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Praise for
 Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court


“With sanctified imagination, Chuck Black transports readers back to the days of chivalry and valor, clashing steel, and noble conflict—but ultimately he transports readers to the eternal triumph of the King who reigns!”

—DOUGLAS BOND, author of Hold Fast in a Broken World
 and Guns of the Lion




“Chuck Black is a word crafter who is able to weave Kingdom principles into the fabric of one's moral imagination. The characters he has created and the passions they exude will motivate readers to follow their examples, which have now been etched into their awakened conscience.”

—MARK HAMBY, founder and president of Cornerstone
Family Ministries and Lamplighter Publishing




“My son, Nathan, loved the first book in this series, and he said the second was even better. In my son's own words, ‘Mom, it was exciting and full of mystery. It compelled me to read more. I couldn't put it down.’ As a mom and an author, I give Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court two thumbs up!”

—TRICIA GOYER, homeschooling mom and author
of eighteen books, including Generation NeXt Parenting 






Praise for
 The Knights of Arrethtrae Series


“Chuck Black is a master storyteller. The fourteenth-century feel of his books is wholly captivating. Sir Kendrick and the Castle of Bel Lione is no exception. Yet the principal anchors of the story—faithfulness, friendship, loyalty, redemption, and forgiveness—are what make it fully worthwhile. Expect to see very little of your young knight after he gets ahold of this book. He will more than likely emerge from the pages with an intensified determination to fight the battles in his own life as a faithful Knight of the Prince.”

—JENNIFER IGARASHI, freelance writer, homeschool-resource
reviewer, and mother of an eleven-year-old Kingdom
series fanatic




“Chuck Black has once again transported his readers to the time of knights, castles, and damsels in distress. The Kingdom Series was such an enjoyable read that I was surprised to find Sir Kendrick and the Castle of Bel Lione even more delightful.… I was drawn into the tale and cared almost immediately for the characters. I rejoiced in each victory, wept with each failing and loss. Chuck is clearly maturing in his skills, and I look forward with great anticipation to his forthcoming works.”

—GAIL BIBY, publications editor for the North Dakota Home
School Association and author of North Dakota Guide to
Home School High School




“Chuck Black is the John Bunyan for our times! Sir Kendrick and the Castle of Bel Lione is a reminder of the origins of the spiritual warfare we are to fight daily.”

—IACI FLANDERS, inductive Bible study teacher
and homeschool mom
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To Andrea,
my wife, friend, and partner in this journey called life.
Thank you for passionately living your faith
and for the vision, encouragement, love, and respect
you have given me.
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KINGDOM'S HEART

An Introduction to the Knights of Arrethtrae

[image: ] Like raindrops on a still summer's eve, the words of a story can oft fall grayly upon the ears of a disinterested soul. I am Cedric of Chessington, humble servant of the Prince, and should my inadequate telