked.

      “I believe so,” Leon answered.

      “Doesn't he need to rest?” Ellyn grumbled.

      “He does, but unfortunately time is not on our side at the moment.”

      “That's not fair to Leon,” Ellyn said.

      “I don't like it either but we have to go. It's too dangerous here,” Ulrich explained.

      Leon slowly got to his feet, “Stop arguing over me, I'm not a child that needs to be protected. I can look after myself.”

      “Seems as though Leon has grown up a bit.” Gawain smiled. “Let's mount up.” The four of them got back up on their horses and rode on towards their next destination. After a few days of riding and resting the best they could, they happened upon something that was unexpected; a war between two lands.

      “Hold!” Gawain held up his hand and motioned for the others to stop.

      “What is it?” Ulrich asked, riding up beside Gawain, and Ellyn and Leon also rode up as well.

      “Doesn't anyone ever listen to me?” Gawain asked.

      “No, not really.” Ellyn giggled.

      “Just tell us why we have stopped.” Ulrich demanded.

      “That was rude of you, Ulrich.” Ellyn scowled.

      Ulrich turned to look at her, “We don't have time to be nice, do we?”

      “I guess we don't.” Ellyn pouted.

      Gawain looked around cautiously, “Follow me and I shall show you,” he said, leading them to the edge of a steep hill, “It's just as I thought.” He frowned and looked back at the others, “Take a look for yourselves.”

      Looking over the edge of the hill, they saw at least three thousand men engaged in mortal combat. One side wore the colors green and red. The other donned what would seem a light blue color on their flags and armor. Blood covered the ground below, the smell of death and urine filled the air. The battle was so intense that when one fell in battle another would take his place.

      “It's just as Robin said it would be,” Leon muttered.

      “What was that?” Gawain questioned.

      “Nothing, just thinking out loud. My apologies.”

      “This is horrible,” Ellyn gasped. “Why are these men fighting each other?” Ellyn knew exactly why, she just thought it would be best if she played dumb for now.

      “Isn't it obvious?” Ulrich responded. “War is starting to break out between the neighboring countries.”

      “But why now?” Leon questioned.

      “The same reasons as always, power and greed of course,” Ulrich responded to Leon's words. ‘Someday I will show everyone who holds the power to change the world. Not even Leon will stand in my way, wars will be a thing of past.’ He thought.

      “This is going to become a problem.” Gawain sighed.

      “Why is that?” Ellyn asked.

      Gawain pointed straight ahead, “That's the way we need to go.”

      “Can we not go around them?” Leon interrupted.

      “No,” Gawain said. “But I have an idea.”

      “Great, the old man is going to put us in danger again,” Ulrich said sarcastically.

      But a deep raspy voice intruded in on their conversation, “Who goes there?” When they turned around, there behind them were five soldiers with their bow and arrows drawn. “Answer my question or I have my men fire their arrows upon thee.”

      Gawain raised his hands up in the air, “Forgive us, we were just passing through. When we came to this hill we noticed the danger down below. We are not sure if there is a safe passage through this part of the land.”

      “Lower your weapons men.” The man ordered his soldiers. “My name is Micha, sorry about that. You cannot be too careful these days when your enemies are roaming about.”

      “My name is Gawain, pleased to meet you.” Gawain humbly bowed. “If you would be so kind, tell us how we can get past the dangers down below.”

      “Hmm. At the moment we are currently at war which makes things a bit difficult. The best I can do is to take you to our commander and chief, maybe he can be of assistance in getting you through unharmed.”

      Gawain thought about it for a moment and came to the realization that they didn't have much of a choice in the matter, as assistance would be needed to pass through without a fight. “I don't see much of a choice here, we accept your humble offer.”

      “You have made a wise choice, Sir Gawain,” Micha replied.

      “Just call me Gawain, no reason to hold me in such high regards. Like I said before we're just humble travelers passing through these lands,” Gawain explained.

      Micha was no fool, he knew warriors when he saw them. They seemed like honest people to him and he felt like it wasn't his place to pry for information that wasn't willingly given. “As you wish, Gawain. Please, you and your companions follow me,” he said. After a short ride, it wasn't long before the four of them found themselves at a war camp. Not far off in the distance the sounds of metal hitting metal could be heard. Along with cries of the fallen, it was war at its best. The sounds were those that Gawain was all too familiar with, to him it was nothing more than needless bloodshed.

      “May I ask what land you hail from, Micha?” Gawain said.

      Micha turned looking back, “Save the questions for the General.” They came to a huge white tent that had two swords pointing towards each other. It was to signify where the General of the Army resided. Micha held his fist up in the air to let the others know to stop, “Alright men, take the horses to be fed and watered. Gawain, you and your companions follow me inside the General’s tent.” Micha called out to his General when they entered, “General Angmar, I have returned with the report you have requested.”

      “Is that you, Micha?” A deep and powerful voice answered back from the far side of the tent.

      “It is,” Micha answered. “And I have brought guests that need our aid.”

      A tall, muscular man walked out from the shadows and into the light. His hair was shoulder length and gray showing his age, and his face was scarred, most likely from the battles that he had fought in his early more youthful days. The armor he had on was beaten and battered, but still it looked like it could withstand even more punishment, like the man that wore it proudly. “What have I told you about bringing outsiders into our camp?” He asked.

      “All they ask is a safe passage.” Micha removed his helmet showing just how young he really was, with his dark brown eyes and short black hair. He couldn't have been much older than Leon nor Ulrich, “They mean us no harm.”

      General Angmar walked up to Micha, placing his hand on the young man's shoulder. “Micha, you have a big heart, I realize that. Trusting in everyone you meet will one day lead to your undoing.”

      “My apologies, General.” Micha lowered his head, feeling ashamed of his actions.

      “You are still young and have much to learn.” Angmar smiled. “Now give me your report, afterward I shall deal with our guests.”

      “Of course, General,” Micha responded with charisma. It didn't take long for him to forget about what he had done wrong, which only showed his immaturity. “Enemy reinforcements are on the move. My guess is that they should be arriving on the battlefield in two days’ time.”

      “How many?” Angmar asked.

      “I counted at least twenty men.”

      “Twenty men are being sent to aid the enemy when thousands are fighting as we speak.” Angmar laughed, “That is nothing more than idiocy.”

      “I believe there is more to it than that.” Micha sounded very serious.

      “Why you would say such a thing?”

      “Those men were forcing servants to pull a wagon that had a large metallic object atop of it, and that's not the worst of it,” Micha explained. “I believe the object to be some sort of weapon, never seen before now.”

      The look on Angmar's face was grimmer indeed, “If what you say is true then I fear we are all in grave danger.”

      Gawain walked up to General Angmar and Micha, “May I be allowed to speak?”

      “This doesn't concern you, outsider.” Angmar grumbled.

      “This man and his companions may know something that will aid us in this battle. At least hear him out,” Micha pleaded. Angmar could see the trust Micha had for Gawain just by the look on the young man's face. But why? Why would Micha trust in someone that he had just met only moments ago, it didn't make any sense?

      “Why do you put your trust in these outsiders when you have only just met them?” Angmar questioned Micha.

      “I know warriors with honor when I see them,” Micha replied.

      “Why trust in them?” Angmar asked again.

      “Look in the man's eyes, do you not see the need for justice boiling over in him? This man doesn't just fight for himself. He has the same burning desire in his eyes that you have in yours, General Angmar.” Micha's words sounded true and sincere that triggered something deep inside of Angmar.

      Angmar turned to look at Gawain, “If he has that much trust in you, then I shall as well. You may speak freely.”

      “First let me first introduce myself, my name is Gawain and these are my students, we come from the land of Drasal,” Gawain stated.

      “Is there a point to this?” Angmar responded.

      “There is,” Gawain answered. “I am a Master Trainer at the Academy and I believe that I know something about the weapon Micha speaks of.”

      “Go on.” General Angmar was now intrigued. “I'm listening.”

      Gawain rubbed his chin with his thumb and finger; clearly he was thinking on how to explain things in a manner the General and Micha could understand. “If I'm right, the weapon in question is called The Reaper. I have only seen it in its construction phase. Last I heard the project was trashed due to how dangerous it could be if it fell into the wrong hands.”

      “King Adan must have acquired it to give his men an edge,” Angmar fumed with anger.

      “King Adan?” Gawain had a hint of nervousness to his voice.

      “What's it to you?” Angmar asked.

      “King Adan is the man you are at war with?”

      “We are,” Micha interrupted. “Why do you ask? He is just another power-hungry King that needs to be dealt with.”

      Gawain's eyes widened and his voice trembled, “Get your men off the battlefield. Send an order to retreat and do so with haste.”

      “I will not show such weakness!” Angmar snarled.

      “King Adan is an evil man who does not care for the lives of others.” Gawain slammed his fist in his hand, “If you don't do something your men will die.”

      “And so shall our enemies!” Angmar was stubborn in his belief of never retreating from the enemy no matter the odds. “Besides, they are two days away with that weapon. Which gives us plenty of time to come up with a plan of action.” Angmar couldn't have been more wrong. It looked as though the heated argument between General Angmar and Master Gawain was about to come to a head.

      “General Angmar! General Angmar!” A soldier rushed in shouting.

      “What is the meaning of this, soldier? Can you not see that I am busy at the moment?”

      The young soldier continued on in a hysterical fashion, “The sky. The sky. You have to see the sky, for something is amiss.”

      Gawain did not wait another moment; he rushed out of the tent with urgency. “By the Gods we are too late.” The sky was turning black almost to signify an early night, which was nay impossible. There were no stars, nor was there a moon to light up the dark skies. The only thing that could be seen was an eerie glow of red off in the distance.

      “What is going on out here? Or have you soldiers forgotten that we are at war?” Angmar shouted at his men. His soldiers had dropped what they were doing just to stare up at the skies anxiously, which was unlike his men. Upon seeing the soldiers’ reaction, he himself looked up to the skies above and witnessed the same ominous sight as the others. “This is a frightening sight indeed,” he gasped.

      “We're about to witness something amazing.” Ulrich smiled with excitement.

      “I find it to be truly terrifying.” Ellyn trembled.

      “How do we stop it?” Leon inquired.

      “I fear that it is too late to stop what is about to happen,” Gawain said out of fear and frustration.

      Angmar overheard the conversation between Gawain and his students, “There has to be something we can do,” he interrupted. “I cannot allow my men to die in such a manner as this.” He turned to his men and shouted. “Mount your horses, it is time that we ride into battle, our comrades’ lives depend upon us!”

      Gawain grabbed hold of Angmar's arm, “Doing such a thing is suicide, it would be madness.” He tried to talk some sense into the General but his words fell on deaf ears.

      General Angmar pulled his arm away from Gawain's grasp, “If you touch me again, I shall have you arrested for working with the enemy.” Angmar had his horse brought to him, and after he mounted up he turned to look at Gawain one last time. “When I get back I expect to find that you and your companions have left my command post. If you refuse then the punishment shall be swift.” He then spurred his horse on, and off he went leading the rest of his men towards the battlefield; all except for Micha.

      “Do you not ride with your General, Micha?” Gawain asked.

      Micha lowered his head and answered, “He leads them off to their deaths. It would be foolhardy of me to do the same,” he said.

      “You made the right choice, Micha. There is no reason to lower your head in shame,” Gawain said with pride in his voice.

      “It's beginning!” You could hear the excitement in Ulrich's voice when he shouted and pointed up at the sky.

      Gawain looked to the skies yet again, watching in horror at what looked like fire falling from above. He frantically looked over the area, realizing that they were too close. And if they didn't find a place to protect them from the blast, they too would lose their lives. “Look around, we have to find a place to hide before the fire hits the ground,” he said.

      “Why? I want to witness that power first hand.” Ulrich smiled.

      “If you wish to perish from the blast then be my guest. But I wish to live for a while longer,” Gawain said.

      “Over there, I see a cave!” Leon pointed.

      “Good eye, Leon. Everyone run for the cave, don't stop until you have made it inside,” Gawain told them. “Decide if you wish to follow us to safety, the choice is yours, Ulrich.” And with that Gawain took off for the cave, leaving Ulrich behind to choose his own fate.

      The ground started to shake violently as the fire hit the ground, and flames erupted from all directions burning everything in their path into nothing more than ash. Master Gawain ran on relentlessly, as he could feel the heat of the flames closing in. He was starting to feel like he may not make it into the cave in time but seeing Ellyn and Leon make it ahead of him put a smile on his face. At least two will make it on this day, he thought to himself.

      Gawain could feel his body starting to slow down - he knew that was one of the side effects from the weapon that was being used. It was a special poison used to ensure not a soul could escape the blast. Just when he started to lose hope that he would live, someone grabbed his arms and pulled him forward. Micha was on one side of him and Ulrich was on the other, quickly pulling him along until they reached the cave. Before they could enter the force from the blast had reached them, sending all three of them flying forward into the cave violently.
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      Leon rushed over to where Master Gawain and Ulrich lay face down on the ground, “Master Gawain, Ulrich, are you two alright?”

      “I believe that we shall live, just give us time to regain our energy.” Gawain smiled faintly.

      Ulrich got to his feet without a problem, “I'm fine. But you can thank those two for almost getting me killed.” He said, referring to Gawain and Micha.

      “You're the one that wanted to stay and watch,” Gawain said.

      “True, lucky for you that I changed my mind and decided to join you guys in this cave, or you would be dead right now old man,” Ulrich angrily proclaimed.

      “Thank you for saving my life.” Gawain felt as though he owed Ulrich that much.

      “I don't need your praise old man.” Ulrich walked over to the far side of the cave ignoring all else. “I don't need anything from anyone,” he mumbled under his breath.

      Gawain smiled, taking in a few more deep breaths of air, “I owe you a debt of gratitude as well, Micha,” he said.

      “You owe me no such thing.” Micha was trying to catch his breath too.

      Leon walked over to where Gawain and Micha stood gasping for air, “Is all well over here?” he asked. Ellyn wasn't looking so good either.

      “All is good, Leon. We just suffer from some of the side effects of the weapon that was used.”

      “Do you not feel the effects, young one?” Micha interrupted.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Micha finally had the strength to stand, but not without the aid of the cave wall. He still looked as though he could collapse again at any moment. “A spell of weakening was cast upon all near the battlefield, that much I am sure of. Gawain, your lady friend there, and I have all been affected. You and the other boy there seem to be feeling no ill effects whatsoever.” He explained. “Why is that?”

      “That is the power of the weapon used, it makes sure that anyone near shall not live. You may think it to be a spell, but it is something far more sinister,” Gawain said changing the subject.

      “Are you saying it wasn't a spell?” Micha questioned.

      “It seems the enemy has acquired the finishing touches to make the weapon complete,” Gawain muttered.

      “You make no sense.” Micha was getting a little irritated with his half responses.

      “The thick clouds that covered the sun were a poison that has an effect on the body for a short amount of time,” Gawain finally answered.

      “Surely you jest,” Micha said. “Not a soul alive could make poison fall from the sky.”

      “They found a way to fuse it into the weapon that was fired, that would be my guess. And if that's the case we must find a way to destroy it,” Gawain replied.

      Micha's face turned pale, “That means all is dead, even the enemy,” he gasped.

      “I do believe so,” Gawain sadly answered.

      “Why would Aedan sacrifice his own men? Why would he kill that many people?” Micha questioned, as anger and rage built up inside of him.

      “The only reason would be to test out the weapon, to see just how much damage it could cause on the battlefield,” Gawain answered. “And also to see how well the poison worked.”

      “I see,” Micha muttered.

      “Micha, I know that you want to grieve for the fallen, but now is not the time. You are now the only one that can get word back to your King on the happenings that took place here,” Gawain told him.

      “Do you think it is safe to leave?”

      “The effects of the poison are starting to wear off, that much is clear.”

      “How do you know that for sure?”

      “For one, I'm feeling better. I can also see that you have gotten your strength back, and Miss Ellyn is back to her feet. I would say the worst is over for now,” Gawain explained.

      “What if they use that weapon again?” Leon interrupted.

      “The boy is right,” Micha agreed. “They could easily fire that weapon again if they see any survivors.”

      “Do not fear; it takes days before that blasted thing can be used again.”

      “Then let us make haste,” Micha said. He tried to exit the cave but Gawain was quick to stop him. “Why do you stop me? You yourself said that I should get word back to my King.”

      “Just listen for a moment, you need to prepare yourself for what you will see when we take leave of this cave. It will be most disturbing,” Gawain gave fair warning for the horror that awaited them.

      “I shall,” Micha nodded. What they saw when they stepped out of the cave was truly terrifying. The camp that was set up as a command post was now nothing more than a pile of ash that was spread across the ground. The trees that once surrounded them were now gone, and the stench of burning flesh filled the air. “I shudder to think of what the battlefield shall look like,” Micha said with a look of sadness in his eyes.

      “That is why I said to prepare yourself.”

      “I wish there was a way around, but I must see it with my own eyes or I will not know what to tell the King,” Micha replied. “I fear we must walk, for I doubt the horses survived the blast. I know of a town nearby where we can get horses and provisions.”

      “Then let us be on our way,” Gawain responded. They walked for a few good miles through ash and charred ground, watching for any signs of life, but there was nothing that had survived. The ground they walked upon crackled with every step. The flames had charred everything in the surrounding area. What used to be a thriving area with green grass and lush trees was now nothing more than a wasteland.

      “We near where the battle was taking place,” Micha told them.

      “Are you sure that you are ready for this?” Gawain asked.

      “Do not worry about me, this is something that I must do,” Micha responded. As they approached where the battle had taken place, a thick cloud of smoke filled the air. The smell of burnt flesh had gotten stronger. It was so unbearable that the young warriors started feeling ill, still yet they pressed on.

      When Gawain and his companions, along with their new friend, took their first steps onto the battlefield, they witnessed something that sent chills down each of their spines. For the sight was so gruesome that Micha instantly fell to his knees and started to vomit. Gawain, on the other hand, was quick to check on Micha's wellbeing, “Are you alright, Micha?”

      “I am, thank you,” Micha said as he slowly stood back up. “This is the first time I have ever seen such a sight in all my life.” All around them were the burnt bodies of all the soldiers that were fighting one another. What was even more horrifying was the fact that the bodies still stood, as though they were made of stone. “The only thing that keeps them on their feet is the armor that the charred skin has fused with,” he muttered, trying to hold back his vomit.

      “Why would someone order this done to others, especially their own men?” Ellyn tried to fight back her tears but still yet they streamed down her cheeks regardless. “Is this the power that you bragged so much about, Ulrich?”

      Ulrich could not look Ellyn in the eyes; her tears were enough to make him want to show what he thought to be a weakness, “I had no idea it would be this bad.” He lowered his head, making sure not to make eye contact with any of his companions.

      “Do not judge Ulrich so hastily, Miss Ellyn. He has been led down the wrong path by others that he thinks he can trust in,” Gawain explained.

      “General Angmar!” Micha gasped, rushing over to where one of the burnt bodies stood. By the looks of the armor you could easily tell that it was the charred body of Micha's general. “Why? Why did you have to be so stubborn? If you would have just listened, you and the rest of the men would still be alive.”

      Gawain walked closer to where Micha stood, “He was more than just a General to you, wasn't he?”

      Micha wiped the tears from his eyes, “General Angmar was my father.” He sobbed “Because of his pigheadedness, I have to go back home and explain to my sister why she shall never see her father again,” he cried out. “Why would you leave us alone like this you old fool?” He punched the armor, and what was left of Angmar's body crumbled to the ground. All that was left of the former general was the breastplate of armor and a sword that was left sticking out of the ashes.

      “It's hard to lose someone that you loved.” Gawain frowned.

      Micha wiped the tears from his eyes for a second time, “Do we have time to give my father the proper burial he deserves?” He asked, never once looking up.

      “We do,” Gawain answered. “Would you like some help?”

      “Thank you for the offer, Sir Gawain. But if you don't mind I would like some time alone,” Micha said, choking back his tears.

      “When you are ready we shall be over there waiting,” Gawain said to him before turning to his students. “Micha needs some time to gather his thoughts, let's leave him be for now.”

      Micha dug a shallow grave for his father's ashes. “Father, I know that you were always hard on us for a reason. I also know that you would have done anything to keep us and your country safe.” He paused briefly to push some of the ashes off into the grave. “I remember the day when I told you that I had enlisted to become a soldier,” Micha chuckled. “You told me that I was stupid to do something I didn't have the heart for.

      But I proved you wrong and I became the youngest to reach the rank of second in command, behind you that is. I remember how proud I made you that day.” He finished with the grave and placed the breastplate that his father wore throughout his days of knighthood atop as a show of respect. He then took up his father's sword and whispered, “I will take vengeance against the ones that did this and make you proud once again. When that is done, I shall return your blade to you father. I promise.” Micha sheathed the blade and went over to reunite with the others.

      “Is all well?” Gawain asked after Micha had returned.

      “All is well,” Micha answered. He looked around at all the other men that had fallen in battle, “I wish we could do more for them.”

      “Getting this information to your King is the right thing to do for these brave souls,” Gawain replied. “Leaving them like this is sad indeed, but we must press on.”

      “You are right Sir Gawain, let us be on our way to the town of Coalfell,” Micha sighed. He put on a brave face and marched on. It was a long and grueling walk as they made their way towards that small town. The hills were rough and still charred from the blast. And the forest that would usually provide shade from the heat of the summer sun was burnt to the ground. It was unbearable as the land around them was emitting large amounts of warmth to add to the already scorching sun.

      “Let's hope we get to this town soon, I don't think my skin can handle much more of this heat.” Ellyn whined.

      “Do not worry Miss Ellyn, it won't be much further.” Micha turned to her and smiled.

      “What's wrong Ellyn, are you afraid of a little dry skin?” Leon joked. Ulrich punched Leon's arm for his remark towards Ellyn, “What was that for, Ulrich?”

      “You should never talk to a lady in such a manner, especially Ellyn,” Ulrich replied. “If you do so again, I shall punch you even harder. Now apologize.”

      Leon turned to Ellyn, “Sorry Ellyn, I didn't mean anything by my words. I was just trying to lighten the mood.” He frowned.

      “It's fine.” Ellyn smiled happily, “The heat is getting to us all.”

      Leon turned back to face Ulrich, “Happy now?”

      “Yes.”

      Leon shook his head, “I just don't get you sometimes, Ulrich.”

      “Women can make you feel and do some strange things, Leon.” Ulrich laughed. “Someday you will understand that.” He nudged Leon out of the way so that he could walk closer to Ellyn.

      “Fine, stay back here with her,” Leon muttered to himself, walking on ahead with Gawain and Micha.

      “What can we do for you, Leon?” Gawain asked when Leon walked up.

      “Ulrich is back there ignoring me, so I figured I would join the men leading the way,” Leon answered.

      Gawain glanced back briefly at Ulrich, who was trying his best to impress Ellyn, and the sight made him chuckle lightly. “I see what you mean.” He smirked.

      “It's not a laughing matter, Master Gawain.” Leon huffed.

      “Well of course it isn't a laughing matter.” Gawain made his voice sound deeper and more serious to make Leon feel better. “Stay up here with us men.”

      “Thank you, Master Gawain.” Leon appreciated the gesture. “How long until we reach the town of Coalfell?”

      “The town is just over this hill,” Micha answered.

      “Micha?” Leon quietly said.

      “Yes?” Micha responded.

      “I do not like bringing up a sore subject, and I did not get to say this before,” Leon swallowed nervously, as he was afraid that what he wants to say might upset Micha which was not his intent.

      “Go on, young one.” Micha turned to look at Leon, “Say what you must, there is no reason to be afraid to speak.”

      Leon wiped the sweat from his forehead, “I just wanted to say that I am sorry for your loss, I know how it feels to lose a father.”

      “Thank you.” Micha smiled. “All we can do now is make our fathers proud.”

      “Could you please call me by my name? It's Leon, I hate when others call me young one.”

      “As you wish, Leon,” Micha replied. “Ah, we have made it to the top of the hill. Coalfell should be just below us.” Micha looked down to the bottom of the hill, glad that they had made it through the harsh environment. But there wasn't a thriving town of old from his childhood memories; instead, it was a town in complete chaos and ruin. “By the gods, has the impact from the blast truly stretched this far?” He gasped.

      “Even the town of Coalfell has been devastated,” Gawain whispered. “We have to make haste to your kingdom.” This he said making sure that his voice could be heard.

      Leon, though, was hearing something strange, “Wait, did you guys hear that?”

      Gawain and Micha both turned to face Leon, “Hear what?” Gawain asked. “Did you hear anything, Micha?”

      “Didn't hear a thing.” Micha shrugged.

      Again Leon could hear what he made out as screams of terror coming from the town below, this time even louder than before. “There it is again,” he said. This time though, he didn't wait to find out if Gawain or Micha had heard the screams. In an instant he was running down the hillside, nothing was going to get in his way or stop him from finding out what was happening to the people of Coalfell.

      “Wait, Leon! It's too dangerous to go alone!” Micha shouted, running down the hill after him. To his surprise he could not catch up to the boy. He was moving so fast that none had a chance of stopping him from doing something foolish.

      Gawain had to warn Ellyn and Ulrich before he could chase after Leon and Micha. “Ellyn, Ulrich, follow me as quickly as possible, do not ask questions, there is no time for that.” He looked back and shouted before disappearing over the hillside.

      “Come, Ellyn, we have to hurry. Leon must have done something foolish yet again.” Ulrich grabbed Ellyn's hand, pulling her along.

      “Leon! Leon!” Gawain called out once they made it into the town. “Where is that blasted boy?”

      “Sir Gawain, I think we should split up,” Micha suggested. “It would help us cover more ground.”

      About that time Ellyn and Ulrich walked up, “What did Leon do this time?” He asked.

      “We can discuss that later; right now we need to split up and find him,” Gawain said. “Ulrich. You and Ellyn search one part of the town, while Micha and I search the other.”

      “Whatever old man,” Ulrich said. “Let's go Ellyn, we need to find Leon before he gets himself into more trouble.” He didn't give her time to say a word as he pulled her along.

      Gawain and Micha decided that they could cover more ground if the two of them split up as well. Micha was off closer to the center of Coalfell searching the area, “Leon,” he called out. Searching around what was left of peoples’ homes.

      Micha tried to open up the doors to those houses, but it seemed as though the survivors had barricaded themselves inside. None of the doors would open to any of the huts he searched. “If anyone can hear me, then know that I'm not your enemy, nor am I here to hurt you. I'm just looking for a young boy that has made his way into your town. If you can help me that would be much appreciated.” But he didn't get a response.

      Gawain, on the other hand, found something very interesting in his search of the town. There were soldiers lurking about. What could soldiers be doing here? He thought to himself. “This cannot be a good sign, I must warn the others,” he whispered before sneaking off.

      “Who goes there?” Micha was shocked to hear an unfamiliar voice, and he made sure to turn around slowly to face the unknown person. “Who are you?” Micha was now face to face with a soldier that had a sword pointed right at his chest. It was clear that he was staring into the eyes of the enemy.

      “You are the ones that caused all of this chaos.” Micha couldn't control his anger taking a step closer.

      “If you take another step I will run you through,” the soldier warned.

      Micha stepped closer shouting at the soldier like a madman, “Why? Why sacrifice your own men and other innocent lives just to test a weapon?”

      “What business is it of yours?” The soldier smirked. “Wait a second. That armor you wear, I recognize it. You are second in command of the Knights Of Wespington, this day couldn't have gone any better.”

      While the soldier was too busy gloating Micha made his move, and he kicked the soldier's weapon from his hand. Before the man had time to react, Micha pulled his knife and plunged it straight into his face. A crimson red flowed onto Micha's hand that held the knife, “Die scum! Die!” He screamed out like a wild animal that had just made its kill for the day. His enemy fell to the ground and his body was nothing more than a lifeless shell, while Micha enjoyed every minute of it.

      Moments later Gawain came running up, “I see that you have already run into one of the soldiers that are scouting this town,” he said looking down at the lifeless body.

      Micha raised his head to look at Gawain, “These are the pigs that fired that powerful weapon onto the battlefield, I'm sure of it.” He hissed.

      Gawain ran his fingers through his hair nervously, “If that is the case, it would explain why they are here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it for a second, Micha,” Gawain said. “These soldiers are here to survey the damage. When they're done they will kill and plunder what is left of the towns that have suffered from the blast.”

      “Then we had best find Leon, along with the others.”

      Ellyn was glancing over at Ulrich, smiling every chance that she had, but when Ulrich noticed what she was doing he stopped, “Is something the matter?”

      She looked at him and smiled brightly, “It has been nice holding your hand and walking with you. But do you think I can have my hand back now?” She giggled. Ulrich found himself lost in her bright green eyes. Ellyn's smile seemed to fill his heart with a warmth that he could not explain. “Hello? Are you paying attention to me, Ulrich?” She smiled and waved her other hand in front of his face. “Can I have my hand back now or not?”

      Ulrich's face turned red, he tried to clear his throat before speaking. “Wha- What were you saying again?” he coughed.

      She held up her hand that he had a tight grip upon, “My hand, can I have it back?” She giggled again.

      Ulrich let go of her hand, his face still as red as ever. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      Before Ellyn or Ulrich could say another word to each other, they were interrupted by a couple of unexpected guests. “Well, well, well. Look at what we have here,” a voice said.

      “Who in the hell are you?” Ulrich grumbled. Being interrupted when he was finally getting time alone with Ellyn didn't sit well with him, even if it was to search for Leon.

      “Do not speak to soldiers of Odrela in such a foul manner boy,” the other warned.

      Ulrich laughed. He could tell that these soldiers were just lower-level officers by the look of the armor they wore. The breastplate of their armor was thin and ragged looking, the helmets on their heads sat on top of their heads not even covering their faces. “You're just lower level clowns that don't deserve to call yourselves soldiers,” he said.

      “What was that you little brat?”

      “Pipe down!” Ulrich snapped.

      Ellyn nudged Ulrich's arm with hers, “What are you doing?” she whispered. “This isn't the time or the place to start a fight.”

      “Why not? Do you think that these men shall let us live?” Ulrich asked. “Can you not see that these men are the enemy?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Ellyn had a look of confusion on her face; as usual playing dumb was a strong point of hers nowadays.

      “Smart kid,” the other said. “Too smart for your own good, be a good little boy and girl and make this easy on yourselves.”

      Ulrich unsheathed his blade, “I never make things easy for anyone,” he said.

      Both of the soldiers unsheathed their blades too, “This should be easy enough,” one of them joked. “First time we've ever fought a kid though.”

      “It is not going to be as easy as you think,” Ulrich grinned. He looked over at Ellyn with a smile on his face, “Which one of these fools would you like to take on?”

      “I believe I will watch this time,” Ellyn smiled, wanting to see Ulrich's true skills for herself.

      “Suit yourself.” Ulrich turned his attention back on the lower level officers, “Let's get this over with, we're kind of in a hurry.” He lifted his hand and motioned for them to make the first move.

      Darz stood off in the distance keeping an eye on the situation. Any signs of Ulrich being injured, and he would have to spring into action. ‘What is that boy thinking? Does he wish to get himself killed by taking on two enemies at once? If things get out of control I will have to find a way to intervene without being seen, the damn kid is making things difficult for me.’

      “I'm going to enjoy killing you.” One of the soldiers went to attack Ulrich but was stopped by the other man that was with him.

      “Hold on a second, Peter,” he said as he grabbed the other by the arm.

      “Why do you stop me, Simon?” Peter bellowed. “I wish to kill that brat.”

      “Calm yourself, Peter,” Simon demanded. “You don't know what this kid is capable of.”

      “Hey.” Ulrich smirked. “Are we going to get this over with anytime soon?”

      That sent Peter into a blind rage; he pushed Simon out of the way and charged at Ulrich. “Damn fool is going to get himself killed,” Simon whispered to himself. But he didn't feel inclined to give chase, nor did he feel the need to stop Peter from making the mistake of underestimating his opponent. No, instead he stood there and let Peter seal his own fate. Peter lifted his blade at the last second and brought it down towards Ulrich's head, “Enjoy dying by my hands you little brat!” he shouted.

      Ulrich glared at Peter, “You are a fool.” Before the sword even came close, he lunged forward at Peter with unexpected swiftness. And with that Peter never stood a chance. The sharp blade plunged right through the thin breastplate and straight into Peter's chest without him even realizing it until it was too late.

      “Damn it, how did you dodge my attack so quickly?” Peter readied himself again, “No matter, you won't be so lucky a second time.” But he started to stumble as his body began to weaken. Peter felt something warm running down his chest, then blood gurgled up in his mouth. “How? How could I lose to a child?” Were the last words that he uttered before his lifeless body fell to the ground.

      “I did say that I was in a hurry, guess he didn't hear that part,” Ulrich said. Fighting someone at that skill level was all too easy for someone as good as he. “One down and one more to go.” He looked over at Simon with a slight smirk on his face, “You're next.”

      “I do not wish to fight you. Never did.” The man then sheathed his blade back to his side.

      “Do you not wish to avenge your friend?” Ulrich asked with a smile stretched across his face.

      “He was never really my friend in the first place,” Simon responded, he turned to walk away but Ulrich had other plans.

      “Don't think that I am going to simply let you walk away.”

      “If you are smart you will,” Simon responded without even looking back.

      “So you are a coward then,” Ulrich mocked him.

      When Ulrich called Simon a coward it made something change in him. His posture was different as he stood up straight and proud like a true soldier would, not slump over like he was doing at first. When he spoke his voice was darker, and had more of an edge to it. “I do not wish to fight you, child, those were not my orders.” Simon turned to face Ulrich but this time his eyes were cold and soulless. So much so that it sent fear through Ellyn's body, because with that she knew that the man wasn't to be trifled with.

      Ellyn took Ulrich's hand in hers, “Let's be on our way, Ulrich. Remember, we still have to find Leon,” she whispered to him. Ulrich went to take a few more steps closer towards Simon's direction when Ellyn jumped in front of him, lifting his chin to where his eyes met hers. “Please sheath your blade and let us be on our way, do it for me,” she pleaded. “Please, for me.” There was one thing that Ulrich could not resist no matter how hard he fought it, and it was his feelings for Ellyn. And he promised to never do anything that may upset her ever again.

      “I shall do as you ask of me.” He sheathed his blade just to make her happy.

      “Thank you, Ulrich,” Ellyn smiled nervously.

      Ulrich sighed, turning his attention back to Simon. “As for you, you can take your leave now. Next we meet, we shall finish what was started here.”

      “That we will, that we will,” Simon ominously agreed as he walked away. ‘Something about that man is familiar to me.’, Darz turned to walk away, seeing how the boy was safe from harm for the time being.

      “I can hear some kind of commotion!” Micha shouted. A second or so later Micha found Leon. He was covered in blood and looked as though he had been in a hard-fought battle. But what really caught Micha's eye was all the dead soldiers laying before the feet of the young boy. “Sir Gawain! I have found the boy!”

      Gawain came running around the corner, and as soon as he caught a glimpse of Leon and the dead soldiers at his feet, he stopped dead in his tracks. “By the gods, what has happened here?” he gasped. Ellyn and Ulrich appeared from the shadows but stopped just before they reached Leon.

      “It would seem that he cleared the town of the soldiers single-handed.” Ulrich was somewhat amused that Leon could accomplish such a feat on his own. “Here I was hoping to have a little more fun myself.”

      “This is no time to jest, Ulrich,” Gawain scolded before turning his attention towards Leon, “Leon?” He hesitantly took a few steps closer.

      Leon raised his head looking at Gawain, “You seem to be hesitating, are you afraid of me Master Gawain?”

      “No,” Gawain shook his head. “If I was afraid of you, you would know it.”

      Leon smiled. “There is no need for anyone to be afraid of me.”

      Gawain took another step closer, “What happened here?”

      “I heard someone cry out for help, that's why I ran off ahead of the group. When I got here these soldiers were trying to hurt innocent women and children. I tried to stop them and they turned their blades upon me,” Leon paused momentarily.

      “And?”

      “I had no choice but to dispose of them, in fact, it was necessary,” Leon cracked a cold smile.

      “Did anything else happen?” Gawain asked, trying to hide his nervousness, “Nothing out of the ordinary?”

      Leon sheathed his blade, “Nothing that I can recall. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      “These are highly trained soldiers,” Micha interrupted. “How could you take them out with such ease as you say?”

      “Look at the armor they wear.” Leon pointed at the bodies that lay on the ground. “Would high-level soldiers wear what these men have on?”

      “What are you getting at?” Micha replied.

      “If you would pay attention, you would know that by looking at the armor these men are clearly lower level officers. Or just men for hire,” Ulrich interrupted.

      “Just like the men we ran into,” Ellyn said.

      “Right.” Ulrich nodded.

      “That doesn't make sense.” Micha frowned, “The men Sir Gawain and I faced were true soldiers of the enemy.”

      “Which means these men are hired hands, since most of the real soldiers died on the battlefield.” Leon guessed.

      “It would explain their lack of experience,” Ulrich said.

      “We can figure the rest of this out later,” interrupted Gawain. “Right now we need to find the survivors. It would be unwise to allow them to stay in this town as is. Also, there is a horse trough a ways back. Find it and clean yourself up, Leon. The townspeople will not trust in us if you walk around like that.”

      “Of course, Master Gawain,” Leon replied before walking away.

      “Ulrich, Ellyn, see if you can find us any horses,” Gawain asked of them.

      “Whatever old man,” Ulrich said.

      Micha watched until the two young ones were out of sight, “Tell me Sir Gawain. How is it that someone so young could defeat so many grown men?”

      Gawain paid no mind to the question he was asked, “Let us concentrate on finding survivors.”

      “Are you not going to answer me?”

      “I am not.”

      “Do you not trust me?”

      “This is not the time or the place to discuss such things, we need to find any survivors and get them to a safer place. Once done we can talk about whatever you wish.”

      Though he didn't like Gawain's response, he went along with it

      regardless. “If that is the way it has to be for now, then so be it,” Micha sighed. “Any survivors that we find who are willing to leave, we shall lead them to where they will be safe, where I hail from.”

      “That is most generous of you,” Gawain replied.

      “It is the least I can do, seeing how we failed to protect them.” Micha frowned, “But that mistake shall not happen again.”

      “Remember those words and follow them through even if your King does not.”
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      Two days and nights of traveling had now gone by, and the horses were getting tired and weak. The survivors who had decided to abandon their town and follow Micha to his promise of safe passage were getting frustrated. But could you blame them for being upset? Their town that most had helped build and protect was ripped right out from underneath them. Now they found themselves being led to a new homeland by complete strangers that they had no choice but to trust in.

      “How much longer until we are there?” Gawain asked Micha. “Neither the horses nor the survivors can handle much more.”

      Micha pointed straight ahead, “Do you see the castle that towers over that set of hills?” He asked.

      “That is the great city of Wespington.”

      “Ah, so you know of it. Then you must also know of the King.”

      “I've met him once or twice in my travels with the Academy,” Gawain responded. “His heart is big and he's not one to fight a battle needlessly.”

      “That is true for the most part,” Micha said.

      “Has something changed?”

      “I shall let the King explain that to you.”

      A few hours later they found themselves in the streets of the great city. Houses and Inns were around every corner, people crowded the streets, more so than any city they'd ever been in. There were tents placed on almost every side of the streets where traders were exchanging their commodities for a coin.

      Micha suggested they ignore all else until they get to the castle, but most of the survivors from Coalfell had already disappeared into the crowds of people. Like most castles located in a city, this one was no different. It towered above all else and was protected by a large steel gate that had to be opened from within.

      “Does every castle have a gate?” Leon sarcastically asked.

      “Every King needs his castle protected,” Gawain said. “Most castles have great stone walls built around them, not gates.”

      “Isn't that what soldiers are for?”

      “One day you shall understand why things are done this way.” About that time the gates had opened allowing access inside  the courtyard of the castle. Four soldiers came up to greet them, but when they noticed Micha their attitudes had changed.

      “Why are you back so soon?” One of the men asked. “Are you not supposed to be on the battlefield?

      “Things have changed Vardis, and not for the better,” Micha answered grimly.

      Vardis saw a group of ten standing a little way behind Micha, “What of them?”

      “These people need a safe place to stay, food, water, and clothing.”

      Vardis shook his head, “I cannot allow that, these are pressing times taking in refugees is not a good idea at this point.”

      Micha was about to turn and tell the others they had to leave until he remembered Gawain's words about keeping his promises, no matter what happened. He grabbed Vardis by his armor and pulled him close to his face, “I am going to tell you how this is going to go, Vardis. You are going to take these people and get them what they need. And if you don't then by the gods I swear I will run you through with my father's blade.” After Micha made his threat he shoved Vardis back. “Is that understood?”

      “Understood,” Vardis swallowed nervously. “Men, take the refugees and get them whatever they need and after that find a place for them to stay.”

      “Glad that we came to an understanding.” Micha slapped Vardis on the shoulder. He turned and motioned to Gawain and his companions to follow his lead.

      There they were standing outside of the castle doors. Micha ushered them inside and wasted no time in heading for the throne room. It was then that they were stopped short by the King's most trusted adviser, William. “What are you doing inside this castle, strangers” he said, but not in the way of a question. “Micha, is that you?

      “It is.” Micha nodded. William gave him a hearty hug; William was one of Micha's fathers best of friends, or so they had thought. Micha even viewed him as a second father figure.

      “What brings you back so soon, young man?”

      “I have urgent news for the King.”

      

      William looked behind Micha to see if Angmar was near, “Should that not be your father that delivers such news?”

      Micha's gaze shifted, “My father.” He felt his voice choking up, and that was when William caught a glimpse of Angmar's sword sheathed to Micha's side.

      William placed his hand on Micha's shoulder, “Say no more. I shall see if the good King will visit with you.” Deep down he knew that if Angmar's son was carrying his blade, his friend had surely fallen in battle. With a saddened half-hearted smile, William turned, disappearing into the throne room. Moments later he returned, “The King will see you now, please tell your new companions not to cause any trouble.”

      “Do not worry yourself, William, these are good people.” William bowed ever so slightly before allowing them inside. Micha looked back at Gawain and his pupils. “Please allow me to approach the King by myself, and when I need you, I shall call upon you.”

      Gawain nodded, “We shall do as you ask.”

      “Thank you for understanding,” Micha said. He straightened his posture and composed himself. Then walked on inside the throne room where the King awaited, “Your Majesty.” He knelt down to one knee.

      “To what do I owe this visit, Micha?” The man responded. The King was a whole hearty man with a strong voice that echoed throughout the castle walls. In a way, he reminded them of Asher, The King Of Thieves. “And where is General Angmar?”

      “My father perished on the battlefield,” Micha answered, gripping his fist tight. “Everyone is-” He took a deep breath in between his words. “Everyone is dead.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what of the enemy?”

      “They too fell on the battlefield as well.”

      The King stood from his throne and walked over to where Micha was kneeling. “Please rise,” he said. “Tell me all that has transpired.”

      Micha stood and answered, “A weapon was fired upon us.”

      “A weapon?”

      “It was a weapon of great destruction, fire fell from the sky and obliterated everything in sight. If not for these brave souls behind me, I would have died as well,” Micha answered, but he couldn't bring himself to tell the King the full truth about his father.

      “Sir Gawain,” the King said, peering over at the guests that stood off in the distance.

      Gawain took a step forward and bowed, “Your Majesty.”

      “The last I saw of you, you were still just a student at the Academy.”

      “Tis true, King Peregrine. But now I am a master trainer of students of my own,” Gawain responded. “However, this is not the time to talk of such things.” Even though he was happy to see King Peregrine again so many years later, there was still a dangerous weapon that had to be dealt with before pleasantries could begin.

      “What happened out there?” Peregrine asked. “Not that I don't trust in Micha's words, but I do wish to hear it from you as well.”

      “You are at war with King Adan, are you not?”

      “What has that got to with anything?”

      “It seems as though King Adan has somehow acquired the Reaper Cannon and you know what I speak of.”

      King Peregrine snarled, “That blasted thing has been the bane of my family's existence.” He remembered that it was his father, the king before him, who had the weapon built in the first place.

      “Were the weapon and blueprints not destroyed when you became king?”

      “The weapon yes,” King Peregrine answered. “But the blueprints I left in the hands of my most trusted adviser.”

      “It seems as though your trusted adviser has betrayed you,” Gawain said.

      “William would never betray us.” Micha was none too happy with Gawain's accusation. He has known William for many a year, and to think he would be capable of that kind of treachery would be folly.

      “I agree with Micha,” King Peregrine said. “William has been a loyal subject of mine for as long as I can remember, he would give his life for his kingdom.”

      “Forgive me, I didn't mean to upset the both of you,” Gawain humbly replied. “Do we not need to question William on the whereabouts of those blueprints? At least that much should be done.”

      “You have my permission to question him but that is all, Sir Gawain.” King Peregrine said. “Micha?”

      “Yes my Lord?” Micha bowed his head slightly.

      “Go with Gawain. William will be more inclined to answer questions if you are there.”

      “As you wish my Lord.” Micha bowed.

      “Meet me back here at day’s end with your results. For now, I must meet with the council to determine our next move,” King Peregrine informed them before walking away.
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      Gawain and Micha found themselves in front of an old hut just outside the castle walls. The roof looked as though it could cave in at any moment, and the outside wall was beginning to crumble. “Why have you brought me here?” Gawain inquired.

      “This is where William lives.” Micha shrugged, “Why else would we be here?”

      “Isn't the king's adviser supposed to live inside the castle?”

      “William is of a different sort.”

      “Since you know the man, it's only fitting that you knock on his door instead of me.”

      Micha nodded in agreement and began knocking on the door before him. “William, are you in there?” There was no answer so Micha knocked a second time. “William, it's me Micha. I just need a word with you.” Again no answer.

      Gawain was getting impatient and pushed Micha out of the way. “What do you think you are doing?”

      “Giving myself permission to enter his home.” With that, Gawain kicked the door in.

      Micha intervened by placing himself in between Gawain and the open door into William's home, “You heard King Peregrine's words; you, Sir Gawain, are disobeying direct orders. I cannot allow this to transpire any further.”

      “William needs to be questioned, friend or not. You can either help me, or I shall move you out of my way with force.”

      Micha frowned and stepped to the side, allowing him to enter, “There has been enough senseless bloodshed, I do not wish to be the cause of more,” he sighed. “Just go easy on William, for he has many years upon him.”

      “I cannot make such promises,” Gawain mumbled, walking past Micha into the hut.

      The hut was small, with only enough room inside for William himself and no other. There weren't that many places for William to hide from the two men. They searched the place high and low but could find no signs of him or the blueprints ever being there in the first place. “Where could he have gone? And with his shield and spear to boot,” Micha muttered.

      Gawain kicked over one of the small tables in the room out of frustration, “He must have overheard us talking with King Peregrine and fled.”

      “William would never do that.”

      “Look around you.” Gawain waved his arms in the air. “If he's not here then where? Why has he armed himself if not in fear of us finding him then?”

      “Shall we go and tell King Peregrine?” Micha said.

      Gawain's eyes narrowed. “We shall find William ourselves and get the truth from his own lips.”

      “What about your students?” Micha asked. “Not only that, King Peregrine has asked us to be back by day’s end.”

      “They can take care of themselves,” Gawain answered. “As far as the King goes, I shall deal with that upon our return.”

      “You are braver than I.”

      “It has nothing to do with bravery.”

      It was getting late into the evening and the sun was starting to set behind the mountains. All while Gawain and Micha were on the hunt for William. They happened upon a small wooded area no bigger than a few acres. “We are losing light with each passing second,” Micha said. “Not only that but we are crossing into some dangerous terrain. If we do not have a source of light we shall end up being a fancy feast for the ferocious beasts that dwell here.”

      “Then we shall make our own light source.”

      “Whatever do you mean? We have no torches or flints with us.”

      “Fire isn't the only thing that can aid you at night.” Gawain raised his hand whispering words that he did not wish for Micha to hear. To Micha's astonishment, a bright blue orb appeared out of thin air.

      “You're a magic user.” Micha gasped.

      “Is this the first time you've witnessed such a feat?”

      Micha looked on in amazement, “The kingdom of Wespington forbids the use of magic, and anyone breaking that law is either exiled or thrown in the dungeons. That be the reason I've never seen magic used before now.” It was a harsh truth. Magic users were mostly considered freaks of nature or bringers of evil. Kings and Queens alike were afraid of such power being used to overthrow them and take what was theirs.

      “King Peregrine fears magic users? That is concerning to me.”

      “Why is that?” Micha asked. “I shall not tell the King of what you have done.”

      “It is not you that concerns me,” Gawain replied. “Let us find William and get back to the castle before trouble finds its way to us. We can speak of this matter another time.”

      After scouring the wooded area outside of Wespington, Gawain and Micha made the decision to call off the search and return to the castle. On the way out of the woodlands, they stumbled upon a campfire just ahead of them. “Do you see what I see?” Micha whispered.

      “It has to be William.”

      “Then let's go confront him.”

      “No, we will use the element of surprise to our advantage. That way he cannot flee for a second time,” Gawain said, crushing the orb in his hand and surrounding them with darkness, except for the light of the campfire. He took the lead and was carefully sneaking his way towards where he guessed William would be waiting.

      Micha was right behind him, trying his best not to make any unnecessary movements that would cause unwanted noises, alerting William of their presence. What Gawain and Micha didn't expect was that William was already aware of their presence, following closely behind. Gawain stopped and took a good look around but William was nowhere in sight. “Where is he?” Gawain whispered.

      “Do you think he heard us making our way towards him?” Micha whispered to Gawain. Right then he felt something sharp and cold touch the back of his neck. “Gawain.” He dryly swallowed.

      “Stand up slowly!” William demanded. “If you make any sudden movements I shall have no choice but to act swiftly.” Both Gawain and Micha cautiously stood up with their hands raised high in the air, making sure not to do anything that would spook the man. “Make your way towards the campfire. Again if you try anything funny, I will drop you where you stand.” William stayed close behind them and led Gawain and Micha towards the camp. “Turn around…Slowly.”

      Micha turned to see William standing there with a spear pointed at his throat, “William?”

      “Micha,” William replied, lowering the spear. “What in the hell are you doing out here?”

      “We could ask you the same,” Micha said.

      “I always come out here at night.”

      “So you didn't flee?”

      “Flee?” William was confused. “What reason would I have to flee?”

      “Then what are you doing out here?” Micha repeated himself.

      “As I said before, I always come out here at night. Perfect time for hunting.”

      “It seems odd that a man your age is out in the middle of the night hunting.”

      “Remember I do not live inside the castle walls, and I do have to fend for myself, do I not?”

      “William we need to know what you have done with the blueprints,” Gawain interrupted.

      “How does he know of the blueprints?” William angrily hissed.

      “King Adan has built his own version of the Reaper Cannon and used it against us and his own men on the battlefield,” Micha grumbled.

      “That's not possible,” William said nonchalantly. “The blueprints are with me at all times. Not a soul could have gotten to them unless I allowed it.”

      “Show them to me then,” Micha said. “We must know for sure.”

      William took his spear in both hands, lifted it high above his head, then brought it down across his knee breaking the spear shaft in half. He took one half of the broken spear and shook it until a rolled up piece of parchment fell to the ground. William reached down to retrieve the paper and handed it over to Micha. “I believe this is what you came here for.”

      Micha took the parchment paper from William and handed it over to Gawain, “Look this over, I have no idea how to read blueprints. I'm a warrior not a scholar.”

      “Being a warrior is more than just fighting an enemy, Micha,” he said, unrolling the parchment paper. Gawain walked over to the campfire and knelt down to use the flames as his source of light. He studied the paper for several minutes before standing back up.

      “Are they truly the blueprints in question?” Micha inquired.

      Gawain rolled the paper back up before placing it in the pouch on the side of his belt. “Those were truly the blueprints.”

      “But you do not look pleased.”

      “I'm not pleased with all.”

      “Why not?” Micha asked. “You have the blueprints, and this proves that William is not a traitor.”

      “None of this adds up.”

      “I think I might be able to help you understand the situation,” William interrupted.

      “Go on,” Gawain said.

      William tugged at his graying beard as he stared straight ahead with his stern eyes, “King Peregrine forgets that there were two others involved. His late father Cedric the King before him, along with the blacksmith Hinz, and myself.”

      “I do not know of a man named Hinz,” Micha said.

      “That is because this was before you were born, and even Peregrine himself was very young in age,” William answered.

      “Did my father know of this?”

      “Yes, though we only shared a little knowledge with him.”

      “That is why my father refused to listen.”

      “Angmar was always the stubborn one.”

      “My father did things his way, and his way only.” Micha swallowed back his true emotions.

      “Sorry to interrupt such a touching moment,” Gawain said. “We do have to get back and let King Peregrine know that the blueprints are still in your care.”

      “True, we need to hurry back to Wespington.”

      “Then let's not keep the good King waiting.” William smiled, but for some reason his words sounded cold and bitter.

      Back at the castle, King Peregrine was getting ready to send out his knights in search of Gawain and Micha, and also William. “Listen to me, my loyal knights. As you may know, Micha and Sir Gawain are on the hunt for William and have yet to return.

      The lands surrounding Wespington are filled with hidden dangers as many of you know. I need a few of my knights to go out and search the-” Before King Peregrine could finish his sentence, Gawain, Micha, and William came walking inside the room. Peregrine clapped his hands out of joy, “Thank the gods that you have returned.”

      “Don't thank the gods just yet,” Gawain said. “We may have William and the blueprints, but there is still a traitor among your ranks.”

      “Give me a minute to clear the room so we can talk in private,” King Peregrine said before turning to walk away. When the King returned it was all business from that point on. “William, please explain yourself.”

      “Forgive me King Peregrine, I haven't the slightest idea of what you are talking about,” William replied.

      “Tell me why you fled the city with the blueprints,” King Peregrine hissed.

      “I did not flee your majesty,” William said. “I was merely hunting, and wherever I go so do the blueprints.”

      “Why did you not destroy the blueprints like I asked of you so many years ago?” He stared impatiently waiting for a response from William. “Well?”

      He tugged at his beard nervously when he talked, as it was a way of keeping his himself calm, “Do you not realize that those blueprints tell of a way to make the weapon useless?”

      “That knowledge had eluded me,” King Peregrine said. “But that does not explain why you have kept them for all these years.”

      William took in a breath, “I knew these blueprints would one day be the key to our survival. But unless we weed out the traitor, another weapon will just be built over and over again.”

      “What do you suggest then?” King Peregrine questioned. “If you have not betrayed us then you must know who did.”

      “Your father has long since passed, and I am loyal to you and the people of Wespington,” William explained. “There is only one person it could be.”

      “Tell me who and I will have him thrown in the dungeons for treason against the crown!” King Peregrine fumed.

      “It won't be as simple as that,” William informed. “Blacksmith Hinz disappeared ages ago, and there is no knowledge to his whereabouts.”

      “Who is Hinz?” You could see the look of concern on the Kings face.

      “If I may speak,” Gawain interrupted.

      “You may.” Nodded Peregrine.

      Gawain pulled out his pipe and filled it with tobacco, “I know someone who can find this Hinz person if he truly exists.” He placed the bit of the pipe between his lips, using a flint this time to lite the chamber. “If you demand this done King Peregrine, then so shall it be,” Gawain said, blowing smoke from his mouth.

      “I demand this done right away!” King Peregrine commanded.

      “This will cost of course,” Gawain said, again blowing smoke from his mouth. “This person is very thorough and expects compensation for their efforts.”

      “Of course. Nothing in this world is free, so tell your friend they shall have whatever they wish if they succeed in their task.”

      “Good, that will surely make things go smoother for us. Now if you will excuse me, I shall take my leave.” He emptied the pipe and put it back in his pouch before leaving the throne room.

      “Is this such a good idea, Your Majesty?” William nervously asked, as if a dark secret would be brought to light.

      “I've known Sir Gawain for many years, William. The man has many demons to deal with. But I trust him with my life, and the life of my people, who at this very moment are depending on my protection.”

      “I also trust in Sir Gawain,” Micha said. “If not for him I wouldn't be standing before you.”

      “I truly hope you both are right in placing all your trust in that man,” William muttered.
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      King Edward had been locked away in the war room for days, barely coming out to eat or drink, unless it was his favorite wine offered to him. He had been desperately trying to figure out a way to defend the city of Drasal from the Dark Knights if they decided to descend upon them. His blade’s power returning still wasn't enough to protect his kingdom.

      His sickness had finally caught up to him, and he found himself ailing further and getting weaker by the day. With his chamberlain clamoring for more power, he felt as though the only person he could trust was his First Knight Alistair. That would prove to be King Edward’s most fatal mistake in not realizing how much his First Knight had changed.

      “King Edward,” a voice called out, then there was a knock at the door. Whoever this person was, they surely weren't going to give up. “Are you in there?”

      “Who dares to disturb me after I have given strict orders to leave me be?” King Edward barked.

      “It is I, Lord Alistair. There are some pressing matters that need to be discussed.”

      King Edward barely had the strength to stand, but still he had to show a strong front even if it was Alistair. “You may enter.” Edward stood to greet his knight when he walked into the room.

      “King Edward,” Alistair knelt down to show the King respect, even though he didn't mean it. He watched with a faint smile on his face as King Edward stumbled his way over to him. ‘Edward is weaker than ever, my time to act \is drawing near.’

      “None of that.” King Edward gave a weak smile. “Let's skip the formalities. Please explain what is so important that you had to interrupt me.”

      “I have something to show you at the Academy,” Alistair answered as he stood back up. “It concerns the Dark Knights.” He knew that anything involving the Dark Knights would draw the Kings ire, which in turn would make him follow Alistair to the ends of the earth if needs be.

      King Edward’s eyes burned with rage, and he felt some of the energy of old returning. “Lead the way.”

      “As you wish.” Alistair smirked.

      Alistair leads King Edward into the Academy, “What is it that you wanted to show me, Lord Alistair?” King Edward inquired.

      “You shall see soon enough, your Majesty.” Alistair hid his faint chuckle. He led King Edward into the meeting room where the Headmaster and others would usually meet to discuss what missions students should go on with their masters.

      Alistair and Caine had been using the room for other purposes. Ever since Caine had taken over as the new Headmaster of the Academy nothing had been the same. “Do you recognize what these are?” Alistair pointed to a large table at the center of the room.

      King Edward walked over and saw two pieces of a broken blade and a hilt laying on top. “I do not understand,” King Edward said. “What does this have to do with the Dark Knights?”

      “Why don't you take a closer look at what is before you.” Alistair laughed.

      King Edward looked closer at the hilt of the broken blade, and he gasped at seeing the symbol of a serpent coiled around it. “It cannot be!”

      “Oh, but it is.” Alistair's eyes grew wide, “And I only need two more pieces to complete it.”

      “How could you have found them? Better yet, how could you get past the trials?”

      “There are skilled warriors here at this Academy,” Alistair answered. “I have no need to tell you any more than that.”

      “I am still your King, or have you forgotten that?”

      Alistair chuckled, “You are but a weak and feeble old man, not even fit to be called a leader of men, or King for that matter.” He loathed the man that stood before him. “Do not worry though, once you are gone I shall lead the kingdom of Drasal. And show the other cities what true power really is. Thus a new world shall be born.”

      “With you as King.”

      “Exactly.”

      “When did my First Knight become such a tyrant?”

      “Tyrant?” Alistair smirked. “You have me all wrong, for I am a man of vision.”

      “You crave nothing more than power!” King Edward snarled. “The Alistair I know would never succumb to such greed, nor would he place his ego above all else.”

      “The Alistair you knew has gone.” He devilishly smiled. “And soon you will be at peace and rejoin your fallen comrades in the afterlife.” Alistair unsheathed the newly acquired blade that he had gotten from Baird's lifeless corpse.

      “Baird's blade,” Edward gasped. “He would rather die than let another touch that sword!”

      Alistair looked at the blade gleefully, “Baird did put up quite the fight.” He smiled, “In the end though I showed him mercy by ending his pathetic existence.”

      “How could you?” King Edward bellowed. “Baird treated you like a son.”

      “I grow tired of this conversation; let's say we finish this shall we?” Alistair said. “The time of preparation draws near, you see it won't be long before I have the last remaining pieces of the Reaper Blade. Too bad you won't be here to see it complete again.”

      King Edward had a look of sadness upon his face, “You intend to use the Reaper Blade to control the Dark Knights. And you need the King’s Defender to make those plans a reality.” He unsheathed his blade, glaring a hole through Alistair. “It saddens me that it has come to this.” King Edward looked away, ashamed of the man that stood in front of him. “I have no choice but to end you before you can unleash such evil into this world.” The king lunged at Alistair, trying to end the fight before it could even start.

      Alistair dodged the oncoming attack with ease, not even trying to attempt a counter-attack of his own. “Why don't you just give up and die with grace,” he smiled. “We shall give you a hero's funeral of the grandest scale; you will be able to keep your honor intact.”

      “There is no honor in lying down like a dog for scum like you,” King Edward said with pride swinging his blade through the air, barely missing Alistair's head.

      “I offer you a hero's death and this is how you thank me?” He was

      getting agitated with King Edward at that point. “You are no longer deserving of holding such power in your grasp,” he said looking at the King's Defender that Edward held tight in his hands.

      “I will show you why this blade chose me as its master.” King Edward used the King's Defender’s powers one last time. That choice meant giving his own life, but that was a sacrifice he was willing to make for his kingdom and for the world of Todrain. King Edward lifted the blade high above his head and started to chant, and as he did so the King’s Defender started to glow a bright blue.

      “May the gods have mercy on your dark soul.” He brought the blade down towards Alistair, but before he could finish the attack King Edward felt something cold pierce his back. The pain was so unbearable that it caused him to drop his sword. He felt the urge to keep fighting but his strength was leaving him.

      Caine walked up with his bow in hand, kicking King Edward to the floor from behind, “Shall I finish him off, Lord Alistair?”

      “Not yet,” he said. “I want him to realize that he has failed before he dies.” He knelt and retrieved the King's Defender for his own. Now he was standing looking down at King Edward. “You look surprised and yet confused all at the same time.” He grinned from ear to ear.

      “Did you already poison Caine's mind as well?”

      “Nobody poisoned my mind,” Caine answered. “I chose my path a long time ago.”

      “Does that not hurt to know that Caine chose me over his King?” Alistair laughed.

      “Can we just finish this already,” Caine hissed. “I have some important matters to attend to.”

      “Kill me if you wish.” King Edward started to laugh, “Your fates shall be worse than my own.

      Alistair swung the blade down, not once, not twice, but three times, cutting King Edward’s head from his shoulders, “His words were getting old to me.” He shrugged, turning his attention back to Caine. Alistair showed no emotion for killing the man he had once called friend and King. “Do you have any word as of yet on Gawain and his students?”

      “There was news that they were in the same area that a powerful weapon was used in between two warring kingdoms.”

      “Did they survive?”

      “Not sure,” Caine shrugged. “That's all the scouts know as of now.”

      “What kind of weapon?” Alistair asked, sheathing the King's Defender as his own like he had done with Baird's sword.

      “It was the Reaper Cannon.”

      “Seems King Adan finally got his hands on the weapon he desired most.”

      “So it would seem,” Caine said.

      “Send a messenger to Odrela. I would like a word with King Adan.”

      “As you wish my lord.” Caine bowed. He looked down at the headless body of King Edward. “What do we do with him?”

      “Feed the body to the war dogs.”

      “What about the hero's funeral?” Caine laughed.

      “Is that not a grand funeral for such a weak and feeble man?”

      “The dogs are especially hungry today, it won't take them long to devour the corpse.”

      “Good. I shall leave you to it then.” Alistair smirked. “Before I go, I would like for you to have this.” He reached out to hand over Baird's sword to Caine. “Now that I am going to be King, I need a First Knight of my own. That position now belongs to you.”

      Caine humbly accepted Alistair's gift. “Thank you, King Alistair. It is an honor to serve you.” He smiled in return. “One last thing though, what shall we do about the Academy? Now that I am your First Knight, we will need a new Headmaster.”

      “Hmm.” Alistair rubbed his chin as he thought deeply about the situation. “Let us not act until the others return with the last pieces of the Reaper Blade, then shall we decide the fate of the Academy.”

      Caine sheathed his new trophy and smiled happily; he was now a knight and a first knight at that. “I shall take care of what is before me first and foremost. Just let me know when the time to act is near, and remember I am always at your disposal, King Alistair.”

      Before Alistair walked off he had one more job for Caine to take care of, “Lord Caine, announce to the people of Drasal that a new King will be crowned tomorrow night,” he said. “Tell them all are invited to the crowning.”

      “That sounds delightful.” Caine bowed before his new King.
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            Time To Destroy The Reaper Cannon

          

        

      

    

    
      King Peregrine was sitting at the head of the table in the war room, and joining him were Gawain, Micha, and William. Unlike last time, Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich were there as well. “Seeing how everyone is here, let the meeting on how to deal with the Reaper Cannon begin.” King Peregrine announced. “Who would like to speak first? Speak freely and be honest with your thoughts.”

      “If I may, Your Majesty,” Micha said. King Peregrine nodded his approval for Micha to speak, “I believe we should assemble the Knights Of Wespington and storm the city of Odrela. When we make it inside, and we will, we can destroy the enemies’ weapon for good then deal with King Adan in the process.”

      “I'm afraid that such a feat cannot be accomplished,” King Peregrine informed.

      “Why is that, Your Majesty?”

      “I've lost over half my knights on the battlefield,” King Peregrine said. “If I send out the rest of them to storm a city, then there will be none here to protect the people of Wespington.”

      “Damn,” Micha muttered.

      “I believe I may have a suggestion,” Gawain interrupted.

      “Go on,” King Peregrine responded.

      “I say we sneak into the city of Odrela and destroy the cannon ourselves,” Gawain proposed. “King Adan would never expect such a brazen move.”

      “Would that not be suicide?” Micha grumbled.

      “Could be,” Gawain answered. “On the other hand, it could possibly work in our favor.”

      “Who would even go with you?” Micha questioned. “What you speak of would be pure madness.”

      Leon slammed his hands down on the table, “Who are you to question Master Gawain, if not for him you would not be here.”

      “Hey, let's get the story straight here,” Ulrich butted in. “If it wasn't for me, the old man and Micha would both have perished.”

      “That is quite enough!” Gawain demanded. “This is neither the time nor the place for such childish antics.”

      “It's quite alright.” King Peregrine laughed,. “It is good to know that your students think so highly of you, as do I.” He looked around the table with a keen eye, and it didn't take him long to notice just how quiet William had become, which wasn't like him. “What say you, William? You have yet to give an opinion of your own.”

      William looked up at King Peregrine with a hint of desperation in his eyes. “It's madness, yes it's even a suicide mission.” He smiled. “But I like it, and I'm going along with them.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” Micha gasped.

      “I have my reasons.”

      “What say you, Micha?” King Peregrine inquired. “If I allow this to happen, will you aid them?”

      “I don't exactly agree with this craziness, but I shall go none the less.”

      King Peregrine looked at everyone at the table and gave a heartfelt smile, “Then it has been settled,” he said. “This mission is for the people of Wespington, their lives are in your hands. Please destroy the cannon and then the blueprints, but most of all, come back to us safely.”

      That night all the preparations were made for their departure; horses were readied and Gawain, Leon, Micha, William, and Ulrich rode off towards the city of Odrela. It was a long ride, and rain pelted the ground, which added to the darkness of the night. The only light source they had was a small orb that Gawain had made using magic, like he had before.

      “Let us stop here.” William held up his hand, signaling for the group to stop their horses.

      “What is it?” Gawain asked as he rode up beside William.

      There was a faint glow of light up ahead of them, “Do you see that?” He asked. “That glow is from all the torches lit at night in Odrela,” William answered.

      “We have reached our destination then, correct?”

      William dismounted from his horse and gathered up his shield and spear, “That we are,” he replied without looking back.

      “What is going on?” Micha asked after dismounting from his horse. “And why do you gather your weapons, William?”

      William strapped his shield and spear upon his back and sheathed a knife to his belt just in case. “We walk from here,” he said, walking past Micha. Gawain had already tossed his light armor to the side, wearing only his pants and tunic, with his cape strapped to his shoulders and his sword hidden underneath.

      “Why have you tossed your light armor, Master Gawain?” Leon inquired, turning to see that Ulrich had done the same. “You too?”

      “This light armor is old, and it seems to slow me down,” Ulrich said.

      “What Ulrich is trying to say is that the silver from the light armor will be easy to spot. It would be wise to just dispose of the armor for the time being,” Gawain explained.

      “That makes sense.”

      “Would it not be wise to keep the horses?” Micha interrupted.

      

      “Do you expect they will just let us ride into the city?” said William.

      “But we need the horses, do we not?”

      “There is no need to worry about the horses, Micha,” William responded. “I trained them myself, the steeds will not run away. Gather your things and remove your armor, it will not aid you in being stealthy.”

      They quietly walked through the darkness of the night without the aid of Gawain's orb. It was hard to see, and sometimes they had to crawl on the ground so as not to be spotted by the guards walking along the stone wall that protected the city from outsiders.

      “How do we get inside?” Gawain whispered, crouching up against the stone wall. William was feeling around the stone wall with the tips of his fingers, paying attention to nothing more. “William, how do we get inside?” Gawain asked again.

      “It's here somewhere, just be patient.” William was pushing on each individual stone until one shifted slightly. “This is how we shall enter the city.” He pushed on a few more stones until part of the wall crumbled to the ground.

      “How did you know of such a secret?” Gawain looked at him curiously.

      William quietly laughed. “I have many secrets.” He turned and walked through the passage and motioned for everyone else to do the same. When they stepped through, not only did they find themselves inside the city, they were only a few feet away from the castle of Odrela.

      “This was unexpected,” Ulrich muttered.

      “You sound disappointed,” Gawain whispered.

      “I was at least hoping for a fight.”

      Ellyn nudged Ulrich, “Do you want us to be killed or thrown in the dungeons?” she whispered.

      “I don't want that to happen,” he whispered back. “I was just hoping for a little fun.”

      William overheard the conversation between Ellyn and Ulrich. “Don't you worry about that young one, there will be plenty of fun to be had inside the castle.”

      Gawain was surveying the area to take in his surroundings, “How do you suppose we get inside?”

      William motioned towards the castle, “Soon they will drop the drawbridge and a scouting team will come out. When that happens we get the drop on them. We take their armor for ourselves, and walk inside the castle unnoticed,” he explained.

      “What about Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich?” Gawain asked. “How do we get them inside unnoticed?”

      “They shall be our prisoners.”

      The drawbridge began to lower, then the soldiers came walking out of the castle yard and across the drawbridge. With swiftness the three men got the drop on the soldiers. They hacked, stabbed, and slashed with their knives, dropping them quickly. After they had acquired the armor of the soldiers, William furthered his plans on getting into the castle. “Okay young ones, to make this work you will need to hand over your weapons,” he explained. “This will help us get by the guards inside the castle.”

      “I don't like this,” Ulrich voiced his frustrations as he was handing over his sword and bow to William.

      “It's not like he's going to keep them,” Ellyn giggled.

      “Knock it off you two,” Gawain barked. “This is no time for childish banter, we have a mission to accomplish, remember that.”

      “I'm sorry, Gawain,” Ellyn frowned.

      “Don't let the old man get to you,” Ulrich whispered. “He's just grumpy, that's what happens when you get old.” That remark made her crack a faint smile. “That's better,” he smiled back at her. Ellyn was the only person that could make Ulrich smile these days. Even though his heart was filled with hate and rage, she had a way of bringing out his good side.

      “If you two are done flirting with each other, maybe we can get inside the castle before they close the drawbridge,” Leon grumbled, walking in between them.

      “The young man here is right,” William said. “We need to hurry along.”

      “Make this look as believable as possible.” Gawain shoved Leon forward, “Move scum!” William did the same to Ulrich. It took Micah sometime because it was Ellyn that he had to be rough with and that didn't sit right with him. But with a little encouragement, he finally joined in on the act and shoved Ellyn onto the drawbridge.

      “I'm sorry, Miss Ellyn,” Micha whispered.

      Ellyn turned ever so slightly, “You've done nothing to apologize for, this is just a ruse to get us inside the castle yard,” she whispered back. Micha nodded and cracked a faint smile which could not be seen underneath the helmet.

      “Master Gawain. When we get inside the castle yard, push me to the ground and make it believable.” Leon whispered making sure not to look back. If he gave off the slightest notion that he knew the man in the armor pushing him around, it could very well spell the end for them all. When Leon was across the drawbridge Gawain shoved him to the ground with some extra force. As Leon lay on the ground he pretended to cry, which gave the signal to Ulrich that it was time to get involved.

      “What in the hell was that for?” Ulrich shouted.

      William was quick to join in the ruse by kicking Ulrich to the ground beside Leon. “Shut ya mouth ya thieving little brat.”

      One of the castle guards walked up, “What is going on over here?”

      When Ulrich tried to get up William put his boot across his chest to hold him down, “These little heathens were caught stealing from one of the peddlers in the town square. Not only that it was swords and shields that they had tried to take.”

      The castle guard pushed William to the side and reached down to take hold of Ulrich pulling him to his feet. “Tell me, child, why were you taking weapons from the peddler?” Ulrich wanted to push the guard's temper as far as he could by not answering. “Tell me.”

      He grabbed Ulrich by the hair and pulled his head back, placing a knife to his throat. “I shall not ask you again boy.” He pressed the knife harder to Ulrich's throat, causing blood to trickle down his neck. William grabbed the guard's wrist, pulling the knife away from the young boy's neck, “What do you think you are doing soldier, remember who the captain is here.”

      “Keeping you from making a grave mistake,” William answered, refusing to let go of the man's wrist. “If you kill this boy without King Adan getting his chance to have him questioned by his executioner, your head shall surely be put on the chopping block,” he warned.

      The captain of the guards pulled himself free from William's grasp, “Then take him and the others to the dungeons, I shall inform King Adan of what has transpired.” He pushed William back. “After this is all said and done, I shall deal with you later, soldier.”

      The man turned and walked towards the castle doors motioning for them to follow. As they walked Gawain made sure to survey the surrounding area, plotting the best course for escape when they had succeeded with the task at hand. Moments later they found themselves inside the castle of Odrela.

      The walls were made from large stones that were smoothed and shined by the castle keep, and the floors were made from granite. From the walls hung paintings of kings from old, many of whom Gawain had heard of and William had faced in battle. “Follow me.” The man said, leading them down a narrow hallway that had different suits of armor, all holding different weapons.

      “Where are you taking us?” Leon hissed.

      The captain of the guard turned and struck Leon upon his face, “Thieves are not allowed to speak,” he spat. Gawain fought the urge not to kill the man where he stood for striking Leon. It took all he had to suppress his anger. The man turned towards a wooden door that stood to his right. He pulled out a skeleton key that was hidden within his armor, and placing the key in the keyhole, he turned it and the door opened.

      On the other side was a steep stairwell that led straight down into the darkness. The captain grabbed one of the torches from off the wall and led them down the stairs. The stairs twisted and turned under their feet as they slowly descended into the castle’s depths. What waited for them at the bottom of the steps was the dungeon.

      It was dimly lit and smelled of urine and feces. Both sides of the room were filled with nothing more than individual prison cells. “Stop here,” he said. Then the man proceeded to unlock one of the cell doors using the same skeleton key that he had used before. “Throw the thieves inside,” he demanded.

      “I am afraid that we cannot do as you demand,” Gawain intervened.

      “What was that?” The captain hissed. Gawain removed his helmet revealing his face, “You are not one of my soldiers,” the man gasped, placing his hand on the hilt of his blade.

      Before the man could draw his blade Gawain hit him across the face with the helmet that he was holding in his hand. Then in a flash Ulrich took his sword from William and ran his blade through the guard’s back, killing him instantly. “What did you do that for?” Gawain grumbled.

      “He deserved it.” Ulrich spat on the fallen man's body before wiping the blood from his blade, sheathing it back to his waist. “Besides, if he had lived someone would have eventually heard him screaming down here, and our cover would be blown.”

      William turned to face Gawain, “The boy speaks the truth, even if he went about it the wrong way.”

      “These are my students, William,” Gawain said. “Do not tell me what is wrong and right.”

      “Of course.” William nodded, “My apologies.”

      Leon noticed the skeleton key lying beside the lifeless body and bent down to pick it up, “What are you doing child?” Micha asked.

      Leon stood back up showing Micha the key, “I have an idea.” When he walked out of the cell he stopped at the next and placed the key in the lock.

      “Do not open that cell door,” Micha told him.

      “Why not?”

      “You have no idea what kind of criminals could be on the other side.”

      Leon turned his attention back towards the door, “True, but I bet they will be willing to help us out to obtain their freedom,” he said without looking back. With a turn of the key, the lock clicked and he pushed the door open. Inside the cell were three scraggly looking men, they were skinny and frail looking. But the fire for vengeance still burned bright in their eyes.

      “Come to torture more information out of us,” one of them hissed.

      “I am here to offer you a deal, for your freedom.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “Don't trust them, Thomas,” the other said. “Three wear the armor of the enemy.”

      “Calm yourself, Geoffrey,” Thomas replied. “He does have a point though - if you are not a part of the castle guard why do the ones with you still wear the armor?”

      William removed his helmet reviling his face to the men, “Trust me my friends, we are not a part of the castle guard. My companions and I are here to destroy a certain cannon that King Adan possesses,” he explained.

      Micha took off his helmet and threw it to the floor, “Would castle guards take off their helmets to show prisoners respect?”

      “They would not dare do such a thing, to them we are nothing more than scum,” Thomas answered.

      “Now do you believe me?” Leon asked.

      “It would seem that we do not have a choice.”

      Geoffrey grabbed at Thomas's arm, “You cannot put your trust in these people.”

      Thomas placed a hand on Geoffrey's shoulder, “Either we take the deal and maybe taste freedom once more. Or we stay here and end up like him.” He looked over at the other man in the cell with them. Whoever he once was, he had already been tortured to the point of madness and was no use to anyone.

      Geoffrey nodded, “I understand.” He looked over at Leon. “What would you have us do?”

      “Take this key, open all the doors to the dungeons and let the prisoners out. Give them an option to fight with you or stay in their cells, then storm the castle. That should give us the distraction we need to make our way through the castle,” Leon explained.

      “You plan to use us to lead the castle guard away from you?” Thomas said. “Is that what you are saying?”

      “That's the plan,” Leon replied. He held the key out for Thomas to take, “What shall it be?”

      “And if we refuse?” Geoffrey asked.

      Leon lowered his head, he didn't like what he was about to say next but this was not something he could give a choice on. He took a deep breath and looked back up at the men that stood before him, “If you refuse, we leave and the door will be shut behind us. And you shall stay a prisoner until the king has you executed.” Leon held out the key once more, “That is all I offer.”

      Thomas grabbed the key from Leon, “I cannot promise you much, but we will do what we can.” He held out his hand and Leon took hold of his wrist.

      “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. It's been far too long since we tasted fresh air, even if it may be our last.”

      “Hell with the air,” Geoffrey interrupted. “I long for the thrill of the battle, to spill enemy blood once again.”

      “Only if we have no other choice, Geoffrey,” Thomas scowled. “Remember we are still weak from starvation, and we have no blades to fight with.”

      Gawain handed over the sword that he had taken from the fallen soldier from earlier, “Take this. I'm sure it will aid you in your endeavor.”

      William did the same for Geoffrey, “Aye, you need these more than we do.”

      “What of you?” Thomas asked.

      “Do not worry about us, we are still heavily armed,” Gawain answered. “These are the blades we stole from the scouts outside the castle.”

      “There is also an armory above us, I'm almost certain that key you hold will give you access inside,” William informed them.

      The men gave their thanks before sneaking out of the cell. They could be heard going to each prison cell door opening them one at a time, then all was silent. “You could have handled things differently, Leon.” Gawain's words broke the silence that filled the room. “I did not teach you to be so ruthless.”

      “I did what was necessary.”

      “It is not necessary to gamble with the lives of others.”

      “Lay off him,” Ulrich barked. “If not for Leon we wouldn't have this chance to destroy the Reaper Cannon.” He slapped Leon on the shoulder, “You should be thanking him.”

      Gawain's eyes were filled with rage, “Keep out of this,” he demanded. “This does not concern you.”

      “He is my friend.” Ulrich snarled. “Do not stand there and tell me what is of my concern.”

      “I've watched you do the same, Master Gawain,” Leon quietly muttered.

      “Speak up young one, let your words be heard.”

      Leon looked at Gawain with tears welling up in his eyes, “I have watched you make the same deal with others. You have even decided who lives and who dies, is that not even worse than what I have done?” Anger was building up inside of him, and he clenched his fist tight trying to hold it back. But the two were interrupted by shouting above them, along with the scuffling of feet.

      “Sound the bell, the prisoners have escaped!” Seconds later the bell tolls were echoing throughout the castle.

      “The two of you will have to save that conversation for another time,” William interrupted. “I believe that is the sign for us to go.”

      “We don't even know where to go,” Ellyn said.

      “To the throne room,” a voice whispered from the darkness.

      “Who's there?” William grumbled.

      “Just a friend,” the voice whispered again.

      William drew his blade, “Friends do not stay hidden in the shadows,” he said.

      “Lower your blade William, there is no need to be alarmed,” Gawain said. “You've had your fun, Shadow. Please show yourself and explain what you have found out.” Shadow slowly walked out of the darkness, and the light from the torches flickered off the dark armor that she was now wearing. She also had throwing knives strapped around her waist, and her face was still covered. “That's a different look for you.”

      “A castle that is heavily guarded such as this has to be approached in a different manner.

      “Prepared as always,” Gawain smirked. There wasn't much known about Shadow accept the fact she was a female, and very good at acquiring information. The fact that she could best most men in a fight and was very skilled with any type of blade always had Gawain wondering where she hailed from, and how she acquired such useful skills. “What shall we find in the throne room?”

      “Go behind King Adan's throne, there is a switch on the floor, press it and a trap door will appear,” Shadow explained. “You shall find the weapon you seek on the other side.” Like always, before any could ask another question she was gone, disappeared back into the darkness.

      Gawain turned his attention back to the others and smiled before walking out of the prison cell. At the top of the stairs, the commotion on the other side seemed to be even louder, “It would seem as though some of the prisoners have decided to stay and fight,” William whispered to Gawain.

      “It would seem so,” Gawain quietly replied. “Let me take a look and see if there are any soldiers lying in wait.” He peeked his head out the door, and he could see that the only soldiers around were the ones that lay dead on the floor. ‘This is no doubt Shadow's doing’, he thought.

      “What do you see?”

      “Only a few soldiers and they lay dead on the stone floor.”

      “Then let us make haste while we have the chance.”

      Gawain gave a slight nod, “I shall go first to make sure there are no other guards close by.” William didn't respond; instead, he gave a hand signal to Gawain that he understood. Gawain, like the stealthy man he was, slowly crept out of the door. He was swift with every movement of his body and William watched closely, not once taking his eyes off the man.

      He used the walls and the suits of armor to his advantage, sliding along the walls hiding behind the empty shells of armor, staying out of sight. ‘This man could cause me some unwanted problems’, William thought to himself. Then a noise along with moving shadows caught Gawain's attention. Two castle guards were making their way towards his direction. The sounds of fleeting feet could be heard getting closer and closer to where he stood pressed against the wall. When William heard the footsteps he went to intervene, but Leon was quick to grab his arm.

      “Release me at once.”

      “If you go out there now you will cause an unwanted commotion,” Leon said. “Master Gawain has everything under control, have faith.”

      William calmed himself after Leon released his arm, “Let's hope you have not misplaced your trust in this man.”

      Leon peeked out the door, “Watch for yourself, then you shall understand why he is a master at the Academy.”

      Gawain slithered behind the next empty shell of armor to hide his presence from the oncoming guards. When the armor wearing men had walked past, he pulled a knife from his belt and slowly maneuvered out from where he had been hiding. Without making even the slightest of noise he positioned himself to attack.

      And with cat-like reflexes he pounced, wrapping his arm around one of the men's necks, snapping it with a crunch of a bone. The other guard quickly reached for the hilt of his blade. But Gawain threw his knife, and it landed flush in the guard's neck. The man gurgled his own blood as he tried to scream for help, but no words could be heard as he fell to the floor.

      William watched the skills that Gawain had shown, he was in awe over what he had witnessed. “This man that you call Master Gawain, is truly something else.”

      “Did I not tell you so? Master Gawain can handle any situation he finds himself in.”

      “Indeed.”

      Gawain stood there stone-faced, looking down at the men that he had just disposed of. ‘Leon was right about me, I do make the decision to kill when it is necessary’. He looked up and over at the door where William and the others stayed hidden. “You can come out now, I don't believe we shall be bothered again anytime soon.”

      It wasn't long before they had found themselves standing outside the King's throne room. Gawain was the first to make his way inside, followed by his students and Ellyn, then William brought up the rear. With haste they looked for the switch that Shadow had spoken of, but could not find it. Gawain was so caught up in the search that he hadn't noticed William standing over his shoulder. Out of instinct he drew his sword and spun around, only to see William there studying his every move.

      “No need for that.” William held up his hands, “I did not mean to startle you.”

      Gawain sheathed his blade back to his side, “Next time let me know when you stand behind me or something bad might happen.”

      “Any luck finding the switch?”

      “No such luck.”

      “Do you think your informant gave you false information?”

      “Shadow is one of the best at what she does, I believe in her words.”

      “Have you found the switch?” Ulrich shouted from the other side of the room.

      “No,” Gawain answered. “And you?”

      “Not yet.”

      Leon was also looking over the stone floor near where Master Gawain stood conversing. Unlike him, Leon had seen certain symbols carved into four different stones. “You have been standing on the switch the whole time.”

      “What was that?” William said.

      “Look down at the stones beneath your feet,” Leon answered. “Notice anything that differs between them and the others?”

      “These have carvings upon them.” Gawain's eyes grew wide with excitement. “Very keen eye there young Leon.” He looked at William, “If you don't mind, would you please step back. I know what to do with these compression plates.” He stared at the four symbols that were on the floor before him.

      One was a symbol of what looked to be a wolf, while the stone to the left had a dagger with a snake coiled around it which he realized was the symbol of the Dark Ones. The stone to the right had a carving of King Adan's crown upon it, or so he guessed. Lastly, the stone that was closest to his feet had the sun and moon intertwined carved upon it. This symbol he was unfamiliar with, but seeing it somehow made his blood run cold. “I have to press the plates in a certain order to open the secret passage,” Gawain muttered to himself.

      He looked around the throne room, ‘What happens if I press them in the wrong order? I doubt that I will want to find out.’ “I need all of you to get as far away from me as possible,” he informed them. “There is no telling what shall happen when I press the stone plates.”

      Gawain studied the carvings on the stone floor closer and painted a picture in his mind of what each could mean to King Adan. Then like a puzzle he put all the pieces together. “I hope I'm right about this.” He reached out his foot and stepped on the stone plate with the crown carved on it, and he heard click like a door being unlocked.

      He breathed a sigh of relief that a trap was not activated, which meant that he was right in his belief so far. Taking a deep breath, he steadied his nerves before pressing the stone plate with the carving of the wolf upon it. Again another click could be heard echoing throughout the throne room, as another lock was released. Gawain wiped the sweat from his brow and pressed the carving of the knife with the snake coiled around it, and again another lock released. There was only one plate left, but Gawain was feeling reluctant to press it.

      “What are you waiting for?” William questioned. “Press the last stone plate and open the secret passage, we are running out of time.”

      “Something is amiss,” Gawain mumbled. “I feel it in my gut.”

      “Just press it.” William grunted.

      Gawain shook his head, “This is too easy.”

      “Then what shall we do?”

      Gawain shot William a look of frustration, “Give me time to think this through.” He looked the throne room over from top to bottom. Since Gawain knew what he was looking for this time, it was easier for him to find other symbols. There was a tiny problem; none of the symbols matched anything that he had pressed so far. “I knew it.” Gawain slammed his fist into his hand. “When you think you've figured the riddle out, it draws you into a false sense of security.”

      “I grow tired of these games,” Ulrich groaned. “We are lucky that the castle guards have yet to come back and kill us all.” The young man removed his bow from his back, reached into his quiver to remove an arrow, and pulled back the string, holding it steady.

      “Ulrich, why do you aim an arrow at me?” Gawain nervously asked.

      “Boy, you best put down your weapon,” William warned.

      “This is no time for games, Ulrich.” William reached his hand for the hilt of his blade, getting ready to strike the boy down. “Stand down William, he's not going to do anything stupid.”

      Ulrich released the arrow and sent it flying through the air; it went humming by Gawain's ear missing him by inches and hit the back of the throne. A clicking noise was heard yet again as another lock was released. When Gawain turned he saw the arrow had hit a symbol almost like the ones on the floor, “Damn that kid for always showing off,” he hissed. “One day he's going to get himself killed.”

      “What, no thank you?” Ulrich smirked. Neither Gawain nor William found his actions or his remark to be funny. “No sense of humor I see.”

      “Why did you do that?” Ellyn whispered. “Would it not have been easier to tell Gawain that there was a symbol on the back of the throne where King Adan sits?”

      “Where is the fun in that?”

      William released his grip from the hilt of his sword, “Damn kid,” he muttered under his breath.

      Leon said not a word; he watched what Ulrich had done. This was a side of him that he was not used to seeing. The Ulrich he knew was kind at heart and full of honor and pride that would outshine most knights. But something had changed in his friend. The light that burned bright had now faded, and hate and rage had taken its place. Darkness brewed in him now.

      ‘This is all that Caine guy’s fault, ever since Ulrich has been training with him he's become hateful and nasty. Not only that, but he has been using Dark Arts in the heat of battle. Which seems to be leading him down an even darker path.’ Leon was deep in thought until he heard the last lock being released.

      Gawain stepped on what he thought was the last remaining piece to the puzzle. And he was right with his belief, as wall before them started to tremble and slide away, revealing the secret passage that they had been searching for. Gawain, like always, took the first steps inside the passage, it was enshrouded by darkness. He found that he couldn't summon another orb as a light source, as he did not have the strength in him to do so.

      It takes a lot out of someone who does not use magic as often as a Mage, but then Gawain remembered that he took a torch from the dungeon just in case. He reached into his bag that he kept tied on his belt and pulled out a flint. Holding the torch close to the wall he hit the flint against the stones causing sparks to fly until the torch was lit. The light from the torch lit up the passageway, and they could see it was a long, narrow tunnel. “I hate tunnels,” he muttered before walking on. At the end of the deceptively long tunnel was a large open area, and at the center was the Reaper Cannon.

      “So this is the Reaper Cannon,” Micha said, staring at the large metal object that towered over them.

      “That's it.” William smiled.

      “Shouldn't we quit gawking and just destroy the blasted thing,” Leon interrupted.

      Ulrich, on the other hand, walked around the cannon smiling excitedly, “Why destroy such a magnificent weapon,” he said. “Could you imagine what this could do for our kingdom if we brought it back in one piece?”

      “This cannon is too dangerous for anyone to control!” Gawain barked. “Let alone the likes of Alistair and Caine.”

      “That's Lord Alistair, and Headmaster Caine to you old man,” Ulrich responded with a look of anger. “Learn to have some respect for your superiors.”

      “Tell me, William. How do we destroy this thing?” Gawain asked, ignoring Ulrich.

      William pulled out the blueprints, “Move the torch a little closer, my eyes aren't what they used to be you know.” Gawain leaned the torch in closer, and William yanked it out of his hands. Out of instinct Gawain tried to take the torch back, but William swung the flame of the torch at his face, causing him to take a step backward. “Don't even think about it.” William held the blueprints over the flame, setting the parchment paper ablaze.

      “What have you done, William?” Micha gasped.

      “What is necessary,” William answered. Leon had his hand on the hilt of his blade, readying himself to draw upon the man. “I wouldn't do that if I were you, young one,” William barked. “If you even try, then I shall be forced to kill your precious master.” He threw the burning blueprints to the ground. “Now that the blueprints have been taken care of, all that is left is the five of you.”

      “Why?” Micha shouted. “You were my father’s best friend, it was you who taught me to fight for honor instead of greed. If not for you I would have never become a soldier, or joined the rank of the knights.” Micha couldn't understand why William was doing such things and he wanted answers. “Why would you betray King Peregrine and the people of Wespington? Tell me!”

      William laughed at his innocence, “You are still young yet, and do not understand the way of the world.”

      Micha looked at William with disgust, “Then explain it to me.”

      “I don't owe you or anyone else an explanation for my actions.”

      “Words of a coward,” Micha spat.

      “I am no coward, you foolish boy.” William snorted. “My son was killed long ago on the battlefield, I wanted revenge. But your great King Peregrine decided that peace would be the best course of action. I was his loyal subject for many a year.

      When I needed his aid he spat in my face, and declared a peace treaty just to spite me,” he explained. “Not long after my wife died of a broken heart and I was left alone with nothing but my grief. It was then I decided to leave the castle and live on my own so I could plot my revenge against King Peregrine and King Adan. The only thing I regret is your father dying, as that was not my intention.”

      “If you had the blueprints the whole time, then how did King Adan build the Reaper Cannon?” Gawain interrupted, curious about how William managed this on his own.

      “King Adan didn't build the cannon,” William grinned. “I sold him the one that King Peregrine had ordered me to destroy.”

      “And what of Hinz the blacksmith?” Micha interrupted.

      “Killed by his hand,” Gawain answered in William's place.

      “No doubt that friend of yours told you of this,” William hissed.

      “When I need information I know who to turn to.” Gawain smirked.

      “Then yes, I killed him, and feed his body to the wolves,” William laughed. “But in my defense, it had to be done, as I couldn't let him live knowing the secrets to the Reaper Cannon.”

      Gawain ran his fingers through his hair, not once taking his eyes off William. “You sold the cannon to King Adan knowing full well he would use it at some point. When he broke the treaty you took advantage and whispered into the ear of King Peregrine. to declare an all-out war on the kingdom of Odrela. But you didn't foresee outsiders interfering, or Micha making it back alive for that matter. Am I correct?”

      William nodded, “Smart man you are,” he smirked. “It was a bit of snag in my plans, but I quickly came up with a new strategy. That's what a war strategist does of course. I will destroy the cannon myself, and become a hero until I can find another way to get my revenge. It shall be bittersweet, but unfortunately for you I will be the only one making it back alive.” In that instant, Gawain started to chuckle. “Odd that you would laugh when you are about to die.”

      “William, William, William,” Gawain laughed. “Does you think you are the only smart one here? When in fact I knew you were a traitor from the moment we found you out in the woods. The only reason I didn't kill you then, or have King Peregrine throw your sorry ass in the dungeons, was because I needed you to get us this far. Get us to the cannon so I could destroy it on my own.”

      “Destroy the cannon on your own you say,” William mocked. “How are you going to do that without the blueprints?”

      Gawain reached into his bag and pulled out a rolled up piece of parchment paper. “Are you talking about these blueprints?”

      “That cannot be, I burned the blueprints. How could you possibly have them?”

      Gawain smiled again at seeing the look of shock on William's face, “The blueprints you burned were fake. That night out in the woods when you let me look them over, I switched them,” he explained. “I think the time for talk is over. Give yourself up and throw your spear and shield to the ground, or you don't make out of here alive.”

      William, blinded by anger, went mad. If he was going to die he was going to kill the person responsible for stopping his plans for vengeance. “If I die then so shall you.” He went to draw back his spear but Ellyn had already positioned herself behind him. When he went to lunge forward, Ellyn ran her blade straight through his back. It tore through William's skin, breaking bones as it ripped through the front of his chest. William turned his head slightly to face his attacker, “To think I would be brought to my end by a mere girl,” he muttered, before falling to his knees.

      Micha looked down upon William without any signs of emotion, “I hope my father can forgive you when he sees you in the afterlife.” He unsheathed his father's sword. “Because I will never forgive a traitor like you in this one.” Micha swung the blade, cutting William's head from his shoulders. “My father has been avenged,” he whispered, wiping the blood from the blade and sheathing it back to his waist.

      “I am truly sorry that you had to lose William as well,” Gawain said, patting Micha on the back.

      Micha turned his head ever so slightly and smiled. “Thank you Sir Gawain, but I lost him a long time ago. This man that is dead before me is not William, and never will be.”

      “Well said, now let's do what we came here to do.” He unrolled the blueprints, looking them over. “Well, this is unexpected.”

      “Sir Gawain?” Micha said. Gawain walked past Micha and over to the cannon, he was whispering incoherent words to himself as well. “Master Gawain?” Micha called to him. “Can we destroy this thing or not?”

      “I cannot believe what breathes life into this abomination” Gawain said, ignoring all else.

      Leon approached Master Gawain next, “Can we destroy this thing, or not?” He stuttered.

      “Found it!” Gawain bellowed.

      “Found what?” Leon jumped, forgetting his question from before.

      Gawain took his knife from his belt and pried a wooden plank from off the side of the cannon. Reaching his hand into the hollow opening, it seemed as though he was searching for something. He didn't say a word to anyone as he performed these actions. Gawain stretched his arm ever further until his shoulder touched the cannon itself. He ran his hand around every corner until his fingertips made contact with something cold and metallic. “I believe I have found what I am looking for.”

      “Will you not tell us what that is?” Micha questioned.

      Gawain was still refusing to give answers, and wrapped his fingers around the unknown object. He gripped it tightly in the palm of his hand, giving it a hearty tug. “By the gods, this thing is hard to remove,” he exclaimed. He readied himself and pulled on the object once again. This time it cut through his plated gloves and into his skin causing him to remove his hand hurriedly.

      “Are you alright, Master Gawain?” Leon questioned with a look of worry.

      “No need to worry, Leon,” Gawain chuckled. “I will be just fine.” He took off his glove, showing a small gash on his hand that was bleeding out. “Miss Ellyn, could you please tend to my wound?”

      “Of course, Sir Gawain.” She took some cloth out her pouch that she had carried around with her, wrapping it around his hand snugly. “When we get back to Wespington, you will need a healer to treat that cut. We don't want an infection to spread.”

      “Will you at least tell us what it is you seek in that cannon?” Micha questioned.

      “It's something that breathes life into the weapon itself, and without it the cannon is useless,” Gawain finally answered.

      “Why didn't you just say so, I'm sure one of us can get-”

      “Move out of the way,” Ulrich grumbled, as he walked in between Ellyn and Gawain, not even giving Micha the chance to finish his words.

      “What do you think you're doing?” Gawain snarled, trying to block the path between Ulrich and the cannon.

      “I am going to retrieve the piece of the legendary blade from within the cannon.”

      ‘How did he know of that? I myself did not even know until I had looked over the blueprints more closely, and yet I told not a soul.’ He glared at the young boy studying his eyes closely, not knowing what to make of the situation. “How did you know of what was inside the cannon?”

      Ulrich smiled brightly, “I can feel the power radiating from it,” he answered. “The more pieces we gather the stronger it gets.” The boy was smart and when Gawain dropped his guard, Ulrich sidestepped him and got to the cannon. He reached his hand inside the hollow space and pulled the piece of the blade out of the cannon.

      Gawain was upset with the child, however at that moment he was more concerned with how easy it was for Ulrich to remove the item with little struggle, and without getting cut. Ulrich held the piece of the blade close, and the item at hand started to emit a dark purple light drawing him in, at least in his mind anyway. Gawain watched in horror as the piece of blade that Ulrich held came to life, “Give me the artifact,” he calmly said. Ulrich did not respond, for he was in a trance-like state as he stared into the purple light. “Ulrich!” Gawain shouted. “Give it to me now!”

      Ulrich with a devilish smile on his face refused, “I finally understand.” he laughed. “Soon I will make my dream a reality, this world shall be shaped the way I see fit.” His voice was dark, evil, it was as if the Ulrich of old no longer existed.

      “What has happened to Ulrich?” Ellyn frowned.

      “It's the object he holds, the dark power within has a hold on him,” Gawain explained.

      “How do we set him free?” Ellyn cried out.

      “I do not know.”

      Unexpectedly for the others Ulrich fell to the ground, and the piece of the blade that he held slide over to Gawain's feet. He bent down to pick up the cursed artifact, but when he stood back up he caught a glimpse of Leon standing over the now unconscious Ulrich. “What did you do?”

      “Does it matter?” Leon replied. “Instead of worrying about the how, I say we worry about getting him to his feet and getting the hell out of here before the castle guards storm this room.”
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            The New King's Coronation

          

        

      

    

    
      The city of Drasal was throwing a festival in honor of the new king being crowned. There was dancing in the streets, troubadours could be seen on every corner playing instruments and singing songs of virtue. Even the knights took to the festivities, eating and drinking their fair share afterward dancing with the maidens in the town square. But not all were happy with a new king being crowned and voiced their frustration and distrust.

      There were still a select few who wanted to know what had happened to King Edward, and why Lord Alistair was anointed to become the new king so quickly. But any such insolence from the townspeople was dealt with swiftly by the knights that were celebrating the coronation of the soon to be king. And if any of those scoundrels made it through to the actual coronation and caused trouble, it would be those knights’ heads on the chopping block.

      Back at the castle, the coronation for that night was being prepared. Decorations were being hung, and the high priestess was preparing herself for the ceremony of the passing of the crown. In an hour’s time there would be a new king and a new destiny for the kingdom of Drasal. There was knocking at the throne door; it was Caine, and he wanted to discuss somethings with Lord Alistair. “Come in,” a voice called out, it was the Chamberlain.

      Caine walked inside the room and humbly bowed, “Your Majesty, I have news.”

      “Could you excuse us, Ballard,” Alistair said, motioning for Ballard to leave them to their devices.

      “As you wish.” And out of the door Ballard went.

      “Nice look for you,” Caine joked, pointing out the fact that Alistair was wearing a different sort of armor.

      “I must look the part,” Alistair laughed. The armor he wore was a little over the top; it was diamond plated, and when the light hit it, it almost seemed to sparkle. And the armored gloves he had on seemed to have spikes at the knuckles. The boots on his feet made him at least an inch or so taller. The tippet that stretched from his neck was made from silk and had pearls attached to the shoulders, and lastly, he had the King's Defender sheathed to his side. “You said there was news to discuss?”

      It was clear that Caine was excited but trying his best to conceal his emotions. “Our scouts have indicated that Gawain and his students live, and not only that but that another piece of the blade was found,” he explained. “It makes its way here as we speak.”

      “That is great news.” Alistair slapped Caine's shoulder, “But do tell. Where was it found?”

      “It was found within the Reaper Cannon.”

      “That explains how the cannon got its power.”

      “Now the cannon is useless to us.”

      “If you think about it, this is good news indeed.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “King Adan has no bargaining chip in his hands, so we have no use for him now.” Alistair was happy that he could carry out his plans without issue. “Come now, we have a ceremony to get to.”

      Later on that night the ceremony for the passing of the crown had begun, but as Alistair looked around his castle only to see a select few in his presence, that angered him greatly. “Where are the people of Drasal?”

      “Only the counsel and your First Knight, and your Chamberlain of course, are permitted to witness this divine moment,” The Priestess answered. “The unclean must stay outside the castle doors.”

      This will not do, if I am to succeed I need the trust of the people first and foremost. “Caine.” He glanced over at his First Knight, “Open the castle doors and let the people in to witness their new king taking the throne.”

      “I don't believe that would be wise, my Lord,” whispered the Chamberlain.

      Alistair turned and scowled, “That is none of your concern.” He turned his attention back to Caine, motioning for him to open the castle doors.

      “Do not open that door young man,” one of the counselors demanded. “This is the passing of the crown, the unclean are not fit to witness such a moment.” With that others started to voice their displeasure at Alistair's decision as well.

      While the counselors were bickering among themselves Alistair stood from the throne. “If I say the people are allowed to witness the crowning of their new king, then that is all that matters!” He flung his hands up in the air. “If any have a problem with that, then leave now and I shall find more suitable counselors fit to serve me.” The room became quiet, which made Alistair smile knowing that even they must bend to his will. “As I thought. Caine, please proceed.”

      Caine opened the castle doors to the thousands of townspeople who stood outside just hoping to catch a glimpse of their new king. “People of Drasal,” he shouted. “Come inside these hallowed walls and witness the crowning of a new king.” He stepped out of the way welcoming the people in, and they cheered with joy as they rushed inside.

      “We can begin, High Priestess,” Alistair smirked.

      “Let the ceremony began,” the High Priestess sighed, and started to hum. Not long after the surrounding priestesses in the room started to hum along with her; it was a beautiful hymn and very well coordinated. The High Priestess pulled a small vial of what looked to be holy water from her robe and doused the crown.

      She placed the vial back within her robe and lowered her head praying to her god Emilie, to protect the new king who would wear this crown upon his head. When the prayer was done, the High Priestess raised her head and the humming abruptly stopped. “Lord Alistair, kneel before our god Emilie, and all else in this room.”

      Alistair bowed and knelt before the High Priestess. She picked the crown up from its pedestal and held it up in the air for all to see, before turning her attention back to Alistair. “Lord Alistair, do you swear to the god Emilie to uphold your duties to the crown? To serve the people with a wise and caring hand? To serve swift justice when needs be and punish the wicked? Will you promise to uphold the seven holy laws of the land?”

      “I shall,” Alistair proclaimed.

      “Then I, High Priestess of the church of Drasal, servant to Emilie and protector of the seven laws anoint you Lord Alistair, the new king of Drasal.” She placed the crown atop his head. “Rise and take your rightful place as King.” Alistair stood, unsheathed the King's Defender, and raised it up in the air to cheers from the townspeople echoing throughout the castle.
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            Terocs Have A Secret To Share

          

        

      

    

    
      King Peregrine sat in the war room talking over his next strategy with his trusted counsel - he was worried that the warriors he had sent out to destroy the Reaper Cannon had yet to return. If King Adan caught them and had the warriors executed, he would never be able to forgive himself. “We have to act swiftly, I fear the worst for Sir Gawain, Micha, and William. But most of all I fear for those young warriors that followed along with them. Brave souls they are, but I cannot bring myself to think of the fate that has befallen them.” King Peregrine said with a frown.

      “What is your plan of action?”

      “I wish to use what resources we have left and storm the city Odrela.”

      “That would be disastrous.”

      “You forget who is King, if I wish to storm the walls of Odrela, then so it shall be.” Peregrine slammed his fist on the table.

      “Think of your people. What shall happen to them when there are no knights, nor soldiers here to protect them?”

      “I have to think of my men, and my people. If the others have failed, it will only be a matter of time before King Adan aims that cannon right at us. We have to act before that happens.” Right then Vardis came barging into the war room, “What is the meaning of this, Vardis?”

      “King Peregrine,” Vardis bowed. “We have news that five riders approach the city.”

      King Peregrine stood from his chair, “Roundup what soldiers we have left, and let's give these riders a warm welcome, shall we.”

      “Your majesty is that-”

      “Do not second guess me Vardis. I am your King, you would do well to remember that.”

      “As you wish my Lord,” Vardis bowed again, before walking out of the room.

      The riders approached Wespington, and just like King Peregrine had commanded, all of his knights and foot soldiers, along with the king himself, were there to greet them. “It's just Micha and company,” a guard called out.

      “Do you see Sir William with them?” King Peregrine asked.

      “We do not.”

      “This does not bode well if they are back without him,” Vardis interrupted.

      “Do not jump to assumptions, Vardis,” King Peregrine scolded.

      Micha came riding into the city first, followed by Gawain and his students, and of course Ellyn, “Greeted by a King and his Knights. Such a grand welcome, for people such as us,” Gawain joked, as Micha kept his eyes fixed afar.

      King Peregrine cracked a faint smile, “Is your task complete, Sir Gawain?”

      “It is,” Gawain slightly bowed, then dismounted from his horse.

      “Where is Sir William?” Vardis blurted out.

      Gawain looked back at Micha and sighed, “Matters such as this can only be discussed in private.” He looked around at the crowd they were drawing.

      King Peregrine also had seen the crowd gathering around them, “That would be most wise indeed,” he agreed. “Vardis take the men and scout around the city; we must make sure that none have followed.” Vardis nodded and rode off with the rest of the Knights. Once inside the castle, King Peregrine led them back into the war room and asked for them to take a seat. “Micha, please tell me what transpired in Odrela.” Micha refused to answer; instead, he lowered his head in shame at what the man he believed in had done. “Sir Gawain, would you be so kind as to explain things in Micha's place?”

      “Of course, King Peregrine,” Gawain nodded ever so slightly. “But you will surely not like what you hear.”

      “Let me be the judge of that,” King Peregrine responded. “By all means tell me what you know.”

      “As you wish,” Gawain faintly smiled. “I won't go too deep into the details, but we did find the object of our search.”

      “The Reaper Cannon, you found it?” Peregrine gasped.

      “We did,” Gawain answered.

      “And?”

      “Do not worry yourself about the cannon, it has been dealt with.”

      “That is great news,” King Peregrine breathed a sigh of relief, before questioning Gawain further. “And what of William? Why is he not with you?”

      Gawain, with sad eyes, only said three words, “William is dead.”

      “You lie!” Peregrine just couldn't believe that his longtime friend fell in battle.

      “This is no lie, William did not make it out alive.”

      King Peregrine slammed his fist into his open palm, “Tell me who killed William, and I shall have him caught and executed.”

      “We killed him.”

      “What?” Peregrine coughed, unable to take in what he had just heard.

      Micha stood up from his chair, “It's true,” he shouted, and slammed his hands down on the table. “William betrayed us, he was the one that sold the cannon to King Adan after you ordered it to be destroyed. Because of him, my father died on the battlefield along with half the Knights Of Wespington, William got what he deserved for his crimes.”

      “What Micha says is the truth,” Gawain said. “William was the traitor all along.”

      “But why?”

      “Revenge.”

      King Peregrine held up his hand, “Say no more, I understand now why he would do such a thing. Pity I could not do more for him, but I had to think of the people foremost,” he sighed. “At least now maybe William can find peace in the afterlife that he could not find among the living. May he be reunited with his family if the gods find fit to do so.”

      “May Hades find a place of torture for that evil soul,” Micha spate before storming off.

      “Poor soul,” Gawain mumbled.

      “Indeed a sad day for that young man.” Peregrine agreed. “But he is strong, and I have faith that he shall find his way past the hatred he feels right now.”

      Gawain stood from his chair and bowed, “Your Majesty, I do not wish to sound rude. But now that the Reaper Cannon has been disposed of, we must be on our way, for we do have a mission of our own to complete. I feel bad for Micha, but that alone cannot keep us here.”

      “Understood, I know that you have your own undertakings to attend to,” King Peregrine gave a faint smile. “At least allow me to show my thanks for what the four of you have done for the city of Wespington, and throw a grand feast in your honor.” If Gawain refused to stay for such an honor, it would be a slap in the face for all the things King Peregrine had done for them.

      On that night a great feast was prepared for the heroes who had saved Wespington from the fate of the Reaper Cannon. Food stretched through the dining hall of the castle as far as the eye could see, and King Peregrine even had his most famous Bard singing songs of their heroism. The night passed with the heroes eating, drinking, and dancing the night away.

      As morning approached the sun began to creep up over the mountains. Rays of light were shining through the castle windows, along with the aroma of morning dew filling the air. As the roosters began to crow, and the good people of Wespington started to stir, Gawain and his students, along with Ellyn, had already refilled their saddlebags with food, and skins with water as allowed by King Peregrine. Even though the good king could not be there to send them off, he made sure that their provisions had been filled regardless, as another gesture of his gratitude.

      “Ellyn, Leon, and yes even you Ulrich. Make sure we have all we need, then mount up,” Gawain commanded.

      Ulrich was the first to mount his horse, “I am always ready to go, old man. You should know that by now,” he said arrogantly. It seemed as though he was back to his old self. He had no recollection of the events that had transpired in Odrela, the night he touched the piece of the Legendary Blade. “Are you going to stand there and stare, or are the rest of you going to mount up?”

      “Well I'm ready to go,” Ellyn giggled, jumping on her horse’s back.

      Leon was already sitting on the back of his horse, refusing to take his eyes off Ulrich. Something deep down in the pit of his stomach told him that his friend was lying about his memory loss. He was certain that something evil had been awoken inside Ulrich that night when he touched the accursed blade. Leon still saw Ulrich as his best friend, but from that point on he had to be watched, and could not be trusted. He felt ill for thinking of his friend in such a manner, but the truth was the truth, and always a hard pill to swallow.

      “It's hard to see such a side of your friend, but evil exists in us all,” Gawain said quietly, as he rode up beside Leon.

      “This is all that Caine guy’s fault,” Leon snarled. “If Ulrich would have listened to you, none of this would be happening.”

      “Ulrich made up his mind long ago, not all can be blamed on others,” Gawain sighed. “You yourself know this Leon, it's just a matter of accepting it.” He kicked the sides of his horse, spurring it on ahead.

      “I won't let my friend be swallowed by the evil inside of him, nor will I let others prey on it either,” Leon whispered, before spurring his horse on.

      Several more months had passed as they rode through some of the most beautiful and wildest terrain imaginable. They could tell fall was just around the corner, as a cold chill filled the air. At the beginning of each day, it was clear that soon snow would fall from the skies and cover the ground. As they pressed on, the land went from lush green to swampy and murky, and the smell of death surrounded them.

      “Watch where you ride the horses, this part of the land is full of black mud that will swallow you and your horses. And there is no escaping it,” Gawain warned.

      “Why did we take this way in the first place?” Ulrich barked.

      “There is no other way to reach the mountain we seek,” Gawain responded. “And to think, this isn't even the hardest part of our journey.”

      “I don't like the sound of that,” Leon muttered.

      Ellyn let out a bloodcurdling scream that echoed throughout the swamp. Forgetting all else Ulrich quickly rode over to her. “What is it, Ellyn?” he asked, making sure she was unharmed.

      “I saw something moving in the mud,” she nervously answered.

      Gawain rode up beside them, “Is everything alright? I heard Miss Ellyn scream.”

      “She has seen movement in the mud,” Ulrich answered.

      “Where?” Gawain questioned.

      Ellyn pointed out the spot, “Over there.”

      Gawain jumped off his horse and unsheathed his blade, “What are you doing, old man?” Ulrich asked.

      “There are things in this swamp that not even you could fathom, very dangerous things,” Gawain explained. “Listen up, I'm telling the three of you right now to stay put. Whatever happens, do not get off your horses.” With sword in hand, Gawain slowly made his way over to where Ellyn had pointed. He approached the mud with caution, moving what looked to be moss out of the way with his sword. “Nasty,” he snarled.

      Something could be seen reaching up out of the mud behind Gawain, “Look out, Master Gawain!” Leon shouted. But it was too late as whatever came up out of the mud had already grabbed hold of Gawain's ankle, trying to pull him down into the mud. “Master Gawain.” Leon gasped, readying himself to jump off his horse to give his teacher aid.

      “Stay put, that is a direct order!” Gawain demanded. “I have everything under control.” Whatever creature had hold of his ankle was pulling him down further into the mud. The chances he had of surviving would depend upon him using an earth spell. However it required the use of blood, and using blood for a spell was something he detested.

      But if he didn't act quickly he would be pulled under the earth and become something’s meal for sure. And the promise he made to Leon's father would be broken. He took to his knife, using the blade to cut his hand. Gawain placed the palm of his hand on the ground and muttered, “Dazz, fomb, nezz, taa.” The ground shook for a brief moment, and Gawain was freed from the grip that had him.

      He swiftly got to his feet, and with haste mounted his horse, “We ride, do not slow down and whatever you do, do not stop.” Without even a question, Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich nodded in agreement, kicking at their horses. Gawain did his best to lead the others out of the swamp, but it

      wasn't easy.

      Whatever had hold of Gawain's ankle, pulling him down into the mud, made itself known and it wasn't alone. In a matter of minutes they were surrounded by these things; the creatures took the shape of humans but were far from it. They looked to be made from clay, and could turn their body parts into weapons for protection, or to attack the innocent, and they had the ability to go underground as well.

      “What are they?” Ellyn gasped, trying to steer her horse clear of them.

      “These creatures are known as mud demons, slaves to the Terocs,” Gawain answered, swinging his blade cutting one’s head from its shoulders. “They live under the earth and take the shape of anything they see. But do not let them fool you - if you stop they will surely kill you.” One of the creatures came diving out of the trees at Gawain, but he was quick to knock it out of the air. “Keep riding and cut a line straight through them!”

      Leon was hacking and slashing at the creatures that seemed to look human to him, but strangely disfigured. For each one he thought had been killed, another would take its place. Each seeming more human than the next. “Each one I kill another takes its place,” he called out.

      “Then just keep taking them down,” Ulrich shouted, slowing two of the creatures down with his bow and arrow.

      “Does anyone notice that these things are taking on a more definite form?” Ellyn asked as she rode up beside the others, hacking through a few of the mud demons with her blade.

      “I've noticed that too,” Leon answered, slashing at one with his blade as it tried to attack his horse.

      They fought valiantly against the hordes of mud demons, hacking and slashing their way through them. At one point though it seemed like the things would get the better of them. For at a time they had them surrounded. But in an instant, the mud demons vanished back beneath the earth from which they came and all went eerily quiet.

      “We scared them off,” Ulrich bragged.

      “Just keep riding,” Gawain snapped.

      And just when it seemed like they would make it out of the forest, the horses stopped. No matter how hard they pulled on the reins, the horses refused to move. “My horse refuses to move,” Ellyn said, and it was clear she was becoming nervous with the situation at hand.

      “Something has spooked them,” Leon said.

      “No,” Gawain responded. “Something controls them.”

      “Then we are sitting ducks,” Ellyn muttered nervously.

      “If we stay on our horses like this we shall be,” Ulrich interrupted.

      Gawain sheathed his blade back to his side, after jumping off his horse. “Where are you going, Master Gawain? I thought you said not to get off your horse,” Leon inquired.

      “Ellyn and Ulrich are right. If we stay on our horses the way they are now, the mud demons will surely make our end a terrible one.”

      “Then what do you suggest, old man?” Ulrich asked. “Leave our horses behind? Or did you forget we still have a long journey ahead of us?”

      Gawain shook his head, “These horses will not aid us any further.”

      “What is that supposed to mean, old man?” Ulrich snarled.

      Ellyn dismounted her horse, turning to look up at Ulrich. “Think about it for just a second. Once we are out of this forest, there will be a mountain to climb. Do you really think we can ride these horses up a mountain?”

      “N-No,” Ulrich stuttered. “That would be impossible.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Don't forget to take the saddlebags,” Gawain reminded them.

      Leon hurriedly jumped from the back of his horse and drew his blade, “Forget about the saddlebags, we have company.”

      Ulrich scoured the area looking for any signs of the mud demons return, “What are you going on about?” he questioned. “I don't see a bloody thing.” Leon reached for a shield that he had taken from Wespington Castle just in case he needed it. “What are you doing with that? You don't know how to properly use a shield.”

      Leon took a defensive stance and readied his sword and shield, “There are things about me you do not know, Ulrich. But now is not the time to discuss that, ready yourself.”

      “I will not draw on enemies that I cannot see.” Ulrich glared in Gawain's direction. “Talk some sense into him.”

      Gawain unsheathed his blade, readying himself like Leon had done before him, “The time for talk is over, something approaches.” Ulrich was about to run his mouth again. But he was interrupted by four figures slowly making their way towards the warriors from the shadows. What they had seen next took them by surprise; the enemies that stood before them now were mirror images of themselves.

      “They look just like us,” Ellyn gasped.

      “How is this even possible?” Ulrich couldn't believe his eyes - he looked at an exact carbon copy of himself.

      “Isn't it obvious?” Leon snarled. “These are those foul mud demons that could not beat us. Instead they studied our movements, how we fought, the weapons that we used, and of course how we look. They have basically transformed into-” he paused for a moment. “Us.”

      “Do not be fooled,” Gawain hissed. “They may look like us, but they cannot speak our language, nor can they fight exactly the way we do.”

      Master Gawain's doppelganger drew his sword, “You humans always seem to think that no other species can compare to you. How little you understand.”

      “You speak,” Gawain exclaimed.

      “We do more than that.” The doppelganger brought his blade swiftly down. Gawain barely rolled out of the way in the nick of time, with the blade grazing his arm. “Do you understand the seriousness of the situation now?”

      “Indeed,” Gawain snarled; they found themselves in a dangerous position, but Gawain hadn't led them all this far to just give up. “Do not underestimate us either, Teroc. We have many tricks up our sleeves. You may not be like the mud demons, yet you can still die.” He lunged forward at the impostor with blinding speed, causing the doppelganger to take a few steps back.

      While Gawain engaged his impostor in battle, his students and Ellyn found themselves in their own heated battle for their lives. Leon got knocked to the ground but managed to roll out of harm's way when his doppelganger tried to stab him.

      Ellyn was going toe to toe, and blow for blow, with her impostor. The two were engaged in such a fast-paced sword dance that it was hard to keep up with them. All you could see were sparks flying as metal clashed against metal. Ulrich, on the other hand, was starting to get impatient, because the Teroc that stood before him refused to fight.

      “Come on, what are you waiting for?” Ulrich barked. “Are you afraid to fight me – are you a coward? This proves that you may look like me, but we're nothing alike. I would have already killed you by now if the shoe was on the other foot.”

      “Then why haven't you?” The doppelganger smirked. “I'm unarmed.” he raised his arms up in the air, still smiling. “Go ahead, take that blade of yours and run me through.” Ulrich placed the tip of his blade against the Teroc’s chest. “You're not going to kill me. So why even raise your blade?”

      Ulrich pushed the blade a little further into the Teroc’s chest, barely piercing the skin. “Don't be so sure,” he snarled.

      “By all means strike me dead and go help your friends.”

      “Enough talk,” Ulrich hissed. “Draw your sword.”

      “I'm not going to do that. Not after we went through all of this trouble just to separate you from them.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Lower your blade, and I shall tell you why.”

      Ulrich sheathed his blade, “Speak before I change my mind.”

      “You felt the power of the legendary blade didn't you?”

      “I have no idea what you're talking about.”

      “Don't play dumb with me! I know you touched a piece of the dark blade.”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Ulrich hissed for a second time.

      “You lie,” the Teroc grumbled. “Tell me the truth, or I shall see your friends pulled under the earth unless you no longer care for them.”

      Ulrich didn't care much for the old man and wished his impostor would best him. However he still cared for his friend Leon, and his feelings for Ellyn burned bright. “Yes, I did touch the piece of blade moons ago. But how did you know?”

      The Teroc paced back and forth never taking his eyes off Ulrich, “How did you feel when you touched the blade?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      Ulrich cracked a faint smile, “I felt powerful, like the blade itself belonged to me.”

      “The blade brought out the darkness in your heart, and it let you have a taste of the true powers you possess. When that happened, we were set free.”

      “Are saying that I'm responsible for setting you creatures free?”

      “Creatures?” The Teroc laughed, “We are of a noble tribe that served the Dark Lord during the Great War.”

      “Those vile things that came up from the mud did not look so noble to me.”

      The Teroc laughed even louder, “Aw, the mud demons. Those vile things you speak of were once humans that swore loyalty to us. In return we spared them, giving them eternal life.”

      “I doubt they would have wanted to live if they knew the fate that awaited them. To think you could do such a thing is sick.”

      “Do not judge us human,” the Teroc snapped. “You are the ones that sacrificed your own kind in order to make the Dark Knights. If not for you, the Great War would never have happened in the first place, nor would our Dark Lord even exist.”

      “I care nothing about your Dark Lord or the Great War for that matter. I just want to know what you want with me.”

      “We just want you to know the truth, which is that these fools hide from you.”

      “This sounds interesting, so go ahead and speak, I'm listening.”

      “The pieces of the blade you and your companions search for are meant for you.”

      “Surely you jest.”

      “Still so young and naive yet.” The Teroc turned its back to Ulrich.

      “Where do you think you're going?” He unsheathed his blade yet again. “We're not done here, I said you could speak. I didn't say I wasn't going to kill you.”

      The Teroc turned his head slightly to look back at Ulrich, “When your eighteenth year has come, and the ground is covered with white, seek me out. Until then learn how to control the power deep within, and use your hate to your advantage. The time will come when you are ready to shape the world the way you see fit, and we shall aid you.” And like dust in the wind, the Teroc vanished, along with the others.

      “Where did they go?” Gawain bellowed.

      “I haven't the foggiest,” Leon said.

      “I think they are trying to trick us,” Ellyn muttered.

      “Not too sure that's the case Ellyn, the one that looked like me wasn't exactly trying,” Leon replied.

      Gawain sheathed his blade, “If that's the case, then who were they truly after?”

      “Ulrich,” Ellyn gasped, turning to run after him, but he was already standing by his horse.

      “No need to worry about little old me,” Ulrich joked. Ellyn was so happy that nothing had happened to him that she ran up and wrapped her arms around him. “It's nice to know that you care,” he whispered in her ear.

      “I don't mean to ruin such a happy moment, but do you have any idea what the Terocs wanted with us, Ulrich?” Gawain inquired, after mounting his horse.

      “I don't know, maybe they just wanted to test our skill,” Ulrich smirked.

      “Cut the shit, Ulrich,” Gawain scowled. “You know something.”

      Ulrich smiled at Gawain, “The Teroc that looked like me had a message involving Lord Alistair. And that, old man, is none of your business, like always.” He turned and mounted his horse, giving the reins a yank. “It’s time we get to that mountain.”

      Gawain grabbed the reins of his horse and started to lead it out of the forest, “This is far from over, stubborn boy,” he muttered.
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      There before Gawain and the others was the great mountain Everard, with its jagged edges leaning straight up into the sky. At the very top of the mountain thick clouds overlapped each other, giving anyone who made it to the top another challenge to deal with. Not only was the path up the mountain challenging, with sight limited, but there was also another danger that lurked. The stone giant Berenger dwelled in the mountain top as well, killing all who dared try to take the treasure he protected.

      “Here we are, standing before the great mountain Everard.” Gawain was in awe over the sheer size of the mountain.

      “You act as though you've never seen a mountain before, Sir Gawain,” Ellyn giggled.

      “I have seen plenty of mountains in my days, Miss Ellyn,” Gawain smiled at her. “But never have I stood before Everard. It is truly a magnificent sight to behold.”

      “Just tell us how to get up it,” Ulrich grunted.

      “There is a path that leads to the top,” Leon answered in Gawain's place.

      “And how do you know that, Leon?” Ulrich asked.

      “Anyone training to become a knight knows that,” Leon barked back. “I do listen to some things.”

      Gawain turned his back to Leon and Ulrich, “When the two of you are done arguing, maybe you will follow me up to the mountain path.” He walked on ahead with Ellyn right behind him giggling as usual. It was a hard walk up the jagged narrow path; one wrong move and any one of them could fall to their deaths.

      As they made their way further up the mountain, the air started to thin and it became a chore just to breathe, which didn't make the steep walk any easier. “It's about to get cold, so take the furs out of your saddlebags and drape them over yourselves,” Gawain told them. “We don't want to freeze to death before we reach the top.” After they had prepared themselves for the extreme temperatures, Gawain and the others pressed on further up the mountain. The temperature dropped at such a rate that snow started to fall, making seeing more difficult than it already was. Not only that but icicles were starting to form on the fur they had wrapped around themselves to keep warm. Then out of the silence, a loud roar was heard that shook the mountain, causing rocks to fall, barely missing the warriors.

      “What was that?” Ellyn gulped.

      “That, Miss Ellyn, was a warning from the stone giant, Berenger.”

      “A very pissed off stone giant,” Ulrich added.

      “Well, it doesn't sound friendly. And I don't think he's just going to let us pass,” Leon joked. “Even if we tried to be his friend.”

      “Enough with the jokes,” Gawain scowled. “Make sure you keep moving, or you will surely catch your death.” As they approached the top of the mountain the roar was becoming more definite. Not only that, but giant boulders were being hurled through the air at them. Obviously thrown by none other than Berenger. “Keep pressing forward,” Gawain demanded.

      “But the boulders,” Leon responded.

      “I said to keep walking.”

      Another of the giant boulders came crashing down in front of them collapsing part of the mountain path. “How do we get across now?” Ellyn asked.

      Ulric walked up to the edge, “We cannot jump such a distance either.”

      “There is only one option left.” Gawain reached into his saddlebag and removed a rope with a metal claw on the end. “Shadow did say that I might need this, that woman is a smart one indeed.”

      “What are you going to do with a rope?” Ulrich sarcastically asked.

      “Pay close attention and you shall see,” Gawain smiled. He dangled the claw just inches from the ground and started to swing the rope in a circular motion. He flung the rope straight up the mountain; a few small rocks fell as the claw grabbed hold of something from above. He gave the rope a couple of good tugs to set the claw. Then he used all of his weight to give the rope one more mighty pull, just to make sure it was safe. “The claw is set, this should do just fine,” Gawain muttered.

      “You expect us to climb?” Ulrich questioned.

      “I do.”

      “Will the rope hold?” Ellyn asked.

      “I believe so.”

      “You don't know for sure do you?” Ulrich was being a jerk, as usual.

      Gawain ignored Ulrich and continued to reassure Ellyn that everything would be fine, “I shall go first, and once I make it to the top the three of you can decide who will be next. That way I can prove to you that this is, and will be, the safest way.”

      “I agree,” Ulrich smiled. “That way if you fall to the bottom, I can laugh.”

      Ellyn shoved Ulrich, “That wasn't very nice.”

      “I'm not a very nice person,” Ulrich shrugged. “Hurry up the rope old man, we have a stone giant to topple.”

      Gawain muttered incoherent words as he started his way up the rope, “Smart ass kid, doesn't want to listen to anyone.” He took another deep breath and pulled himself further up the rope. “Thinks he knows it all, lets Caine become his teacher, bows down to that arrogant bastard Alistair.” He paused for a brief moment to look up. Not much further. As Gawain made his way upwards, Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich stayed below deciding between them who would be next to follow.

      “I will go next,” Leon said with a hint of bravery to his voice. He took hold of the rope and pulled himself up.

      “I guess he didn't give us much of a choice,” Ellyn giggled.

      Ulrich shook his head and smiled, “Leon has always been like that, I don't believe he will ever change.”

      “What is he like?”

      “Leon always puts on a brave face before he does something stupid, like now,” Ulrich frowned.

      “Funny, that's the same thing he says about you,” Ellyn chuckled, and kissed Ulrich on the cheek before grabbing the rope and pulling herself up the side of the mountain.

      Ulrich tried to speak but no words would flow from his mouth, he rubbed his cheek where Ellyn had kissed him. For the first time the evil in his heart faded, and a feeling he couldn't explain took its place. ‘What's happening to me?’ He thought. ‘How does one girl make me feel completely different to what I truly am?’ Ulrich grabbed for the rope and started making his way up to join the others.

      After Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich made it to the top safely, Gawain unhooked the claw from the side of the mountain and rolled up the rope, placing it back into his saddle bag. It didn't take long for him to survey the surrounding area. ‘We made it to the top. Not what I expected though.’ The top of the mountain was nothing like anything he had seen before. The clouds had parted, and the snow and lightning had stopped. Rays of light from the sun shined down upon them, warming their bodies to the point they needed the furs no longer. There was green grass and flowers all around them, filling the air with a sweet aroma.

      “How could something so ugly at the beginning, hold such beauty at the end,” Ellyn happily smiled.

      “Question is, how is such a thing even possible,” Ulrich wondered.

      “This mountain was created by one the goddesses of light, Alicion,” Gawain said. “It is a reminder that even darkness can turn into beauty.”

      “That's stupid,” Ulrich responded. “The gods abandoned humanity a long time ago. I care not to hear about them or their creations,” he said with a hint of anger. “The only thing I care about is retrieving the last piece of the Reaper Blade.”

      “Those were harsh words, Ulrich,” Leon scowled.

      “It's a harsh reality that you need to learn.” Ulrich snapped back.

      “Enough you two,” Gawain snapped. “If you keep that up, you will lead Berenger right to us.”

      “Sorry, Master Gawain,” Leon muttered.

      Ulrich looked at Leon, “Don't lower your head, Leon, you have no reason to do so,” he whispered, then looked back over at Gawain. “What would you have us do?”

      Gawain paced back and forth trying to decide the best course of action, “There is only one way to handle this,” he said. “I will have to distract Berenger while the three of you go and retrieve the item.”

      “That would be nothing more than suicide,” Leon sighed. “At least allow one of us to help you.”

      “No,” Gawain barked. He managed to calm himself, before talking again, “Trust me when I say, it will take all three of you, and everything you've got, just to take the piece of the blade from its resting place,” Gawain explained. “Please understand that this is the best course of action.”

      Leon shook his head with displeasure, “If that is what you wish of us, then I shall not argue.”

      “Good,” Gawain replied. “Find a hiding spot, and do not come out until I have gotten Berenger out of the way. That goes for the two of you as well.” When Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich were hidden from sight, Gawain called out to the stone giant. “Berenger!” he shouted.

      “Berenger, come out and face me. Or are you afraid of a puny human such as myself?” After Gawain antagonized the stone giant for a few more minutes, he began to wonder if the great Berenger would take the bait. ‘I have called out to the stone giant more times than I care for, most men would not have been as fortunate as I. Does this mean Berenger will not be so easily fooled?’

      Gawain's thoughts would soon come to an abrupt halt as the ground began to tremble beneath his very feet. Not even a moment later a stone hand, the size of a castle, came over the side of the mountain readying itself to squash him. He managed to roll out of the way, as the giant hand came crashing down. ‘That was close’, he thought to himself, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “Who dares to set foot on this holy ground and call me out?” a mighty voice grumbled.

      “A puny human who is not afraid of such a being as yourself,” Gawain huffed, rolling out of the way of the giant hand that came crashing down at him yet again.

      “Such insolence will be rewarded with death,” the mighty voice bellowed. Instead of bringing its hand crashing down at him, the giant placed the side of its hand on the mountain and started moving it towards him in a swiping motion.

      ‘Berenger is trying to push me off the mountain, well let's see how he handles this!’ Gawain raised his open palm and muttered a spell and a fireball erupted from his hand, blowing off the tip of the stone giant’s index finger. Berenger pulled his hand away, and grumbled in pain, “So you do feel pain, giant,” he jeered. He had the giant distracted as he had planned. He turned to where the others were hidden, motioning for them to make a run for it.

      Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich hurried past Gawain and the stone giant Berenger. If it wasn't for Gawain blowing off part of the stone giant’s finger, then they would never have made it past without getting pummeled into the earth. There was no doubt about which direction they needed to proceed in. Off in the distance a stone pillar could be seen, and protruding from the top was the last piece of the Reaper Blade.

      “Hey, there it is.” Ulrich pointed. “The last piece of the Reaper Blade.” He took off running in the direction of the pillar without aid from his fellow warriors.

      “Wait for us,” Ellyn and Leon shouted at the same time, trying their best to keep up with him. Then out of nowhere, two lizard-like creatures came up from the ground to stop them in their tracks.

      “Dragons.” Ellyn jumped backward.

      Leon drew his blade standing his ground, “Dragons are noble creatures, not like these things before us.” He lunged at the one in front of him barely missing his mark, almost getting bitten in the process.

      “What are these things, if not dragons?” Ellyn asked, grabbing hold of Leon pulling him back, saving him from the creature's wrath.

      He swung his blade at the lizard-like creature again, “These are Wryms, a distant cousin to the Dragon. Though do not underestimate these creatures. They don't look like much, but they are vicious and hard to kill. And their bite can rip limbs from the body with ease.”

      Ulrich had caught a glimpse of what was transpiring behind him, but he was so close to the pillar that he could reach out and take the piece of the blade. “What should I do?” he whispered. “Help my friends? Or take the last piece of the blade and complete my journey?” He was hesitating, fighting hard with his inner emotions.

      He decided he could do both, take the blade and then rescue his friends. That thought had changed the moment he heard Ellyn's cries for help and he turned to look back yet again he saw that Ellyn was in trouble. One of the Wryms had Leon pinned to the ground, while the other had locked its jaws onto Ellyn's arm to the point that she had dropped her blade.

      “Ellyn!” he screamed out, taking off running in her direction with blinding speed. In an instant, he was on the Wrym’s back that had Ellyn and cut its head off with his sword. While standing on the dead Wrym’s back, he quickly sheathed his blade and removed his bow from his back.

      Ulrich reached into his quiver and pulled out an arrow, and he readied the arrow and sent it humming through the air. The arrow pierced the Wrym’s eye that had Leon pinned down. The creature hissed and released his friend. Leon took up his blade and shoved it into the stomach of the Wrym. It didn't kill the creature, and to his dismay it still tried to attack him. When the Wrym bent down to bite at him once more, he took hold of the arrow and shoved it through the brain of the creature and out its other eye, killing it instantly. Leon crawled out from under the dead weight of the Wrym, covered in its green oozing blood. When he glanced over to make sure Ellyn was okay, he saw that Ulrich was already tending to her.

      “Is she hurt badly?” Leon asked when he walked up.

      “She shall live,” Ulrich answered. “The wounds on her arm are not that deep, these bandages should do the trick,” he said, as he wrapped the last piece of cloth around her arm.

      “That's good,” Leon let out a sigh of relief.

      “No thanks to you.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you failed to protect Ellyn.”

      “I can protect myself guys,” Ellyn intervened.

      “You didn't exactly prove that, did you,” Ulrich snapped at her.

      “I do my best,” Ellyn replied.

      “Your best wasn't good enough,” he retorted.

      Leon stepped in front of his friend to confront him, “You don't have to be an ass with Ellyn, I messed up. I should have a kept a better eye out for her. But I let my guard down and it almost cost Ellyn her life, as well as my own. Don't blame her for my mistake.”

      Ulrich got nose to nose with Leon, and it looked as though a fight between the two of them was going to break out. “You two are ridiculous.” Ellyn turned, walking away.

      “Where are you going?” Ulrich questioned.

      “I am going to retrieve the last artifact, something you should have already done,” she said with her nose up in the air.

      Gawain was now dealing with an angry stone giant, “Why can humans not stay away from this place?” Berenger bellowed.

      “Because I am in need of something, and it just so happens it rests on the top of this mountain of yours,” Gawain said loudly.

      “What is it that you seek mortal?” Berenger roared.

      “Show yourself first,” Gawain insisted. “That way I know that I won't be squashed while trying to explain myself.”

      “How about I kill you instead?” Berenger responded back.

      “You can try, and for your efforts I will blow off another one of your fingers,” Gawain bolstered.

      The stone hand that had been previously trying to crush Gawain, now missing part of a finger, came up and planted itself on the ground. A second later, another stone hand planted itself on the ground. And then Berenger's head could be seen rising above the side of the mountain, then his body was next to be seen, and last but not least his legs and feet.

      The stone giant stood over twenty feet tall, his eyes beamed a dark red, his body almost resembled that of a human but made from boulders, not flesh. “Tell me what it is that you seek, puny human,” Berenger grumbled. Gawain stood before the giant looking up open-mouthed; Berenger's sheer size and human-like appearance caught him off guard. “Speak human,” Berenger bellowed.

      “I came for a certain item.” Gawain nervously swallowed.

      “What item shall that be, mortal?”

      “A great treasure created by man, I believe the last piece of what I search for rests on this mountain.”

      “Does this treasure have a name?”

      “It is called the Reaper Blade, we have collected all the pieces except for one.”

      “The Reaper Blade?” The giant's eyes glowed with an intense red, more so than before. “Every last human that has climbed this mountain in search of the piece of that dark blade has died by my hands.”

      “Why kill so many? What purpose does that serve?”

      “The purpose that I was created for, to protect against those that seek out what rests here atop this mountain. If that power is what you seek, then you too shall die,” the giant proclaimed.

      “I do not wish to pursue a fight with you, Berenger.”

      “Then leave this mountain empty-handed, and I shall spare your life.”

      Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich came running up to Gawain with a look of excitement in their eyes. None were paying attention to the fact that the stone giant towered over them all. “We have it Master Gawain, let's get out of here,” Leon said, tugging at Gawain's arm. “Did you not hear me, Master Gawain? I said we have the item, we can now get back to Drasal.” He tugged at Gawain's arm once more.

      “You tricked me, and in the process, these little runts removed the dark blade from its resting place!” Berenger roared.

      “What in the hell is that?” Ulrich asked, looking up to the sky.

      “That, my friends, is the stone giant, Berenger,” Gawain answered.

      “How do we kill it?” The words slipped off Ulrich's tongue, not realizing the trouble they would cause.

      “Not only did you steal the piece of the blade, you wish to snuff out my existence as well?” Berenger howled.

      “We do not wish to take your life.” Gawain held up his hands, “Please, you have to believe me. My student is young, and cannot comprehend what he does not understand.”

      “Believe the puny man who blew off my finger? Believe the man who distracted me while the other puny humans took the blade right out from under my nose?” He stomped, shaking the ground beneath their feet. “Enough of your lies. I shall kill the lot of you, and rid the mountain of your evil stench.” Berenger lifted his giant-sized foot in the air, about to stomp the life out of them all when a huge blast of fire came raining down upon the giant, knocking him to the ground.

      “Did you do that, Sir Gawain?” Ellyn asked.

      “That wasn't me, Miss Ellyn,” Gawain replied.

      “Look up there.” Leon pointed.

      “A Dragon,” Ulrich gasped.

      Berenger had already gotten back to his feet, unbeknownst to the others, and was getting ready to try and stomp on them again. “Get down,” a voice called out in Leon's head.

      “Everyone down!” Leon shouted.

      The Dragon readied itself to blast the stone giant once more, and a red orb was forming inside its mouth that looked as bright as the morning sun. It let out a mighty roar, which was followed by a ball of fire falling from the sky. The fireball connected with Berenger's head. A loud explosion followed as the stone giant was hurled off the side of the mountain. The Dragon flew down and landed on the ground before Leon. The young man could hear the voice in his head yet again, “You must hurry child, the stone giant will not stay down for long.”

      Leon looked on confused, ‘Am I truly hearing the voice of the Dragon in my head?’ “Are you the one talking me?” he whispered.

      “Yes,” the Dragon responded.

      “How?”

      “We are connected, you can hear my thoughts and I can hear yours, that is how we can communicate. Now, though, is not the time for such discussions. Berenger will make his way back up the mountain, and I need to get you out of here before that happens.”

      “What of my friends?”

      “I will save all of you if they shall let me.”

      “How can I trust you?”

      “Trust me or not, that is up to you.”

      Gawain grabbed for Leon's arm and tried to pull him away from the Dragon, “We must flee, Leon, before this Dragon decides to eat us.”

      “Eat you?” The Dragon laughed. “You humans taste terrible, I would never do such a thing.”

      Leon pulled his arm out of Gawain's grip, “The Dragon is here to help us.”

      “Has Leon been talking to the Dragon this whole time?” Ulrich whispered to Ellyn.

      “It would seem so,” she whispered back.

      “How do you know the Dragon is here to help?” Gawain questioned. “It could have just spotted its next meal, that's why it stopped Berenger.”

      “We do not have time for this,” the Dragon roared. “Hurry, decide who will be coming with me, but you, on the other hand, do not have a choice, chosen one.” The Dragon lowered its head, “Climb on my back, I shall fly you and any other down from here.”

      Leon looked Gawain straight in the eyes, “I cannot answer that right now, you will just have to trust in me when I say we have no other choice.” He turned and made his way towards the Dragon, jumping on its back. “Hurry, Berenger will be back up the mountain soon.” He waved them on. They were hesitant at first to join Leon upon the back of the Dragon. But when the mountain shook, and a roar from Berenger could be heard, it did not take them long to change their minds.

      “This is amazing,” Ellyn squealed, as they soared through the air.

      “I would rather have my feet on the ground,” Ulrich shouted, holding onto the neck of the Dragon as tightly as he could.

      “I see Ulrich finally found something he's afraid of,” Gawain joked while holding on tight himself.

      “I'm not afraid, old man,” Ulrich stuttered.

      Being far enough away from the mountain Everard, the Dragon swooped down, making a swift landing on the ground below. “This is where we say goodbye, for now, chosen one.” While Ellyn, Gawain, and Ulrich had walked away from the Dragon, still a little wary that it might still wish to eat them, Leon stayed behind wanting some questions answered, hoping this new alley would at least oblige him that much.

      “Why did you help us?” Leon questioned.

      “As I said to you up atop the mountain, I was there to save the chosen one, nothing more,” the Dragon answered.

      “How did you know that I was in trouble?”

      “Do you not listen, child?”

      “Guess I don't, call it one of my many faults. Would you be so kind as to explain it to me again?”

      “We are connected, I could feel the fear welling up inside of you. So I knew something was amiss and came to save your life as asked of me.”

      “I do not understand how we are connected, and who would send you to aid me?”

      “Those are questions that I cannot answer at this time - when you have aged all will become clear.”

      “That's all you have to say?”

      “For now, yes.”

      “Then answer me one thing. Are you the same Dragon from the graveyard?”

      “The one and same.” The dragon bowed its head, “Farewell for now, young warrior. We shall meet again if you live long enough.” The mighty beast took to the air. The wind from its large wings almost knocked Leon to the ground as the Dragon flew away.
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            Time For Ellyn To Say Goodbye

          

        

      

    

    
      Over half of another year had now passed, and summer had come and gone again as winter was now taking its place. The leaves on the trees were a light brown instead of dark green and falling off the branches onto the ground below. Instead of bright rays of light warming bodies, dark gray clouds filled the skies and covered the sun. Gusts of bone-chilling winds swept through the air, causing Gawain and the others to put the furs they had carried with them from their experience on Everard back over their bodies to keep warm.

      Not only that, but the areas they had crossed before was covered with snow. Traveling back the way they had come started to be somewhat of a challenge. The rolling hills had become dangerous for the horses to climb, so they had to devise other means around those paths. Getting back to Drasal with the last piece of the Reaper Blade was going to be a very slow process.

      “We have been out in this dreary weather for months now,” Ulrich grumbled. “How much longer until we are home, old man?” Gawain was working hard on getting a fire going to keep them all from freezing to death from the coming night, and did not answer Ulrich right away, “I'm talking to you, old man.”

      “Back off, Ulrich,” Leon barked. “Can't you see he's busy?”

      “I wasn't talking to you, Leon.” Ulrich retorted.

      “Well, I'm talking to you,” Leon snapped back.

      “Why don't you both shut up!” Ellyn shouted.

      It seemed as though the cold weather was almost enough to make the young ones tear each other apart, until Gawain had enough of the bickering. “That is quite enough out of the three of you,” he shouted angrily. “Leon, go hunt some food for tonight. Ellyn, gather wood to keep the fire burning,” he commanded. “And Ulrich, we have three months of traveling left until we are home. Do those words make you happy?”

      “They don’t,” Ulrich grumbled. He stomped off in a different direction than Ellyn and Leon had gone in.

      Thirty minutes had gone by, and Ellyn was back with the firewood while Leon had returned with several rabbits that he had killed with his bow. Gawain nodded in approval and took the rabbits, then stacked the wood near the fire. “The two of you did well, this will last us through the night.”

      “Where's Ulrich?” Leon asked, looking around the campsite.

      “Not sure,” Gawain shrugged, before grabbing a rabbit. “Don't really care at the moment either.” He took out his knife and began to skin and gut the rabbit in hand.

      “I will go and find, Ulrich,” Ellyn sighed.

      “Then so shall I,” Leon insisted.

      “It's quite alright, I can handle myself,” Ellyn said. “Besides, Sir Gawain needs help preparing the rabbits for cooking.”

      “Do you even know these lands?” Leon questioned.

      “I do, but you do not,” Ellyn grumbled. “I'm not the one that was unconscious when we camped out here last.” She smiled and walked away.

      “She just wants some alone time with Ulrich,” he mumbled under his breath, walking over to join Gawain at the campfire.

      “Women are a mystery,” Gawain smiled briefly, grabbing another rabbit to skin.

      “Whatever,” Leon muttered, jamming his knife into the belly of one of the rabbits.

      “They have the power to make us do things we never thought possible.”

      “Like Ellyn does to Ulrich,” Leon snarled.

      “Exactly,” Gawain chuckled.

      “That won't happen to me,” Leon said, holding his head high.

      All Gawain could do was laugh at his young student, even if he didn't mean to do so, “We shall see Leon, we shall see.”

      Ellyn pressed on in her search for Ulrich, but she hardly knew what to say when she found him. Her search took her to a clearing, where off in the distance a hill could be seen. As she drew near, Ellyn could see a shadowy figure standing atop that snowy covered hill. When she walked closer, it was clear the figure that standing there was none other than Ulrich. “What are you doing this far away from camp, Ulrich?” Ellyn asked, cautiously approaching him.

      “Did the old man send you?” Ulrich snarled.

      “I came of my own free will. Gawain has the fire going, and Leon killed some rabbits for us to eat. You should come back with me, for the night will be upon us soon.”

      “I'm not worried, a good knight is always prepared.” Ulrich reached into his bag that he had carried with him at all times, pulling out a small torch and flint. He laid the torch on the ground and struck the flint, causing small sparks to fall, lighting the torch. He stood back up with the torch in hand and looked back at Ellyn with a smile on his face, “See.”

      “Are you always prepared for everything?” she chuckled lightly.

      “Not for everything.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “To be honest, I wasn't ready for all that has happened on this journey.” He turned away from her, looking off in the darkness. “Headmaster Caine wanted me to tag along for a reason. He claimed it would help me find my true self. It would help my heart decide what it truly wanted.”

      “What does your heart desire?”

      “Vengeance,” he answered.

      “Vengeance for what?”

      “Vengeance for my father, my mother, and my sister.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “Killed by knights from a neighboring kingdom, men of honor, doing the work of Kings and Queens. Or so they claimed when they slew my parents. I was only seven at the time, but I managed to attack one of them with a knife. In return, he ran me through the shoulder with a sword and that's when my sister stepped in, stopping the foul man from killing me.

      She was good with a blade but not as skilled as the knight. Attempting to save my life, she gave the man a nasty scar right between the eyes. But that wasn't enough; he kicked her over on top of me, running her through the back with his blade. The last words she spoke were “Do not move, pretend to be dead. And no matter what happens, remember that your family loves you, and I love you, little brother.”

      I found solace in spending several cold nights alone with nothing but the dead bodies of my family to keep me company. I couldn't even tell you what kept me alive for so long, luckily though Caine found me. He took me back to the Academy at Drasal Where those of noble blood was allowed there to train and study under their masters. He lied and said I was his distant cousin, nothing else was asked and the Academy took me in.

      Not even the old man knows of this, that is why I shall always be loyal to Caine, no matter what the others say of him. The only thing that keeps me going to this very day is the thought of one day killing the ones that had wronged me and my family.”

      “Do you still feel the same?” Ellyn asked, trying to hide her tears from him.

      “I don't know what to feel. I want vengeance for my family, and that rage feeds me, gives me a power that I cannot explain. But now-” He paused to take in a deep breath. “Since I have been on this journey, and met you, the feeling of rage is starting to calm within my heart.”

      Ulrich pounded on his chest, trying to fight the losing battle against his tears that flowed from his eyes. “These new feelings that I cannot explain are making me weak, just like I was the day my family was killed. If I let that rage die within me, I will no longer have the strength to protect the people I care for.”

      Ellyn cupped Ulrich's cheek in her hand, pulling his face towards her, “What happened to your family wasn't your fault,” she said, wiping the tears from his face. “You are not weak, Ulrich. You're the strongest person I know.” She smiled warmly, “But if you let the rage you feel towards the men that took your family from you take control, then you shall never have the vengeance you seek, it will blind you into doing evil that exceeds even the evil that was done upon you.” Even though she spoke the words, deep down they were lies. Ellyn knew of the rage and hatred that Ulrich spoke of. She battled with it on a day to day basis. One day she was going to have vengeance of her own against the ones who had wronged her, but not if her hate won - that much was the truth.

      “That rage, that hatred, the want and need for vengeance is what keeps me pushing myself to new heights. Keeps me craving the power to do what is necessary. If I fail in my task, then I will lose everyone that is dear to me all over again, and my heart could not bear that twice.”

      Ellyn pulled Ulrich into a warm embrace, “Keep on the path that you feel is right. And you will always have the power to protect the ones you care for.” She had always seen Ulrich as nothing more than a spoiled kid who thought he could treat anyone any way that he wanted.

      Since she had spent more time around him, she realized that Ulrich was like her, a lost soul looking for a purpose in life. But he pushed others away so as not to feel the pain of loss again, afraid of not being strong enough to protect them. She refused to admit to herself that her feelings for Ulrich were growing stronger with each passing day that she spent with him.

      That night came and went, and the morning sun was slowly making its way over the hillside. The campfire that was burning hot from the previous night was nothing more than cold ash, put out by the morning snow.

      Gawain had already been up for a good hour getting everything put back into the saddlebags and feeding and watering the horses. He poured salt over the leftover meat, and wrapped it in cloth to keep it fresh for the next time they made camp. Like the mornings before, when all was done they spurred their horses on leaving another part of their journey behind them.

      Another two months had gone by, and the end of their journey together drew near. Ulrich's demeanor had somewhat calmed, and his looks had changed. His hair was slightly longer and peach fuzz formed around his lips. Not just his looks had changed mind you; the lot of them had changed. Gawain's hair was like Ulrich's but longer, and more gray showed through now. His goatee had turned into a full-blown beard, and his new look let his age show through which Ulrich made sure to let him know that every chance he got.

      As for Ellyn, the length of her hair was down to her lower back, and her chest was more prominent. She was becoming quite an attractive woman. Leon's appearance had changed drastically too, his hair was longer, yes. Not only that but he had a full goatee, not just peach fuzz like Ulrich. And he seemed to have grown at least a foot taller, along with having a more muscular frame. It was almost as if he had aged rather quickly, which seemed to draw the ire of his friend.

      “Just how old are you, Leon?” Ulrich mockingly asked.

      “To be honest with you, I don't really know,” Leon's voice went from deep to squeaky with every word he spoke. “My father was never one to celebrate the years passing. My mother tried but it never went as planned.”

      “So you don't know your age?”

      “Pretty much,” Leon laughed.

      “What do years matter anyway?” Ellyn giggled.

      “You're a girl, of course, you don't want to think about that sort of thing,” Ulrich joked.

      Gawain stayed far behind the bickering kids, just trying to keep his sanity. ‘I'm getting too old for babysitting, if not for the promise to keep Leon safe, I would have left the Academy eons ago.’ His thoughts were soon interrupted by the sounds of horses galloping their way. On ahead he had seen there were three men riding towards them. Gawain spurred his horse on ahead past Ellyn, Leon, and Ulrich, “Riders are coming this way.”

      “How many are there?” Leon asked.

      “Three,” Gawain shouted back.

      “That's it?” Ulrich laughed. “Doesn't sound like anything to be afraid of to me.”

      “They wear the color of the Elite Guard,” Gawain explained. “Just three of them could take down a whole garrison of soldiers.”

      “Did you say the Elite Guard?” Ellyn nervously asked.

      “I did,” Gawain answered, not even bothering to look back. Ellyn pulled the reins of her horse until it came to a stop. Gawain then pulled the reins to make his horse stop and turn back, “Are you mad, child?” he said, riding up to her. “Those men will kill us without so much a question.”

      “They wouldn't do such a heartless thing.”

      “What is going on?” Ulrich and Leon asked as they rode up.

      “Miss Ellyn refuses to run from the Elite Guard,” Gawain told them. “Why? I do not know.”

      Leon threw his hands up in the air, “The Elite Guard is full of trained killers, we will not stand a chance if they catch us here.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ellyn frowned. “The Elite Guard is not a band of trained killers, they protect the Church Of Light. Those men also protect the innocent, save the weak, and they give mercy where there is none. What kind of rubbish does your so-called Academy teach?” It would do no good to argue or attempt to flee at that point, as the three men were already upon them.

      “Turn your horses around slowly, if you try anything funny, you shall regret it.” It was clear these men were not mere soldiers. The armor they wore was shiny silver, with the crest of a lion carved on the breastplates. It was a way of showing they belonged to the Elite Guard.

      Gawain could plainly see that the one in the center was the captain of the guard, because he was wearing a red and green cape and his helmet bore a different resemblance than the others. When Ellyn turned to face the men, the captain jumped from his horse and ran up to her. “Lady Ellyn, is that truly you?”

      “It is,” Ellyn smiled warmly.

      The captain knelt down before her and removed his helmet, revealing that he was instead a she. “Lady Ellyn, it is a relief to see you safe. We thought for sure you had perished at the hands of the slave traders. Princess Mina will be relieved to know of this news.”

      “Rise from your knees, you know how much I hate that, Captain Shena,” Ellyn muttered.

      “I can't believe that the captain of the Elite Guard is a woman,” Leon whispered to Ulrich.

      “Be quiet,” Ulrich whispered back.

      Shena got to her feet, glaring at the company that Ellyn kept, no doubt thinking they were the enemies. “Who are these people?” she snarled.

      “Show some respect, Captain Shena,” Ellyn demanded. “These people saved my life. Which is more than I can say about the guard right now.”

      Captain Shena lowered her head in shame, “Forgive me, Lady Ellyn.” She looked back up at the others. “I apologize for my harsh words, and thank you for keeping Lady Ellyn safe.”

      Gawain humbly nodded, “No thanks are necessary. It has been a pleasure having Miss Ellyn travel with us.”

      “Still, you have my thanks,” Captain Shena responded with a faint smile.

      “Now that you know I'm alright, you can be on your way,” Ellyn snubbed her.

      Captain Shena wagged her finger in Ellyn's face, “That will not do,” she said. “You must come back to the city of Ormkirk with us.”

      “I refuse,” Ellyn snobbishly replied.

      “You owe it to your sister and to your parents to come back with us,” Captain Shena scolded her. “Not only that, it is your duty, and you know that I'm right.”

      “You don't know a thing about what my parents would want,” Ellyn barked.

      Shena took a deep breath, “Lady Ellyn, I have served your parents for ages. They would not wish for Mina to handle the burden of the kingdom alone, would they?”

      “She's not alone, she has Rin there to help out.”

      “Lady Ellyn, your brother left over four months ago,” Shena sighed. “We have not heard a word from him since then.”

      “What?” Ellyn gasped. “I can't believe Rin would just up and leave Mina to handle everything on her own. That doesn't sound like something he would do. Unless he went out in search of me.” She looked back at Ulrich with a look of sadness and broke a faint smile. ‘I want to go with Ulrich, but my place is by my sister's side. And maybe I can even find out where Rin has run off to in the meantime.’ “I'm sorry guys, but I must go with them. My sister needs me.”

      “Then we shall go with you,” Ulrich said.

      “We cannot go with her,” Gawain interrupted. “Our journey is over, it's time to return home.”

      “Then I will go with her.”

      “Not this time,” Ellyn frowned.

      Ulrich gave a look of shock, “Why would you say that?”

      Ellyn couldn't look Ulrich in the eyes when she answered him, “As much as I would like for you to go with me, you can't. This journey has meant a lot to you. Deep down you know that you want to return home, that way you can prove yourself.”

      She took a necklace from her neck, maneuvering her horse close to his. “Take this.” She took his hand, placing the necklace in it. “Keep this safe for me until next we meet. Remember, you have a personal mission to accomplish as well, that should come first.” Ellyn turned her horse around and spurred it over to where the two soldiers awaited.

      Captain Shena placed her helmet back over her head and bowed before mounting her horse. “It is time we head back to Ormkirk,” she shouted, spurring her horse on. Followed by the two soldiers and Ellyn, right before they were out of sight, she stopped and waved one last time, then disappeared over the rolling hills. It was hard watching Ellyn ride away without him, and Ulrich fought back the urge to cry out and give chase. The feeling of sadness was soon replaced with what he had come to know best; hatred.

      Ulrich pulled the reins of his horse, turning in the opposite direction, “Let's get out of here, there's nothing more for us here.” He kicked the sides of his horse and off he went. Ulrich never looked back.
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            The Chamberlain Strikes A Deal With Evil

          

        

      

    

    
      The now King Alistair took the pieces of the Reaper Blade down into the dungeons where he came to a torch that was placed on the wall. At first glance it seemed to be a dead end. Alistair checked the surrounding area to make sure he wasn't being followed. If anyone found out what he had been up to, it could lead to disastrous consequences.

      He reached out and pulled the torch, which made the wall move revealing a hidden room. Alistair took a step inside and the trap door closed behind him. He mumbled a few words under his breath, and within seconds the torches in the room lit up. The only things in the room were a large table, along with a single chair sitting in the center. On that table was an old book; it was the same one that Gawain had given to him after he had taken Leon from within the house floorboards.

      It was that book that changed Alistair's destiny forever, giving him the knowledge of the power he could take for his own. He put the pieces of the blade upon the table beside the old book and began fitting them together exactly. He stared at the almost finished blade, thinking ‘one more piece, and the Reaper Blade shall be complete. And all the power it holds shall be mine. Then I shall start shaping this world into what it was meant to be, a crooked smile curved his lips.’ A shadow inside the room moved which caught his attention, so Alistair unsheathed the King’s Defender and held it up, “Show yourself, or my blade shall find its target. That much I promise you.”

      “Steady your blade, King Alistair.” Chamberlain Ballard stepped out of the shadows with his arms raised. “I'm not here to make an attempt on your life. So if you don't mind please, please, put that thing away.”

      Alistair angrily glared at the man, “Even if you tried to kill me it would do you no good, you would be dead before you took another step,” he smirked. “Hmm, I still might kill you yet, depending on how you answer my questions.”

      “You tried that once before, remember,” Ballard laughed. “However this time I am unarmed, I come in peace.”

      “I have killed unarmed men before,” Alistair smirked. “Tell me, how did you find this room?”

      Ballard slowly paced back and forth, making sure not to eye the book that lay atop the table. “Remember Alistair-”

      “King Alistair to you.”

      Ballard smiled and kept pacing, “My apologies, King Alistair. As I was saying, I was King Edward’s Chamberlain well before you became his First Knight.” He ran the tips of his fingers across the flat of the table. “This castle has been my home for many a year, I know all of the secrets it holds.”

      Alistair watched Chamberlain Ballard's hand inching ever closer to the book, “So you have been spying on me.” he said, reaching over and picking up the book. “What else do you know?”

      Ballard waved his hand over the broken sword, “I know of this,” he said. “This is none other than the Reaper Blade. Is it not?”

      “So what if it is?”

      “And you're close to completing it, are you not?”

      Alistair raised his brow, “What if I am? What's it to you?” he asked. “Clearly it means nothing if it's in pieces.”

      “Do you take me for a fool?” Ballard snarled. “I know all about that book in your hand, I also know that the King’s Defender is key in restoring the Reaper Blade to its former glory.” He took a deep breath, trying to hide his gleefulness. “Not only that, King Alistair. I know exactly what you, and now First Knight Caine, have done to the former King Edward.”

      Alistair raised his blade to the throat of the Chamberlain, “Dead men tell no tales,” he smiled devilishly.

      Chamberlain Ballard put the tip of his finger on the end of the blade, “I'm not here to cause you grief. This humble man only wishes to serve his new king to the best of his abilities,” he grinned from ear to ear.

      “I seriously doubt that,” Alistair said. “What do you really want?”

      Ballard pushed the tip of the blade away from his throat, “As I said, I'm here to serve. And give you some well-needed advice.” Alistair was curious and sheathed his sword back to his side. “That's better, maybe we can work together. However, before we go any further here I have but one request; please call me by my name. Being called Chamberlain all the time is unnerving.”

      “As you wish, Ballard,” Alistair replied. “What sort of advice does one wish to share?”

      “Let's say it’s more information than advice.”

      “Say what you will, but for your sake, you better pray the information is worth my while.”

      Ballard smiled sheepishly, “People are talking, Your Majesty. Not the townsfolk though, they do not have the brains to piece things together, filthy peasants.” Ballard turned his back to King Alistair, “It's the people of the Academy that have been talking. Even trying to cause distrust within your loyal subjects.”

      Alistair rubbed his chin nervously, “This is troubling.”

      Ballard turned back around to face Alistair, “But I have an idea,” he evilly smiled. “There is a way to place the blame on others, and deal with the Academy at the same time, but it will cost you.”

      “Name your price, if you want wealth then I will make sure you have it. If you want power, then you shall have that as well.”

      “I do not want money, nor do I wish for power.” Ballard pointed at the book that Alistair had a death grip on. “When you are done with giving the Reaper Blade back its power, all I want in return is the book that you have in your hands. That is all I wish for.”

      Alistair held the book tight in his hands, as he wasn't sure if he was willing to part with it just yet. The book itself had secrets of power that he had yet to learn. But taking the Reaper Blade’s power for himself was what he wanted more than anything else. ‘I do not know if I can part with this relic of power, it has taught me worldly secrets that not a soul knows of.

      What would Ballard learn if he had the book to himself, would it be wise to allow such a thing to happen? Would it interfere with my plans? He knows of a way to deal with the Academy without me having a direct hand in the matter.’ Alistair was hesitant but had finally come to a decision, “You have yourself a deal, Ballard. Once I have what I want, and you have dealt with the situation at hand, the book shall be yours.”

      “Let us make a blood pact, to ensure promises are kept,” Ballard said, pulling a knife from his belt. He held the knife straight up, placing his left hand over the blade and squeezing tightly. Ballard pulled the knife, and the sharp blade made a small gash in the palm of his hand. Alistair did the same. The two men shook hands and the blood pact between them was complete.
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            The Reaper Blade is Restored and the Academy is no More

          

        

      

    

    
      The kingdom of Drasal was now in sight; it had been a long, harsh journey, full of excitement, wonder, and loss. But Gawain, Leon, and Ulrich had finally made it home after a very long two and a half years. With them was the last piece of the Reaper Blade. Most of the time Caine would send for someone to watch them and retrieve each piece, but not this time. As they rode through town, they expected a hero's welcome, or at least that's what Ulrich had expected. But they didn't get anything of the sort, and not even one welcome back was heard.

      “I thought for sure we would receive some kind of honors for our trouble,” Ulrich grumbled.

      “King Edward is sickly, and I doubt that he even knows of our endeavors,” Gawain said.

      “We are home, that's all that matters,” Leon smiled brightly. “First thing I'm going to do is take a nice warm bath, then eat a hot meal. I can honestly say that I'm tired of eating rabbit meat.”

      “Sorry Leon, but that will have to wait,” Gawain informed him. “We must find Headmaster Caine.” Speaking of Caine as a headmaster made his stomach crawl. “And give him the last piece of the blade as proof to him that we have completed our mission.”

      “Do I have to tag along?” Leon muttered.

      “Like it or not, all three of us have to make an appearance.”

      “Stop whining,” Ulrich interrupted. “We may not have had a hero's welcome, but we shall still be heroes in the eyes of Lord Alistair and Headmaster Caine. Don't you see? They will give us anything that our hearts desire.” He could barely contain his excitement.

      “Who would want things from two evil men like that?” Gawain snapped. “I would never sell my soul to the likes of them.”

      “You know nothing old man.”

      A young boy ran up requesting he take the horses from them, he was the stable master's helper and was quite good at his job. Gawain smiled, dismounting from his horse, “Take good care of this horse, boy,” Gawain smiled, fast to remove the saddle bag.

      “I will Mister,” the boy gave a toothless grin.

      Gawain reached into his money pouch and removed a gold coin, dropping it in the young boy's hand. “There's more where that came from if you keep your end of the deal,” he winked. The young boy smiled happily and pulled the horses towards the stables.

      “Why do you insist on giving those filthy peasants money just to do what they are told?” Ulrich snarled.

      “These are troubling times, Ulrich. Not every child is lucky enough to join the Academy. They do what they must to survive, same as their parents.”

      “I don't need a lecture, old man,” Ulrich growled, then walked on ahead.

      “Don't let him get to you, Master Gawain,” Leon smiled, before running after Ulrich.

      Gawain was tired from the long journey and was also getting tired of dealing with Ulrich's snide remarks. He looked as though his anger was reaching a boiling point. Just when he was getting about ready to chase Ulrich down and teach him a lesson that he would never forget, a voice whispered to him from the shadows, “He's not worth it.” He recognized who it was right away.

      “What makes you think I was going to do anything?”

      “I've come to recognize the faces you make when you are angry, and thinking about doing something foolish.”

      “You've got me there, Shadow,” Gawain chuckled, letting his anger go.

      Shadow stepped out from the alleyway, wearing another outfit as she had always done. This time she bore a worn out brown tunic and tattered jeans, and like always she had a hood that covered her face, and a worn-out cloak that concealed the double blades she wore on her back. “Forget about the boy, for now we have bigger problems to deal with.”

      “What can be a bigger problem than giving Headmaster Caine the last piece of the Reaper Blade, and smacking Ulrich around?”

      “It's Caine, he is no longer Headmaster.”

      “That's good to hear.” Gawain let out a sigh of relief.

      “No, it's bad, really bad.”

      “How can that be a bad thing?”

      “Cain has become the new First Knight to the King,” Shadow explained.

      “Is King Edward that naive?” Gawain choked.

      “That is the more disturbing news I have to tell you,” Shadow sighed. “Your precious King Edward has disappeared and Alistair has been appointed the new King of Drasal.”

      “This cannot be!” Gawain slammed his fist into the first hut door nearest him.

      “This is not the time for anger, but action.”

      Gawain took a few deep breaths, clenching his fists tight, “You are right, Shadow, I must calm myself and figure out the best course of action.”

      “Do you still have the last piece of the Reaper Blade?”

      “Of course,” Gawain answered.

      “Check to make sure, Alistair must never get his hands on it.”

      “Do not worry, I have it right here in my saddlebag.” Gawain reached into the bag and fumbled around until he pulled a torn piece of cloth out. “It's right here.” He unwrapped the object and let out a gasp of disbelief.

      “That's a piece of wood,” Shadow said. “Where is the relic?”

      “It was right here, wrapped up in this cloth.” Gawain still had the look of disbelief written all over his face. “He wouldn't dare,” his eyes then filled with anger.

      “Who has it, if not you?”

      “Ulrich,” Gawain growled. “He must have known that I was having second thoughts about giving it to, Caine.”

      “You must go after him, and be quick,” Shadow said with urgency. “He must not be allowed to hand it over to Caine, nor Alistair.”

      Gawain turned and chased after Leon and Ulrich. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him, sweat was forming on his brow, and he was breathing heavily. As he drew near, fear started to build inside of him, for he had seen Leon and Ulrich heading into the castle. “Wait!” He shouted. “Don't give them the last piece of the blade, Ulrich! Ulrich!” Ulrich turned smiling at Gawain; it was a way of defying his teacher of old, one last time.

      “Did you hear someone shouting?” Leon asked.

      “It's no one,” Ulrich said. “Let us hurry.”

      “What about Master Gawain?”

      “Don't worry about the old man, he will catch up to us.” When the soldier standing guard opened the castle doors, Ulrich ushered Leon on inside.

      “Why are you pushing me?”

      “We don't want to keep Lord Alistair or Headmaster Caine waiting.” The door closed behind them, followed by a loud thud, then a clicking of a lock. Ulrich turned from Leon's view and smiled faintly. ‘It's to’ late old man, you can't stop us now.’

      Gawain ran through the crowds of people with desperation, pushing them to the side, sweat was dripping from his brow and into his eyes. His legs were starting to give, he hadn't had any rest in days and it was showing. Just as it seemed he was about to have Ulrich and the last piece of the blade within his grasp, both Leon and Ulrich walked inside the castle, the doors slamming shut behind them. “Open the doors!”

      “Sorry, Master Gawain. We are not allowed to open the doors to anyone from the Academy.”

      “Why?” Gawain grumbled.

      “I do not know, but those were my orders from Caine.”

      “You gave access to my students.” Gawain replied. “So why not me?”

      “Always were a hothead,” a familiar voice said.

      Gawain turned around to see Caine standing before him with soldiers to his left and right, “Caine, I should have known this was your doing,” he snarled. “Tell the guard to let me inside the castle.”

      “I'm afraid I cannot allow that to happen,” Caine smirked. “Alistair has big plans, and I will not let you interfere. Soldiers, arrest this man.”

      “Arrest me for what?”

      “You will find out soon enough,” Caine answered. “Master Gawain!” he shouted, drawing the attention of the townspeople. “I hereby place you under arrest for working with the Academy to kill King Edward, and treason against the new King Alistair! Soldiers, do your duty and apprehend this man!” The soldiers that were with Caine acted, binding Gawain's wrist together, while Caine held a blade to his throat. “Stop struggling or I will slit your throat,” he warned.

      Gawain glared at Caine, hate boiling over in his heart, “What happened to you, Caine? I thought you were a man of honor, I never thought you would be the one to sell your soul.”

      Caine was so close to Gawain's face that he could smell the stench of his breath, “Honor means nothing to me, power is all I seek, nothing more.”

      “You're nothing more than Alistair's lackey.”

      “Think what you will,” Caine smirked. “I'm just using Alistair until I complete goals of my own, then I will no longer have a use for him either.”

      “And what of Leon and Ulrich?”

      “Ulrich will continue to serve me well, just as he has done before. That is until he is ready to accept his true fate,” Caine answered. “As for Leon, well, let's just say he will share in your fate, and the fate of the Academy.”

      “You cannot do this!”

      “I can do whatever I wish,” Caine laughed. “Take him to the dungeons,” he commanded, pulling the blade away from Gawain's throat. About that time a knife was hurled through the air, killing one of the soldiers that had Gawain's arms bound. The man screamed in pain, falling to the ground. Gawain, now released, took his own knife from his belt and stabbed the other soldier in the throat. Blood spurted from his neck as he lay on the ground dying.

      Gawain was now freed - he wanted to turn and kill Caine but he did not, instead, he gave Caine a warning that one day he would make him pay for his evil ways, and turned to flee out of sight. Caine stood there watching Gawain disappear from sight. Not once did he call out for help, nor give chase. ‘Gawain, old friend. If you do not survive then all of my plans will be for naught’. Caine turned and casually walked away.

      Ulrich moved through the castle halls with haste, while Leon did his best just to keep up with him. When they came to the King's throne room, two castle knights stood guard in front of the double doors. The knights were preparing to draw upon the two young youths, “Who goes there?” they both asked at the same time.

      “We are trying to find Lord Alistair.”

      “What business do you have with the new King?”

      “New king?” Ulrich looked perplexed. “Are you talking of Alistair?”

      “That is King Alistair to you, runt.”

      “I don't think King Alistair would appreciate the tone you have with me.”

      “Get out of here you smart mouthed punk.” He placed his hand back on the hilt of his blade, “Or you will not like what happens next.”

      The throne room doors behind the knights opened, and King Alistair made his way out to greet Leon and Ulrich. “My young friends you have returned,” he smiled. “Does this mean your quest has been completed?”

      Ulrich knelt before King Alistair, but Leon refused to do so. “We have conquered all of the trials, and have retrieved the final piece of the Reaper Blade, my lord. But your two guards here were refusing to let us speak to you, they even threatened our lives.”

      “Is that true?” Alistair asked the two men.

      “It is, King Alistair. We did not know who these kids were, Your Majesty.”

      Not a second later Alistair pulled a knife, slitting both of the men's throats, “It's hard to find good help nowadays.” Alistair laughed. “Now where were we? Oh yes, that's right.” He turned his attention back to Leon and Ulrich. “Please, come inside. The throne room is always open to you and your friend, Ulrich.” Alistair ushered the young boys inside. This was the first time that either of them had ever been inside such a glorious hall. The throne room stretched far, and walls made from Litrock surrounded them.

      The floor looked as though they were walking atop mirrors, and there at the far end of the room were two large chairs set on what seemed to be a small stage. Behind those chairs were paintings of King Edward’s most trusted of friends and family. Leon could have sworn that one of the paintings looked like his father. King Alistair walked up to the steps, taking a seat in the chair on the right. Leon wasn't much on the ways of royalty. But he had heard of thrones for Kings and Queens, “Tell me. Am I right to assume you have the last piece of the Reaper Blade?”

      “You are my Lord,” Ulrich smiled. “I have it right here.” He pulled out a ripped cloth tunic from within the saddle bag he took from Gawain and proceeded to unwrap it, revealing the last piece of the blade.

      “Where did you get that?” Leon whispered. “Master Gawain had that in his saddlebag if I remember correctly.”

      Ulrich ignored Leon's question, “I humbly offer this to you, my King. Proof we have completed the mission you asked of us.” He bowed his head.

      “Ulrich, don't give that to him!” Again he was ignored.

      “You have done Caine and myself proud, Sir Ulrich. Now take your first step in becoming a knight and bring me the item.”

      Leon grabbed Ulrich's shoulder, “You cannot do this, Ulrich. Please listen to me,” he pleaded. Ulrich pulled away from Leon's grasp when he rose to his feet. Leon went to grab for Ulrich again, but what he failed to realize was that Caine now stood behind him. Putting his arms around Leon, Caine had him in a bear hug. “Let me go! Let me go!” Leon demanded, trying to wiggle himself free.

      “Caine, would you please do something about that loud mouth of his,” Alistair grumbled.

      “What would you suggest?”

      “Slit his throat, or cut out his tongue.”

      “Wait!” Ulrich interrupted. “I have a better idea.”

      “Whatever you are going to do, be quick about it. His screaming is getting on my nerves.”

      “Thank you, my Lord,” Ulrich nodded, turning to face Leon.

      “Please don't do this,” Leon pleaded one last time.

      Ulrich shook his head, “This is the way it must be.” He punched Leon in the gut with as much force as he could muster. Leon gasped for air, but none flowed through his lungs. He tried to speak but could find no words; the whole room was starting to go dark. “Someday you will understand.” Were the last words he heard before everything went black.

      Later that evening Leon was awoken to the noises of a scuffle just a few feet from where he lay. His head was still ringing, his vision blurred. Still, he managed to pick himself up, and it took a little bit for the cobwebs to clear from his head. It only took a second to realize he had been thrown into the dungeons, as strong metal bars blocked his only exit. He wanted to scream, curse out loud, however, fear held him back. Then out of nowhere, he heard a loud moan, followed by a thud, and now there was only one shadow instead of two.

      “W-Who's there?” Leon nervously asked.

      “Steady your nerves, Leon.” Gawain appeared in front of the bars with the keys to the cell in hand. “It's just me.”

      “Thank the gods.”

      “How did you end up down here?” Gawain asked as he fumbled with the keys. “And where is Ulrich?”

      “Ulrich is the reason I'm down here.”

      “What of the piece of the blade? Does Ulrich still have it?”

      “The last thing I remember is Caine grabbing hold of me, while Ulrich knocked me out cold.”

      “I was afraid of this,” Gawain frowned. “I am too late, Ulrich must have given Alistair the last piece of the Reaper Blade.” After a few tries he finally found the right key that unlocked the cell door.

      “Thank you, Master Gawain,” Leon said. “Just a quick question though. Where were you this whole time?”

      “Dealing with other matters.”

      “Such as?”

      “We can discuss that later. Right now we must hurry before Alistair has a chance to return the Reaper Blade to its former glory.” Gawain tossed Leon's belongings back to him, “Hurry and prepare yourself, it won't be easy.”

      “How can we stop him?” Leon sighed, strapping his sword back to his side.

      “I do not know, but we must try.”

      Leon took his bow and quiver of arrows from his cloth bag, tying the quiver to his back, and placed the bow over his shoulder. After tossing the bag to the side he looked at Gawain nervously, “I'm ready when you are.”

      Gawain and Leon made their way towards the King's throne room, taking down any unsuspecting soldiers that got in their way. When they stormed into the throne room it was empty, “Where have they gone?” He grumbled, punching the stone wall hard enough to split his knuckles wide open.

      “I think I may know where.”

      “Where?”

      “What is the one thing Alistair, Caine, and Ulrich all have in common?”

      “Their love for attention,” Gawain smirked. “Great thinking, Leon. Let's get to the town square, it's the only place that could feed their egos.”

      They took flight from the castle and ran towards the town square and fast. At times they would have to stick to the back alleys, just to stay out of sight of the soldiers that sought them. Their muscles ached, both were huffing and puffing, but still they did not stop for anything. It was their last chance to stop Alistair's dark plans. When they had made it to the town square, it was filled with people from all over the lands. In the very center of the crowd was a grand stage, and standing up on that stage were King Alistair and Caine, along with three other knights.

      “My people!” Alistair shouted to the masses. “Today you have been invited here to witness a grand event. Not only did you witness a new King being crowned, but you shall now witness a turning point, not only for the kingdom of Drasal but for the entire world.” The crowd roared in his favor. “Let the ceremony begin!”

      Four men in black robes came walking through the crowd of people, humming some unknown hymn, carrying foreign objects. It was the most outrageous thing Leon had ever witnessed in his whole life. The next man that came out behind the men in robes they both recognized right away.

      “That is the leader of the Mages,” Leon gasped. “What is he doing here?”

      “This changes things,” Gawain sighed.

      “Why? I'm not afraid of him.”

      “If we rush the stage innocent people will die.”

      The four men in the black robes carrying the foreign objects each walked over to a corner of the stage and stood there humming the unfamiliar hymn. Zerius walked up the steps, joining King Alistair and Caine on the stage. He raised his hand up in the air and the humming stopped. “Would the young lad known as Ulrich bring me the pieces of the Reaper Blade,” he called out.

      The humming started again as Ulrich walked through the crowd of townspeople, carrying a long thin wooden crate in his arms. Ulrich knelt down and placed the crate on the stage, “Open the box, young one.” Ulrich opened the crate, removing the hilt of the Reaper Blade first. “Hand that to me, and we shall begin the ceremony of ’The Calling Of Power’.” Zerius commanded. He took the hilt from the young man, holding it tight in his hands. “First Knight Caine, if you would open the scroll of power.”

      “That scroll, I recognize it,” Leon exclaimed.

      “How so?” Gawain inquired.

      “It was one of the three scrolls I gave to Zerius.”

      “In exchange for not killing us all,” Gawain added.

      “Exactly.”

      “Then the Mages were in on it from the very beginning.”

      “And Ulrich helped them.” Leon shook his head with disgust, “He must have known Alistair and Caine's true intentions this whole time. Ulrich used me to retrieve the scrolls, and he must have also told Zerius he wasn't allowed to touch any of us. That means they tricked us into believing harm would be done instead.”

      “They played us for fools.”

      “It's not your fault, Master Gawain. He played the part very well.”

      “Watch and witness a new era for all lands,” Zerius proclaimed, making Gawain and Leon turn their attention back onto the stage. Zerius began to read from the scroll that Caine held up, “Doth. Nein. Petrino. Monitinite.”

      The red jewel on the bottom of the hilt started to glow, it was almost hypnotic. “Hand me the second piece of the blade, child.” He held out his hand, and Ulrich nodded, giving him the second piece. Zerius placed the hilt and the broken piece of the blade together, reading the second verse from the scroll, “Necro. Mandat. Terone.” The broken blade glowed and the piece of the blade held together with the hilt.

      “That's not good,” Leon nervously swallowed.

      “It's rather unnerving.” Gawain gulped.

      Zerius held out his hand, and Ulrich handed over another piece of the Reaper Blade. Just like the time before he read from the scroll of power. Zerius repeated the process until all that was left was the final piece. King Alistair stood watching, and the anticipation of yielding such power made him smile with glee.

      “The Reaper Blade is almost complete,” Leon gasped. “Let's rush the stage.”

      “We wait.”

      Leon turned to face his teacher, and the look on his face said it all, “Are you mad? We cannot wait for the blade to be complete before we make a move.”

      “Settle down, Leon. Even if the blade is complete, they still need one last piece of the puzzle to give the sword back its powers. Alistair will have to call upon the power of the King’s Defender.”

      “But he has the King’s Defender,” Leon replied.

      “Still, it doesn't mean he can control the power it contains.”

      A bright red light formed on the stage. To Leon, it was as if the sun had fallen from the sky and landed in Drasal. They both watched on, and a feeling of dread filled the pit of their stomachs. Neither could explain the feeling, but both knew something bad was about to happen. “So it begins,” a voice whispered. He turned back to Gawain, “Did you say something?” However, when he caught a glimpse of Gawain's face boiling with rage, Leon knew that it wasn't him that had spoken those words.

      Zerius held the blade up in the air, “Behold, the Reaper Blade is once again whole.” He turned his attention towards Alistair, “King Alistair, kneel before the Reaper Blade and accept it as your own.”

      Alistair got down on one knee, holding up his hands, “I take the power of the Reaper Blade as my own. May its power flow through my veins and show me the one true path that I must take.”

      Zerius placed the completed Reaper Blade in Alistair's hands, “Arise, King Alistair. You know what you must do to complete the ceremony.”

      King Alistair arose to his feet and nodded to Zerius, “I know exactly what I must do.” He unsheathed the King’s Defender. “I must take the power of this blade as my own and transfer it over to the Reaper Blade to awaken its true form.”

      “Can you accomplish such a feat?” Zerius asked.

      “I can, but not alone,” Alistair answered. “As a matter of fact, I need another whose heart is the same as mine. You know who I speak of, Zerius.”

      “That I do,” Zerius nodded. “Young man, would you please come here?” He motioned for Ulrich to stand beside him, “Would you be willing to aid us in reviving the true power of the Reaper Blade?”

      Ulrich looked surprised to be asked such a question, “I do not know what you expect from me, but I shall try my best for King Alistair, Caine, and the rest of Drasal.” He humbly bowed.

      “Those are noble words coming from such a brave boy,” Alistair smiled faintly, “Tell me Zerius, what would you have us do?”

      “Give the Reaper Blade to the young man here,” Zerius insisted.

      “My name is, Ulrich.”

      “Forgive me, Ulrich,” Zerius laughed. “Please, take the Reaper Blade from, King Alistair.”

      “May I ask why me and not Caine?”

      “Because it takes three to complete the transfer of power,” Zerius answered. “Caine is already feeding his strength into the scroll, which breathes life into this ceremony. And King Alistair cannot finish the transfer of power alone, or it could kill him. You should be honored that King Alistair trusts in you enough to help with such a task that will change the course of history.” Ulrich said not another word and reached out to take the Reaper Blade from his King.

      “Why has Ulrich taken the Reaper Blade?” Leon muttered.

      “I haven't the foggiest,” Gawain shrugged.

      “Thought you knew of this.”

      “This part is new even to me.”

      “Then we must stop whatever is about to happen.”

      “No,” Gawain barked.

      “Why do you keep stopping me?” Leon hissed.

      “Keeping you safe is more important,” Gawain snapped back.

      “Innocent people will die if we let them complete the ceremony. How is my life more important than theirs?!” Leon was angry and didn't like the fact that Gawain only protected him when others needed aid as well.

      “I made a promise to keep you safe above all else, that's all you need to know,” Gawain said. “Even though I want to run up there and kill Caine, I will not throw away our lives so foolishly. Especially yours!”

      “Then what happens next is on you.”

      “One day I will surely answer for my sins. Just not on this day.”

      Ulrich held up the Reaper Blade, “What do I do next?”

      Zerius leaned in close, whispering, “Concentrate all of your hate, all of your anger, and let all of your feelings out into one steady stream, focusing them into the blade.”

      Ulrich did what was asked of him, and all the feelings that had been boiling over in him for years were brought to the surface. His feelings for Ellyn came to the surface as well. When he thought about her and how she left him behind it set everything into motion. He felt everything inside of him erupt through his hands and into the blade, followed by a strange calmness he had never felt before.

      “That's good, that's good,” Zerius smirked. “Keep feeding the blade with your hatred.” He turned to face Alistair, “King Alistair, take control over the King’s Defender, make it realize you as its master. Once you have accomplished that, touch the blades together.”

      Alistair closed his eyes, focusing all of his energy into taking control over the Kings Defender. He struggled at first, but then he remembered his vision for a new world, with all the kingdoms under one rule; his. That gave him the strength and the will to make the power of the blade he held his own. The blade glowed the opposite color of the Reaper Blade; instead of an eerie red, the King’s Defender glowed a bright blue. “Perfect,” Zerius smiled. “Touch the blades together, and bring the Reaper Blade to life!”

      When Alistair and Ulrich touched the two swords together, a blinding light erupted from the stage. When the light faded, the King’s Defender crumbled into nothing more than ash in Alistair's hands. The Reaper Blade's appearance had changed as well. The rust on the broken blade had vanished and unlike most swords, the blade didn't have a shiny metallic look to it. Instead, the blade had a blackish purple tint, and the jewel on the bottom of the hilt stayed a dark blood red.

      “Remember, this blade belongs to you young one,” Zerius whispered in Ulrich's ear. “But for now, you must give the blade of power to Alistair. When you are ready, seek me out and I will help you claim what is rightfully yours.” It was the same thing that the Teroc had said as well. Zerius turned and walked off the stage, with the men in black robes following behind him through the crowd.

      Alistair held out his hand and smiled, “Hand the blade to me, Ulrich.” Ulrich bowed and handed the Reaper Blade over to King Alistair, “Thank you, Ulrich. You shall make a fine knight to serve the new kingdom.” But something changed in Alistair when he took the Reaper Blade for himself. His eyes went from blue to black as coal, evil emanated from his face, then he began to laugh maniacally as the Reaper Blade glowed with power.

      “King Alistair?” Ulrich could tell something wasn't right.

      “All is well,” Alistair smirked. “We have other business to attend to.” His voice sounded different, deeper, darker than usual. Was it still King Alistair that was speaking? Or had the dark powers of the Reaper Blade taken control over him?

      Ulrich looked over at Caine, “Something is different about King Alistair.”

      “Nothing is wrong with,” Caine replied. “The power of the blade is bringing out his true intentions. His one true self is about to be shown, this is all part of the plan.”

      “What plan?”

      “Watch and find out for yourself.”

      “People of Drasal, I have sad news in light of what you have witnessed today,” King Alistair called out to the crowd. “I have found out what fate had befallen the good King Edward - he was killed and disposed of by people he had trusted most.” People out in the crowd hissed and booed, even started to demand King Alistair to tell them who had done such a thing.

      A smirk creased Alistair's lips, “It was people within the Academy that conspired and killed King Edward. Even now they aim their sights at me. But fear not, when I took the responsibility of the King, I acted to end the tyranny. Executioner, would you please bring the traitors onto the stage.”

      “The people at the Academy would never do such a thing,” Leon barked.

      “Alistair set the Academy up to take the blame off him and Caine,” Gawain sighed.

      King Alistair's executioner brought his prisoners onto the stage. There were two young men around Leon's age, a lady, and two older men with shackles on their wrists and ankles. Leon was quick to recognize who had been falsely accused, “It's Henry and Jeffrey,” Leon gasped. “They even have old man Altard in shackles, he is nothing more than a scholar. There's weaponsmith Barkentin as well, I would never have guessed he would go quietly.”

      “Those dogs have put shackles on Lady Catherine,” Gawain snarled. “Who in the hell do they think they are?”

      “You stopped me from charging the stage when they repaired the Reaper Blade, but you will not stop me from helping them.”

      “Give me time to think,” Gawain grumbled.

      What happened next was sad indeed. Alistair swung the Reaper Blade through the air, and the blade connected with weaponsmith Barkentin's neck. Sending his head falling onto the stage, blood spurted as the headless body collapsed. The crowd cheered at witnessing such carnage, “Behold. This is what happens when you go against the King Of Drasal.” Alistair swung the Reaper Blade again and old man Altard joined Barkentin dead before Alistair's feet.

      Seeing both Altard and Barkentin beheaded sent a spark of rage flowing through Leon's body, the likes of which he had never felt before, “Don't do it, Leon.” Gawain could tell by Leon's body movements that he was preparing to rush the stage. “We will all die if you act hastily.” Leon didn't respond to Gawain's words, as he had his hand firmly around the hilt of his sword.

      “Not even women, nor children shall be spared from the justice of the new era.” King Alistair was readying to take the life of Lady Catherine. Upon seeing this Gawain forgot about Leon and went into action. He pulled a knife from his belt and threw it at Alistair's chest. The knife sailed through the air, it seemed like the knife would hit its intended target. But Caine darted across the stage, knocking the knife out of the air with his sword before it could reach his king.

      “Damn it,” Gawain grumbled.

      “Did you think that would work, Gawain?” Caine shouted.

      Gawain glared at Caine with fury in his eyes, “Leon, it is time. Be mindful not to die.”

      “Same for you, Master Gawain.” Leon rushed through the crowd towards the stage. He had King Alistair in his sights, in his mind that was the first person he was going to kill. He made his way through the crowd and up the steps of the stage, only to find Ulrich standing in his way. “Get out of my way, Ulrich,” Leon hissed. “I do not wish to fight you.”

      Ulrich lowered his head, “You intend to hurt King Alistair, do you not?” he said, with his hand on the hilt of his blade.

      “I'm not going to hurt him,” Leon smirked. “I'm going to kill him for what he has done.”

      “Then you leave me no choice.” Ulrich drew his blade. “I cannot allow you to do such a thing.”

      “He has brought nothing but pain to everyone that has crossed paths with him. The man is pure evil.”

      “King Alistair is not evil,” Ulrich snapped. “He is a man of vision, not only that, he is doing whatever it takes to bring forth a new world, no matter the sacrifices.”

      “Is killing innocent people doing whatever it takes?”

      “King Alistair is just in what he does,” Ulrich responded.

      “You are just as delusional as Alistair and Caine,” Leon said with anger. “Do you not care about what he has done to our friends at the Academy?”

      “They killed King Edward, that is why Alistair is King now.”

      “That's a load of bull, and you know it!”

      Ulrich looked at Leon and sighed, “I'm going to give you one last chance to stand down and if you do I promise no harm will befall you. I offer that only because we are friends.”

      Leon looked away, “We are no longer friends,” he replied, unsheathing his sword. “If we were, you would be standing beside me, not against me.”

      “I could say the same for you,” Ulrich said with sadness in his eyes.

      “Then I guess this be our fates.”

      “So be it.” Ulrich swung his blade, and metal crashed against metal as Leon blocked his attack.

      Gawain was making his way towards King Alistair as well when Caine jumped off the stage with his blade drawn swinging downward at Gawain barely missing his face. “I'm surprised that you would try to attack your King,” Caine smirked.

      “That man is not my King, I refuse to bow down to such a fiend!”

      “Watch your tongue, I let you live the first time, don't make me regret it.”

      “You, let me live?” Gawain laughed. “Words of a coward indeed.”

      Being called a coward infuriated Caine to the point that he had forgotten that Gawain was needed for his master plan to take form, and he attacked him out of anger. Gawain parried the attack swinging his blade upward towards Caine's head, barely missing by just inches. “That was a close one,” Caine smiled. “I see you are playing for keeps this time.”

      “It's a pity the blade missed your neck, Caine,” Gawain laughed. “But there's still time to make sure that happens.” Gawain went on the attack, swinging his blade at Caine multiple times. It looked as though the two were engaged in some sort of ritualistic dance, both attacking, both blocking each other's advances. Sparks flew as their attacks increased with speed and intensity, Gawain thought that Caine wasn't giving his all. “Why are you holding back?” Gawain huffed.

      “I'm not the only one holding back.” Caine blocked another of Gawain's attacks.

      Not only was Gawain engaged in a heated battle with Caine, but so too was Leon against his former friend. Leon lunged with his blade in hand, but Ulrich was quick to knock the blade away before it could pierce his skin. “Why do you fight me?” he shouted angrily, swinging his blade in a slashing motion at Leon.

      “Because you stand on the wrong side.” Leon pushed the oncoming blade to the side and connected with a punch to the face that sent Ulrich reeling backward.

      Ulrich retaliated with a punch of his own that had the same effect on Leon, “I stand with the winning side,” Ulrich barked. He sighed, lowering his blade, “Join me, Leon, we can accomplish great things in the new world. Please, I do not wish to hurt you, you're the only friend I have.”

      “I'm sorry, Ulrich,” Leon frowned. “But I chose my own path, as did you.” He hit Ulrich in the face with the hilt of his blade, hard enough that it knocked him right off the stage. Leon hated himself for what he had done, but it was his only choice. With Ulrich out of the way, he could work on freeing the others and possibly putting an end to Alistair in the process.

      Caine sheathed his blade back to his side, “This has been fun old friend, but the time for play is over.”

      Gawain wasn't done though, “It's over when I say it's over.” he grumbled. “Fight me, or I kill you where you stand.”

      “I'm afraid you won't get that chance, not yet anyway,” Caine smirked. “Guards, arrest the traitors.” Twenty or so soldiers appeared out of the crowd, surrounding the stage with their weapons drawn. “Lower your weapon Gawain, or you will be killed.”

      “You rotten son of a bitch,” Gawain spat. The situation was dire, and the chances of them escaping were slim to none.

      Leon had yet to realize that the stage was surrounded by soldiers, as his focus was solely on freeing the others. He took his blade and broke the rusty shackles and chains that had Lady Catherine, Henry, and Jeffery bound. After they were freed he turned his sights on the man he hated most, Alistair. King Alistair stood there, watching everything unfold, but not once did he try to interfere.

      To him it was amusing, that is until he realized that Leon stood before him with blade in hand. Alistair sheathed the Reaper Blade to his side, then held his hands out in front to show he was unarmed. “You wouldn't harm an unarmed man, would you,” he laughed

      “A man as evil as you don't deserve to live,” Leon glared at him with such hate.

      “Would kill your King?” Alistair asked.

      “King? You are no King, even saying the word sours in my mouth.”

      “Then go ahead, kill me. If you think you can,” Alistair smirked. Leon let his anger take control, thrusting the blade straight for Alistair's chest, but Alistair caught the blade with his hands. “What's wrong, child. Did you not expect me to do that?” Alistair was still smiling.

      “How is that possible?” Leon swallowed nervously.

      “That is the power of the Reaper Blade,” Alistair chuckled. “Hmm, what should I do with you?” What was left of the crowd started to jeer, “Kill him!” “Throw them both in the dungeons!” “Traitors of Drasal and the King do not deserve mercy!”

      Alistair smiled happily, knowing that the townspeople were on his side, “You heard them, kid, for you to meet your end.” His hands glowed red, Leon could feel the hilt of his blade heating up. Then Alistair snapped the sword in half, and with blazing speed, he grabbed Leon by the throat lifting him up in the air. “Time to die, boy.” Leon gasped for air, and each time he did so Alistair's grip tightened, darkness was what came next.
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      Leon awoke to find Robin hovering over him, “I had a feeling you would show up here again soon enough,” he chuckled. “To your feet boy, we have much to do.”

      “Don't rush me,” Leon mumbled, slowly getting to his feet. “Can I ask you something?”

      “What is it?” Robin responded. “But be quick about it, for today you train with a blade.”

      “Do you know if I am dead or still among the living?” Leon asked, scratching the back of his head nervously.

      “Why do you ask such a question?” Robin stopped where two wooden blades lay across from one another on the ground, “Take a blade from the ground.”

      Leon reached down, picking up one of the wooden swords, “Well the man that possesses the Reaper Blade had me by the throat, I could feel my life slipping away.”

      Robin stabbed his cane in the air laughing, “If you were dead, then you would be in the cross plains. But you find yourself back here, that should tell you something,” he answered.

      Leon smiled faintly, “Then I live, that is good to hear.” ‘I wonder who saved me then? Once I return, I will have to ask what happened.’

      “No matter,” Robin huffed. “Time to start your training.”

      Leon held up the wooden sword, it resembled that of the training swords Gawain was so fond of, but that didn't stop him from being an ass, “This is nothing but a toy. What would you have me do with this, pick my teeth?”

      Robin snarled, bending over to pick up the other wooden sword, “I will show you the maneuvers that I want you to perform. Once you are done you shall understand why I want you to start off with a wooden blade.” He widened his stance, holding himself steady with his cane. Robin slashed the wooden blade through the air in different directions, twisting and turning with each fluid motion, “Practice these moves first and foremost.” He stopped looking over at Leon.

      “Now it's your turn.” Leon took the same stance that Robin had shown him, “Widen your stance.” Robin tapped Leon's back foot with his cane, “That's better. Hold the blade high above your head, with an arch to your arm. Make sure you bend at the elbow slightly.” Leon did as the old man directed, “That's good, that's good. You learn quick, I'm impressed,” he smirked. “Swing the blade as I showed you, do not stop until I say.” Leon swung the blade exactly as Robin had instructed. “Faster,” Robin demanded.

      After five minutes of swinging the wooden blade, the muscles in Leon's arm started to burn, but that didn't stop Robin from wanting him to increase his speed, “Faster!” he shouted. “Swing the blade with more force.” Leon did this for another ten minutes. He wasn't sure how much more his body could take, every single muscle, even ones he had never used before, ached with every move he made.

      No matter how hard it got for him he refused to stop, he was going to show Robin just how strong he really was. Robin held up his hand, “That is enough, Leon. You may stop, it won't be long now until you return to your realm.” He motioned for him to follow over to an old wooden bench, “Please take a seat, we have much to discuss.” Robin took a seat first, and Leon joined him. “You look thirsty,” Robin said, reaching over to grab a bucket from the ground. “Here.” He handed Leon the bucket. “Freshwater.”

      “Thanks,” Leon smiled, taking the bucket of water. “What did you want to talk to me about?” he asked before taking a wooden spoon full of water into his mouth.

      “You said that the Reaper Blade had been claimed. Is that true?” Robin inquired.

      “It's true,” Leon answered. “A man named Alistair took the power of the Reaper Blade for his own,” Leon frowned. “Alistair was King Edward’s first knight, he was a man of honor and pride, he cared deeply for others. But something changed in him, he became a man obsessed with power, and now he has it. I tried to go up against him, but he was too strong.

      “I see,” Robin sighed. “That means his return is near.”

      “Whose return is near?”

      “The Dark One,” Robin answered. “He who controls all things unclean.”

      “What is his name?”

      “His name is Collin Grimewall, the Dark Mage I told you about, the one that caused the Great War.”

      “The dead cannot come back to life,” Leon chuckled.

      “This is no laughing matter,” Robin snapped. “Just because the man was defeated and killed does not mean his dark powers are gone from this world.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “Collin transferred his powers into the Reaper Blade, claiming that one day someone worthy would take control over the blade and resurrect him, bringing darkness into the world once again. All who have come in contact with the Reaper Blade eventually lost control and would become mad, which is why the blade was broken into pieces and hidden from the world, by none other than Edward and your father. That kind of power should never fall into the hands of man, but it seems as though it has been resurrected regardless.”

      “Your story makes no sense, how could my father or King Edward have anything to do with the Great War? It was almost a million years ago.”

      “That's true, it doesn't. But the story goes like this Your father and Sir Edward, along with a few others, were chosen by the gods. They were taken from their time and brought to this one, to aid in the Great War. Those same men and women were given weapons of great power; in the end, if not for them, your world would not have been what it is today. Whatever happened when they returned back to their own time is of no concern to me, but here they were legendary,” Robin explained.

      “I had no idea,” Leon muttered. “He never spoke of it to me, is that why the Cromwell bloodline is so special like you say?”

      “The Cromwell bloodline is powerful, but it is also cursed,” Robin responded. “For you see Collin was also of the Cromwell bloodline. Because of that, Brom was the only one that could kill Collin and destroy the Reaper Blade. Now he has been killed by the Dark Knights, and here you stand before me.”

      “What are you trying to say, Robin?”

      “Don't play coy with me,” Robin grumbled. “I know that you have heard rumors of what you are truly meant to do. I also know that your father has appeared before you, and tested your metal.”

      “How do you know such things?”

      Robin started to hear voices calling out to him, “That is not important at the moment, as your time to leave here draws near,” he said. “Listen to my words very carefully, you cannot forget once you return to your realm. There is an Amulet that your father had hidden from the world until the day you were ready to accept your destiny. Find the Amulet, keep it safe. Then in three years’ time, take the Amulet to the Tomb Of Carnage. When the moon covers the sun, place it around your neck and bathe in the light, afterwards all will become clear.”

      Leon wanted to talk further, but everything began to spin, which was something he had become accustomed to. Something was different about how he returned this time, as images flashed through Leon's mind. The images were of his father being slain by the Dark Knight, and when that knight turned to face him, it was none other than Ulrich. “You dirty dog!” he shouted, throwing punches into the wind.

      “Stop it, Leon, you're safe.” When Leon awoke, Lady Catherine was kneeling by his side. “You're safe, Leon,” she said with kindness.

      “Where am I?” Leon moaned.

      “You are in the Hyss Woodland,” Catherine answered. “Land of the Elves.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “Lady Catherine saved our hides,” Gawain interrupted.

      “No, you are the ones that saved us,” Catherine smiled, which made Gawain blush.

      “Long story short,” Gawain coughed. “You broke the shackles that had Lady Catherine, Henry, and Jeffrey bound. Then you took it upon yourself to challenge Alistair, which did not go well mind you. When it seemed as though we were doomed, Lady Catherine cast a spell of blinding light. That gave us the chance to retreat, so now we find ourselves here.”

      “Neither Alistair nor Caine has tried to chase us down?” Leon vaguely asked.

      Lady Catherine laughed at the slightest notion of such a bold move being made, “Alistair would not dare such a thing, not even he would be willing to defy the Elvish people by showing up in these woods unannounced.”

      “Yet here we are,” Leon responded. “What makes you think they will be so accepting of us?”

      “The Academy has done the Elvish people many favors,” Gawain answered. “And I know the leader personally, she is a kind woman. I also believe she will give us aid, and a place to rest for a few days.”

      “Can we hurry?” Henry interrupted. “I'm starving.”

      Jeffery smacked Henry on the back of the head, “Think with your head, not with your stomach for once.”

      “I cannot help that I'm hungry.”

      “You're always hungry,” Jeffery huffed.

      “Would you two put a cork in it,” Gawain grumbled, before looking back down at Leon. “Can you stand?”

      “Shouldn't be a problem,” Leon said, he tried to get to his feet, but his legs were still wobbly. “I seem to be weaker this time around.”

      Lady Catherine grabbed hold of Leon's arm and helped him up, “Well Alistair was trying his best to choke the life out of you.” she said.

      “True,” Leon mumbled. “That's about all I remember.”

      “We need to get moving,” Gawain said.

      “As I said, they wouldn't dare chase us here. You know that, Master Gawain,” Catherine chuckled.

      “Master Gawain is right,” Leon sighed. “Nobody is safe from Alistair's wrath, now that he possesses the Reaper Blade.”

      Lady Catherine hissed, “Do you think you know more than I?”

      Leon shook his head, “No disrespect to you, Lady Catherine. But the Reaper Blade’s power is something that mortal men cannot handle for very long. It won't be long before it consumes Alistair's mind. When that happens, there is no limit to what the man will do.”

      Lady Catherine looked over at Gawain, “Is that true?”

      “It is,” he said. “That is why I want us to keep moving. I believe we will be safer once we get to the Elves village.”

      “Like we have a chance against Alistair and Caine,” Henry whispered.

      “Shut up.” Jeffery elbowed Henry in the gut. “If anyone can defeat the likes of them, its Master Gawain.”

      Gawain led them deep into Hyss Woodland, as it was the first time that any beside Gawain had been this deep into the Elven Forest. Leon was in awe at the sight of such greenery, as were Henry and Jeffrey, but Lady Catherine seemed like she did not care for such trivial things. But still Leon could not believe what he was seeing; the trees were green and lush, like the grass beneath his feet, and an unknown fruit grew from the branches. Flowers bloomed bright red, pink, and blue, the fragrances they put off were absolutely wonderful. Even though it was winter, it seemed as though the cold did not have an effect on this place.

      “What keeps this place so green, even in the harshest of winters?” Leon muttered.

      “It's Elven magic that keeps this forest alive,” Gawain answered.

      “What of the berries that grow from the trees?” Henry asked with drool clearly running down the sides of his mouth. “They look so delicious.”

      “Don't even think about it, Henry,” Gawain warned. “If you do not know the differences in these berries and fruits, it could be dangerous. You wouldn't want to die of poisoning would you?”

      “No,” Henry grumbled. “It's just they look so good, and I'm hungry.”

      “We just ate not long ago,” Gawain said

      “It doesn't mean that I'm not hungry,” Henry whined.

      “By the gods, how have your friends put up with you this long,” Gawain snapped. A noise coming from up in the trees took his attention elsewhere. Gawain then came to an abrupt stop, “Do not move another inch.” he whispered.

      “Gawain, what has gotten into you?” Lady Catherine questioned.

      “We're surrounded,” Gawain answered.

      “I see nothing of the sorts,” she responded. “It's just your imagination.”

      “Not on the ground.” Gawain pointed up toward the trees, “Up there, and there, and there.” There were what looked to be people in the trees, wearing clothing made out of leaves, baring masks made of the same material. They all had their bows aimed at them, ready to fire arrows at any sudden movements, “Those are Elves, be mindful that right now they see us as the enemy.”

      “Usually, you are not this easy to get the jump on Gawain,” a voice called out.

      “I believe this is the first time you have used this tactic,” Gawain shouted back.

      Someone stepped out from around the back of a tree, “Your companions are quite loud.” The person pulled off the mask, revealing gray eyes, a straight cut chin, and long silver hair. “This is unlike you, Gawain,” he smirked.

      Gawain walked up to the man and took his wrist, “It has been too long, Aurelius,” he laughed.

      Aurelius pulled Gawain into a hug and slapped him on the back. “Far too long, my friend,” he smiled. “So tell me Gawain, what brings you back to these woods?” He motioned for the others in the trees to lower their weapons.

      “We seek aid from the evil that chases us,” Gawain answered.

      “And them?” Aurelius asked. “Can I trust in them the way I trust in you?”

      “You can,” Gawain nodded.

      “Then tell me their names.”

      “This young man here with the brown hair, and the goatee on his face, is Leon. That one goes by the name of Henry, the one standing beside him is Jeffery, double trouble as I like to call them. And the good lady here is none other than the beautiful Lady Catherine.”

      Aurelius walked up to Lady Catherine, taking her hand in his, “You are right about one thing, she is beautiful,” he smiled and kissed her hand.

      “I didn't know Elvish men were such gentlemen,” Catherine blushed.

      “Will you help us or not?” Gawain hissed, stepping in between Aurelius and Lady Catherine.

      “I can see why you like her,” Aurelius whispered. “You know that I cannot answer that question. But I shall take you to the one that can.”

      “Divine Counselor Allora,” Gawain responded.

      “The one and same,” Aurelius smiled. “I'm sure she will be happy to see you well. I need to handle some business first. Apparently, Allora felt a strong disturbance enter the Hyss Woodland and like always I was sent to investigate.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Just you,” Aurelius answered, then looked up at his men in the trees. “Aa' lasser en lle coia orn n' omenta gurtha,” he spoke in an Elvin's tongue, none could understand what he was saying, except for Gawain of course. When Aurelius was done speaking, his companions disappeared from the trees, not making a single noise, nor disturbing any leaves that hung from the branches.

      “Please follow me, to the town of Rehakadi.” The Elvish town of Rehakadi was in the middle of Hyss Woodlands. Homes were mainly inside of the trees, and the same fruits and berries grew in the town as they did in the forest, along with the same flowers. Bulbs grew from the tree branches that seemed to glow a bright blue, which were the town's source of light. Different smells of fragrances filled the air, and Henry was quick to point out the smell of meats, bread, and figs. “Your friend seems hungry,” Aurelius laughed.

      “He's always hungry,” Gawain chuckled.

      “Maybe Aurelius should remember his manners, and be kind enough to offer food to our guests,” a female voice called out. When they all turned around a female stood before them, with long flowing blonde hair with a touch of gray. Her skin was ivory and fair, her eyes shimmered a light blue like sapphires in the sun. But when she spoke the lady had a certain sternness to her voice.

      “Divine Counselor Allora,” Aurelius stammered. “Forgive my foolishness, of course, I shall offer them food.”

      Gawain tried his best to hold back his laughter, “Don't scold him on my account.”

      Allora walked up closer to Gawain, looking him over from top to bottom, “Is that you, Sir Gawain?”

      “It's been a long time, Allora,” Gawain smiled. Allora's eyes lit up, and she pulled Gawain into a warm embrace. “I've missed you too,” he smiled.

      “The last I saw of you, you were nothing more than a mere boy,” Allora gasped. “Now look at you, all grown up.”

      Seeing the overly friendly confrontation between Allora and Gawain made Lady Catherine fume with anger. “Is there a place I can freshen up around here? I'm feeling a little dirty,” she snarled.

      “Oh yes, please forgive me,” Allora said. “I shall have someone take you to your sleeping quarters.”

      “What about me?” Henry interrupted, patting on his stomach, “Can you not see that I'm starving?”

      “Forgive me, Henry,” Allora chuckled. “I have not forgotten about you,” she said, still with a warm smile on her face. “Kallen,” Allora called out.

      In seconds Kallen appeared, he was an older man with a slight curve to his back. “You called, Divine Counselor?” he bowed.

      “I did, Kallen,” Allora responded. “Take Lady Catherine here to one of our guest quarters. Afterward please take Henry, that boy there, to the dining hall so he can feast.”

      “As you wish, Divine Counselor.” Kallen humbly bowed. “Please follow me.” He turned and slowly walked away with Henry hot on his heels, while Lady Catherine walked away glaring back at Allora.

      “Something wrong, young Jeffery?” Allora asked. “Do you not wish to join your friend in the dining hall?”

      Jeffery shook his head, “No, I'm not hungry.”

      Allora walked up to Jeffery, and placed her hand on his shoulder, “Sooner or later the sadness will pass, and light will shine showing a new path for you to take.”

      “I hope you are right,” Jeffery forced a smile to his face and turned to walk away.

      Allora looked back to Gawain and Leon, “Aurelius, please leave us. I need to talk to these two alone.”

      “Of course.” Aurelius bowed and walked away.

      “What is this about, Allora?”

      “I would like to have a quick chat, just not here,” Allora answered. “If you wouldn't mind, please follow me.” She leads them through the town, down a dark corridor, and into a large garden.

      “Is all this necessary?”

      “It is,” Allora replied. “There are  ears wandering the streets, I do not wish for them to hear this conversation.”

      “It must be important to have us all the way out here.”

      “That it is.”

      “Then talk freely, we shall tell you anything you wish to know.”

      Allora nodded with approval, then began with her questioning, “Gawain, I felt a powerful surge of evil just a day or so ago. Would you know anything about that?”

      “Why not just read our minds?”

      “What? She can read our minds?” Leon gasped.

      “That's how I knew your names without asking,” Allora smiled.

      “Wow. That's amazing,” Leon gasped again. “Are you reading my mind now?”

      Allora's face seemed to contort with anger, “No,” she snarled. “For some reason I cannot read your mind when you're focused. And I taught Gawain long ago how to keep others from doing so, even me.”

      “Interesting,” Gawain muttered. “But to answer your question, the Reaper Blade has been restored, that was the evil you felt.”

      “How is that possible?” Allora acted as though she was in a state of disbelief. “That dark blade you speak of was broken many moons ago, the pieces were scattered throughout this land. Nobody has ever been able to retrieve them.”

      “Yeah about that,” Gawain sighed, scratching the back of his head.

      “What have you done?”

      “We may have gone on a quest to retrieve the pieces of the Reaper Blade.”

      “What!”

      Gawain ducked his head slightly, “In our defense, we had no idea what we were after at first,” he frowned. “Once we realized what we had done it was too late.”

      “To be honest we did try and stop them, but there were too many innocent people around. We couldn't just let them get hurt because of our stupidity,” Leon interrupted.

      “And what of your companions?” Allora snarled. “I read their thoughts. I have seen the images of Gawain fighting Caine. Leon, you were fighting another young man.”

      Leon looked away for a brief moment, “That's all true, I cannot deny that. But let me tell you the whole truth, the other I was fighting with was my friend Ulrich. He's a good person deep down, his mind has just been poisoned by Caine, and the man holding the Reaper Blade is the now King of Drasal, Alistair.” Speaking the man's name made his heart burn with a fiery rage.

      “So you could save the people of the Academy, but you could not stop the Reaper Blade’s resurrection,” Allora grumbled.

      “What you didn't see when you read our companions minds, were the Dark Mages, and their leader, Zerius,” Gawain explained.

      “Zerius was involved?” Allora gasped out of fear. “This could only mean one thing.”

      “Why do I have a feeling this won't be good?”

      “Because it won't be,” Leon added. “Not only has the Reaper Blade been resurrected, but the true owner of that blade, Collin Grimewall, will soon be brought back from the land of the dead. Or at least his powers will be.”

      “How do you know that name?” Allora hissed. “Gawain, did you tell him of that man?”

      Gawain held his hands up, “It wasn't me. I only know little of Collin Grimewall, and it was the information you shared with me long ago. And I sure as hell didn't know he could be brought back from the land of the dead either.”

      “It wasn't him that told me,” Leon said.

      “Then who?”

      “Does it matter?” Gawain barked.

      “I guess not,” Allora calmly answered. That brought a sigh of relief from Leon's lips, for he knew he had already said too much. Robin had forbidden him to talk about where he had been, and who he had been talking with for that matter. Until it was necessary, Leon was supposed to keep all of the things he had learned to himself and share them with no one. “There's only one way you could know as much as you do because the Academy is not allowed to teach such things. But only prepare others for the coming.”

      Allora gave Leon a stern look, which made him feel uncomfortable, “I can see the worry in your eyes, Leon. But do not worry, I will not talk of such things just yet. However let me explain one thing; what you have learned is not completely right. For you see there is one that carries Collin's true powers inside of them, and when the time comes for that person to claim the Reaper Blade Collin will try and claim the host or maybe even work with the host if he cannot take them against their will. It all depends on who is stronger.”

      “Either way, it sounds like we are screwed.”

      “That's not the case either,” Allora replied. “The rest of the legend states that someone with great power will come along to challenge the one that controls the Reaper Blade. With a powerful blade of his own, he shall end the darkness by bringing the light, or bring forth great destruction ending this world,” she explained. “But that's not all, for this man will have cursed blood coursing through his veins.”

      “C-Cursed blood,” Leon swallowed nervously. “Are you sure?”

      “Says the legend,” Allora shrugged. “But I wouldn't worry about that Alistair guy, the blade will drive him mad before long.”

      “By the gods Allora, for a Divine Counselor you say some stupid shit,” Gawain hissed. “Alistair is stronger than you give him credit for, and if the blade eventually drives him crazy, he will start killing innocent people. Which means he has to be stopped.”

      “Because we are old friends, I will not hold such insolence against you.” Allora glared at Gawain, “If you wish to undo what has been done, that boy holds the answer,” she said, pointing at Leon. “I can see it in his eyes; he needs to tell us something more.”

      “Is that true, Leon?” Gawain asked.

      “I don't hold the key to-” Leon caught himself mid-sentence, as like a lightning bolt to the head he remembered Robin's words before he found himself back where he belonged. “The Tomb Of Carnage,” he whispered.

      “What did you say?” Gawain responded.

      “The Tomb Of Carnage,” Leon said louder. “That is where we must go.”

      “Are you mad?” Gawain grumbled. “Such a journey would take years, that's if we're lucky enough to make it there and back alive.”

      “We must,” Leon demanded.

      “Why?” Gawain snapped.

      “Because that tomb may hold the secret to stopping Alistair.”

      Gawain took a deep breath, running his fingers through his hair. “I don't like this one bit, but it seems as though we don't have many options,” he sighed. “Tell me what we must do, Leon.”

      “We have to find a certain amulet that my father had hidden. When we find and bring the amulet to the Tomb Of Carnage, the moon will cover the sun. When that happens I must wear the amulet around my neck and bathe in the light. Soon all will become clear.”

      “What will happen to you in the process?” Gawain questioned with a look of worry in his eyes.

      “I do not know,” Leon answered. “But it's a chance I am willing to take.”

      “By the look on your face I know that I will not be able to stop you,” Gawain sighed and looked at Allora. “How do we obtain a vessel?”

      Allora had a far off look in her eyes before saying, “Aurelius has connections in the port town of Desheustan. He knows a person there that has a boat that may be willing to help. If the price is right. I will have Aurelius accompany you there, and see if we can work out a deal. Does that work for you?”

      “It does,” Gawain smiled. “Before we go on another long journey, I do believe we need to rest a few days first.”

      “Of course, that's why I sent word with Kallen to have rooms ready for you and your companions.”

      “Thank you, Allora.” Gawain bowed.

      “You are much welcome, Sir Gawain. Can I ask that you leave me to speak to Leon alone?”

      “May I ask why?”

      “What I have to say is meant for Leon's ears only.”

      “As you wish,” Gawain nodded, before walking away.

      “What is so important that Master Gawain couldn't stay?” Leon inquired.

      “What I wish to talk about upsets you when others are near,” Allora responded. “I see you are confused. Let me put it this way, I know of your powers and the cursed blood that flows through your veins.”

      Leon's eyes widened, “How do you know about that? I haven't told a soul.”

      “I can sense the power awakening inside of you, along with other things.”

      “Other things?”

      “Like the fact that I know you've been to another realm, that smell follows a person. Almost all Elvish kind can sense it.”

      “That explains why Aurelius was giving me such odd looks,” Leon muttered. “He must be able to sense the power that dwells inside of me as well.”

      “He did not wish to put you in an awkward situation by bringing up such matters in front of your friends. Same as I, which is why I asked Gawain to leave us.”

      “You were wise to do so, it would have been hard to explain these things in front of him,” Leon sighed.

      “Do not worry about Gawain, he knows more about you than you know about yourself.”

      “I knew as much,” Leon smirked.

      “He is just trying to keep you safe.”

      “Still you have not told me why you kept me here alone.”

      “May I ask you something then?” Allora played along with the young man.

      “You may.”

      “Have you spoken to anyone from the other realm?”

      Leon refused to make eye contact with Allora, “I'm not supposed to talk about that, not with anyone.”

      “Okay then, let me rephrase that. Was there an old man waiting for you when you first visited the other realm?” Leon didn't give an answer with words, instead, he just nodded. “Do you know his name?” again Leon nodded. “Was the old man's name Robin?” Leon wanted to shake his head no, but he couldn't fight the urge to nod yet again. “Has he been training you?” He nodded again. Leon couldn't figure out what was happening, as his body told her the truth with every question no matter how hard he fought against it. “Robin was the one that told you about Collin was he not? Please answer with words this time.”

      “If I do not speak you will just make my body tell you instead, right?”

      “What if I do? This is important, and your refusal to talk is not acceptable.”

      Leon glared at her; she knew too much, there was no point in keeping secrets from Allora now. “Fine,” he grumbled. “If you answer a question of my own then I will tell you everything.”

      Allora thought about it for a minute, “Ask me your question.”

      “Why is this so important? Do you get something out of all this?”

      “I will be honest with you Leon,” Allora sighed. “The magic in this world is starting to fade. And I'm afraid this Alistair man you speak of is the cause if he succeeds with whatever he has planned. Then my people will be no more, for it is magic that gives us our immortality, and without it we will surely perish,” Allora explained. “If I help you to defeat that vile man, then my people will live on. Understand?”

      “Can you not just defeat him yourself?” Leon asked. “I see the strength in numbers you have here, is that not enough?”

      “The power of the Reaper Blade grows with each passing day,” Allora said. “If we were to attack him head on, we would fail, in the end giving the blade even more power. Leon, you are this world’s only hope. The power inside of you is the only thing that can defeat the darkness.”

      “What if I refuse?”

      “Then this world will surely be plunged into darkness,” Allora warned. “Everyone you know will either perish or become slaves.” Leon looked down at the ground then back up at Allora, and she gave him a few minutes to ponder on if he could trust in her words or not. With a great sigh, Leon explained everything that had happened with him personally, and what had transpired during his journey with Ellyn, Gawain, and Ulrich. Allora paced back and forth mumbling to herself.

      “The words I speak are the truth,” Leon said.

      Allora stopped and studied Leon even closer, “I thank you for telling me the truth, however, I must take my leave now. There is much to talk over with Aurelius, and you need rest. Do not worry, we shall talk again soon enough.” Off she went, hurriedly back towards the town hall.

      That night Gawain and Leon had a very long and interesting conversation. “Leon,” Gawain said, holding something wrapped in cloth tight in his hands.

      “What is it, Master Gawain?” Leon responded.

      Gawain just stared at the object in his hands, “Please stop calling me Master.”

      “You are a Master at the Academy, therefore you deserve such respect,” Leon responded with a faint smile.

      “The Academy of Drasal is finished, we are all that remains.”

      “What do you mean by, we are all that is left?”

      “When you stayed to talk with Allora, I met up with Aurelius, and we went back to Drasal.” Gawain lowered his head. “Alistair had everyone that was left at the Academy barricaded inside. And then-” he paused, Gawain's face turned pale and he looked as though he was about to be sick.

      “What happened?” Leon questioned, even though he was afraid of the answer

      Gawain shook his head, “Alistair had the building set ablaze, not a single soul managed to escape. They were all burned alive.” His grip on the object in his hands tightened.

      “You lie,” Leon hissed, trying to hold back his tears.

      “It's the truth.”

      “I don't believe you,” he shouted, tears running down his face.

      “Accept it or not, is the truth. Remember, it is hard on every one of us.”

      “Yet you sit there like it’s no big deal.”

      “You better watch your tongue.” Gawain stood from his chair, “The Academy was home to many, not just you. Think of how this must affect Lady Catherine, Henry, and Jeffery. It was the only home they had ever known, was my home as well. Caine betrayed us all so if you want to direct your anger at someone, aim it towards him.”

      “You're right,” Leon said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “I'm sorry.”

      “Only be sorry if we fail.”

      “Fail at what?” Leon questioned.

      “Revenge,” Gawain hissed.

      “Revenge,” Leon laughed. “How do you suppose we get revenge?”

      “You said it yourself, we take the amulet of your fathers to the Tomb Of Carnage.”

      “We don't even know where to find the amulet,” Leon grumbled. “For all we know the Dark Knights have it, which means Alistair will have it by now.”

      “Why would the Dark Knights give the amulet to Alistair?”

      “Don't you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That he who holds the Reaper Blade controls the Dark Knights.”

      “But the blade will drive him mad, how will he control such power with an unsteady mind?”

      “As you said before, Alistair is stronger than we think. It may take longer for the blade’s power to consume him.”

      “We shall cross that bridge when we get there,” Gawain said. “However, I do know for a fact the Dark Knights nor Alistair have the amulet.”

      “You know that how?”

      Gawain unwrapped the object in his hand, revealing Leon's father's amulet. “Because I have it,” he responded.

      “Where did you get that?” Leon gasped.

      “I took it from your hut, the day I made a promise to your father,” Gawain answered.

      “Wait, I thought my father was dead the day you rescued me,” Leon replied, he had a confused look on his face for it was the first he had heard of this.

      “A Dark Knight had fatally injured your father and killed your mother. As he lay on the floor breathing his last breath, your father asked me to take you back to Drasal and keep you safe until the time came for me to give you this amulet and blade. I believe that time is now.” He held up the amulet for Leon to take. “I have kept this safe for many a year, now it is your turn to do what is necessary.”

      “My father wanted me to have this?” Leon muttered.

      “He did.” With an unsteady hand, Leon reached out to take the amulet from Gawain. The amulet was rusted and didn't have much of a shine to it, and the jewel in the center had no color to it whatsoever.

      “Do amulets not shine with power?”

      “Normally they do,” Gawain answered. “However, this one seems to have lost whatever power it once held.”

      “Then it is of no use to us.” Leon lowered his head in disbelief, then he remembered Robin's words of advice and that gave him hope, “That is why we must take it to the Tomb Of Carnage. If the amulet bathes in the light of the moon and sun together, it just might restore what was once lost, and everything will become clear. It all makes sense now.” Leon paused momentarily. “You said something about a blade as well, did you not?”

      “Yes, back in my younger days I found the sword Nightbane,” Gawain responded. “When I touched the blade, I started hearing voices. At that moment everything changed for me, and that is also when the change began in Alistair as well.”

      “Why do you believe that blade is meant for me?”

      “It's hard to explain,” Gawain replied. “You will just have to trust me on this.”

      “Where is the blade now?”

      “I brought it with me. However, it is hidden away somewhere safe, not even you shall know of its location.”

      “Do you not trust me?”

      “It's not that I don't trust you, Leon.”

      “Then what?”

      “I have to be wise when I give you the blade. There is no telling what will happen when you touch Nightbane, and that cannot happen here of all places.”

      “Why not?” Leon asked.

      “Allora would sense the power of the blade, and yours for that matter,” Gawain explained.

      “She already knows about me,” Leon responded.

      “Still yet, it wouldn't be a good move on our part to try something under her nose. Especially since she is willing to aid us in finding a vessel, and is giving us a place to stay for a while.”

      “Gawain, how long do you think this voyage will take?” Leon questioned.

      “That was certainly out of the blue,” Gawain chuckled. “Quick to change the subject, huh?”

      “It's not that,” Leon hesitated. “I'm just curious is all.”

      Gawain wasn't sure why Leon wanted to change the subject, but still he answered the question regardless. “If we are lucky it should take us about two and a half, maybe three seasons passing,” he said. “Are you going to tell me why you ask such a question?”

      Leon leaned his back up against the wall, not once taking his gaze off of Gawain. “Because we have three full seasons before the moon covers the sun,” he answered.

      “Looks like our stay here will be short,” Gawain huffed. “Get some rest, tomorrow we make preparations.”

      The next day came quickly enough and Gawain had already gone when Leon woke. Leon didn't worry though, he had a feeling that Gawain was out making preparations for the long road ahead. On Gawain's bed were fresh clothing, gloves, boots, and a cape, along with a protective chain mail that went underneath his tunic, along with another blade. Leon smiled; this was clearly Allora's doing, she must have had Kallen bring them new gear. He got dressed, slipped his boots on, then buttoned the cape to his tunic before heading out the door. When Leon made his way outside, Henry and Jeffery were waiting for him.

      “Leon, over here!” Henry shouted, waving his hand in the air to get Leon's attention.

      “Hey, guys.” Leon waved back, making his way towards them, “Are the two of you waiting for me?”

      “Yeah, we've been out here for hours,” Henry grumbled. “I even missed breakfast because of you.”

      Jeffery shot Henry an angry look, shaking his head, “Just ignore him, Leon. You know how he gets if he's not stuffing his face all day.”

      “I don't stuff my face all day,” Henry pouted like a three-year-old.

      Jeffery patted Henry's stomach, “So says your gut.”

      “Okay you two,” Leon laughed a little. “Which one of you is going to tell me why you are here?”

      “Gawain wants us to stock up on provisions,” Jeffery said.

      “Then meet him at the town entrance when done,” Henry interrupted.

      “We better hurry then,” Leon responded.

      Later into the day, almost everyone stood at the town entrance waiting for one last person to show. “What is taking Gawain so long?” Henry hissed. “I'm getting-”

      “You're getting hungry!” everyone shouted at once.

      “That was mean,” Henry mumbled to himself.

      Another thirty minutes had passed before Gawain walked up with Allora and Aurelius. “Sorry I'm late,” Gawain said apologetically. “We had some things to discuss.”

      “What is this about?” Lady Catherine asked. “And why are they with you?”

      “Good question,” Gawain smiled. “Hopefully I can give you a good enough answer. You see, Leon and I are about to go on a very long journey. It will be tough, and very dangerous. Hell I don't even know if we will even survive or not, to be honest with all of you. To get to the point, we will be making our way to the Tomb Of Carnage.

      And for that we will be needing a vessel, Aurelius here knows someone in Desheustan, that may be willing to help us out. Right now, we need all the help we can get. I guess what I am saying is, who will be willing to lend us aid on this long and treacherous journey? Remember, you don't have to do any of this. Nobody is forcing you, if you would like to stay here where it is safe and start a new life for yourselves, I will understand. Decide this for yourself, not for us.”

      “That's foolish to even ask me a question such as that,” Lady Catherine said, walking up to Gawain. “Count me in, someone has to keep you out of trouble,” she laughed. “My magic and skill of herbal healing will aid you in your quest.”

      “Thank you,” Gawain humbly bowed.

      “Don't thank me yet,” Catherine smiled.

      “Well I have no choice in the matter,” Leon interrupted, taking his place beside Gawain and Lady Catherine. “It seems I am the key piece in righting all of this madness.”

      “I have no home to return to, so you can count me in as well. At this point, I would do anything to take vengeance on those that did us wrong.” Jeffery took his place beside Leon, “What about you Henry?”

      “What about me?” Henry asked.

      “Will you be joining us? Or will you stay behind?”

      “If I go, will there be food?” Henry questioned.

      “Who cares if there will be food or not,” Jeffery hissed. “This will be our chance to find a way to take that bastard Alistair down, along with his lapdog Caine. Who knows, we may even get a chance to teach Ulrich what happens when you betray the group.”

      “I care about food,” Henry snapped, ignoring all else that Jeffery had said. “A person has to eat you know.”

      “Are you coming or not?” Jeffery sighed.

      “Feed me and I will follow you to the ends of the earth,” Henry laughed.

      “It's settled then,” Allora clapped her hands together. “This is a new beginning, a new batch of heroes that will rise to once again take on the darkness.”

      “I assure you Allora, this is nothing like the tales of old,” Gawain said.

      “That is where you are wrong, Gawain. In time even you will see that you cannot escape one's destiny,” Allora replied. “Kallen, bring the horses,” she shouted. “You will find that your saddlebags have been stocked well. It should be enough to last you until you reach Desheustan. There Aurelius will take care of the rest.” Allora walked over to Leon and whispered something in his ear before walking away.

      When Kallen brought the horses over to them, Aurelius was quick to mount his horse first. “Be quick,” he demanded of the others. “We have a long road ahead before we get to Desheustan, and the way I hear it, time is of the essence.” He spurred the horse and off he went.

      “Do not fall behind,” Gawain warned. “Aurelius is not one for going back to search for someone,” he smirked and spurred his horse on, followed by Leon, then Lady Catherine, who seemed to enjoy the challenge given. Jeffery made sure to keep up the best he could, for riding a horse was not one of his strongest of skills. Last was Henry, as his horse seemed to be going the slowest, it was unclear if he was just that bad of a rider or the fact that Henry's horse didn't care much for him.

      The road to Desheustan was a long one, and the warriors had to cross some of the roughest terrains in all the lands, full of monstrous beasts and man-eating plants. And if that wasn't enough to deal with, bandits and slave traders scoured the badlands. But that wasn't the worst of it; magical creatures that had been sealed away by the gods for eons had found a way to break free of their bonds.

      It wasn't easy but the warriors found a way to keep themselves alive. While they traveled onward, the snow-covered ground started to melt as the weather began to warm, and what was once a frozen tundra had green grass growing beneath the melting snow. Soon it would be warm enough that wearing the furs for warmth would no longer be needed.

      Along the way, Henry managed to find himself in a dangerous situation. If not for his friends, he would not have made it out alive. The slave traders somehow managed to capture Henry, and they had plans on selling him and a few others for a pretty penny. But in the end he was rescued along with others, who swore loyalty to Aurelius and Gawain for rescuing them from the clutches of evil and promised to give aid in their long quest. But that is a story for another time.

      The warriors made loyal friends along the way and the fiercest of enemies. With a fierce and unwavering resolve, they finally made it to Desheustan. “Finally we have made it,” Aurelius exclaimed. “Welcome to Desheustan.” The great city was vast, and it had a variety of different colored huts. Even the stone that lined the streets had many colors as well; the townspeople wore odd clothing that reminded Leon of the annoying Jester that entertained King Edward at Drasal Castle. The smell of fish being sold at the market place filled the air, which made sense as the city was close to the sea. Some would refer to Desheustan as a port town but they could not let the townspeople hear them say such things. “Gawain, take your friends and get us a room at the inn,” Aurelius said.

      “What will you do?” Gawain questioned.

      “I'm going to see an old friend,” Aurelius replied. “When done, I shall meet everyone back at the inn.”

      “Okay, we shall see you then,” Gawain nodded.

      That night Gawain and Leon awaited Aurelius’ return. It was becoming late, and Gawain was getting impatient. He was at the point that in the back of his mind he wondered if something bad had happened to his friend. However, before Gawain could make his way towards the door, Aurelius entered. “Were you about to go somewhere?” Aurelius looked at Gawain and asked.

      “I was about to go and search for you,” Gawain snarled.

      “Why?” Aurelius questioned. “I told you that I would return.”

      “It was getting late, I thought that you may have been in-” Gawain stopped mid-sentence. “No matter. Are the preparations complete?”

      “Gawain, you were worried about me,” Aurelius laughed.

      “Shut up,” Gawain snapped.

      Aurelius laughed again, “Do not worry Gawain, everything is a go for the morning.”

      “Good,” Gawain snarled. “Now maybe I can get some rest.” he laid on the mattress made of feathers, not even bothering to remove his clothing or boots, and drifted off to sleep. Morning came quicker than usual, the rays of light shined through the cracks of the wooden window. Aurelius was the first to wake and straightaway he left to make some more preparations for their departure. Gawain and Leon stayed behind helping the others gather their things for the long voyage at sea. Again they waited for Aurelius to show and when he finally returned, they departed and headed for the port.

      “Is the vessel ready to leave?” Gawain asked, walking beside Aurelius.

      “No, not yet,” Aurelius answered. “The captain and his men are still loading supplies.”

      “So it is a trade ship then?” Gawain questioned.

      “You could say that,” Aurelius replied.

      “Then what kind of ship is it?” Gawain said.

      “The captain and his men deal in arms,” Aurelius mumbled, before walking on ahead.

      “They deal in smuggling goods, don't they?” Gawain grumbled, keeping pace with Aurelius.

      “Something like that,” Aurelius muttered under his breath.

      “What did you offer them to take us out to sea?” Gawain snapped.

      “That doesn't matter,” Aurelius snapped back.

      While they made their way to the port Leon stayed a ways back from Aurelius and Gawain, listening to them argue with each other the whole way there. That is until Jeffery broke the silence, “Those men by the ship do not look like sailors to me. What do you think, Leon?” Jeffery whispered.

      Leon studied the men's movements, he felt uneasy watching how they took care of the ship and also how they glared at them as they approached. “Something doesn't feel right about this.” Every muscle in his body became tense.

      “What is wrong with the two of you?” Lady Catherine asked.

      “Those men are not sailors,” Leon gasped. But it was too late as when he looked for a way to escape five or more men followed behind them. And even more men started walking out of the ally way to the left of them holding blades in their hands. “Gawain?” Leon nervously swallowed. Gawain didn't respond back the first time because he was still arguing with Aurelius. “Gawain!” Leon shouted, this time getting the attention of both Aurelius and Gawain.

      Both men were about to shout at Leon for interrupting them, until they realized why he was shouting in the first place. “What is the meaning of this?” Gawain asked. “Why are we being followed?”

      “I haven't the slightest,” Aurelius responded. “But I do know these men are not a part of the captain's crew.”

      “To the docks. Quickly!” Gawain shouted. They ran for the docks with the men behind them and to the left of them chasing after them. Their hearts raced, the sound of many footsteps could be heard catching up to them.

      “We're not going to make it!” Lady Catherine nervously shouted, feeling the men giving chase gaining on them.

      The docks were now within sight, “Don't give up. We are almost there,” Aurelius assured them. “Move out of the way, let us board the ship!” He shouted, motioning for the men standing at the docks to move. However something was amiss, as instead of moving out of their way, the men drew their blades and stood fast.

      “Stop at once,” one of the men hissed. “Don't make us hurt you.”

      Gawain did as he was told, “What are you doing, Gawain?” Aurelius shouted.

      “Look around you, Aurelius.” Gawain pointed, “If we don't stop, we die.” He flung his hands up in the air, “What have you got us in the middle of?”

      “This is not my doing,” Aurelius snarled. “But I will find out the meaning of this.” He turned and faced the men at the docks, “Where is your captain?” Aurelius demanded. “He is a good friend of mine, how dare you treat us like this? I will make sure to have your heads.”

      “Shut the hell up,” another grumbled. “You will find out soon enough.”

      “What did you say to me, you scum?” Aurelius went to draw his blade, but Gawain stopped him. “Let me go Gawain, I will not let them talk to me in such a manner.”

      “You do that we're all dead,” Gawain warned him, as by that time the men that were chasing them had surrounded the warriors, with their blades drawn upon them. “Keep calm everyone,” Gawain said. “All we need to do is figure out what these men want with us.”

      “Here comes our leader,” another man said. “Now you will know the true meaning of the word pain.” The sea of men that had them surrounded parted, allowing someone that bore a heavy armor that shined brightly in the sun, and a heavy axe that he had sheathed on his back.

      Gawain recognized who the armor belonged to, but it couldn't be. “It cannot be,” Gawain gasped. “Do my eyes deceive me? Can that be the King Of Thieves? I thought he was no longer among the living.” Whoever wore the armor stood there staring a hole through Gawain, until the person removed the helmet, revealing his identity. “Kole,” Gawain snarled and went after him. Kole's men were many and grabbed Gawain by the arms, stopping him from getting any closer.

      “Look who it is,” Kole laughed. “The Academy man and the bratty kids, minus two I see. No matter, the ones I am truly after stand here before me.”

      “What do you want with us?” Gawain hissed.

      Kole turned, looking at his band of thieves laughing, before punching Gawain in the stomach, “That's for costing me wealth beyond my wildest dreams.” He struck Gawain again, this time in the face. “And that's just for the hell of it.”

      Gawain crumpled over in pain but refused to fall to his knees. He took a deep breath, raised himself straight, and spat blood from his mouth at Kole in defiance, “We no longer have the pieces of the Reaper, so what are you going to do? Kill us?”

      “That's the beauty of it,” Kole smirked. “I no longer need the Reaper Blade. I have the ones who have a bounty on their heads for treason against the crown of Drasal. A big purse was promised to any who catch the traitors alive. Looks like you will still pay off for me after all. Who knows, we may even be able to gain favor from the new King.”

      “And what of him?” Gawain looked at Aurelius. “He has done nothing to you, just let him go. You have what you want.”

      “I will keep him around for a while,” Kole grinned. “Elvish kind fetch a fair amount of coin from the slave traders.”

      “I would rather die,” Aurelius spat.

      Kole reached out grabbing Aurelius by the hair of his head, yanking him back, “I can make that happen if you wish it,” he warned, holding a knife up to Aurelius’ throat. “But I won't.” He released the grip he had on Aurelius’ hair and shoved him backward. “Take them away,” Kole commanded. “I have to visit with Captain Bosch, and thank him for such a fine gift,” he said before walking away.

      Aurelius couldn't believe his ears, Could it be so? Did my friend of many a year turn us over to these bandit swine? Aurelius closed his eyes in disbelief. ‘There is no way to explain it, Bosch sold us out, and he will die by my hand,’ he thought, then he felt the sharp tip of a blade poke at his back. “Move,” one of the bandits ordered. Aurelius sighed and did as he was told, where he and the others were being led only time would tell. It was unclear what would happen next for the warriors.

      King Alistair sat in his throne room, with Caine by his side. The sounds of footsteps drummed through the great hall, and it sounded as though a hundred men wearing clad armor were making their way towards them. Alistair never moved from his throne, the only motion he made was the faint smile that curled his lips.

      With force the throne room doors burst open, revealing the Dark Knights. These dark and ominous foes wearing black armor flooded the throne room. You could see the nervousness in Caine's eyes, but not Alistair’s. He finally stood from his throne welcoming the new guests, “My loyal soldiers have finally arrived,” Alistair maniacally laughed.

      “We are loyal to he who wields the dark power,” the one that led the charge responded, and his voice was dark and inhuman. “Not a puny human like yourself.”

      Alistair unsheathed the Reaper Blade and held it up in the air, “I control the dark powers of the Reaper Blade. You will bow down to me, and do my bidding,” he demanded. The Dark Knights had no choice but to do as Alistair commanded, for the one that controlled the Reaper Blade controlled them. Each one of the Dark Knights knelt down before their new Dark Lord.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My name is, Allen Stanfill. I’m the author of, The Midnight Killer. What can I say, I love to read and write books. In my spare time I enjoy working out with my wife. Also I like to go fishing, when my two kids aren’t trying to push me into the water.

    

  

cover.jpeg
/ )
| A.E. STANFILL





images/00002.jpeg
=

-






images/00003.jpeg





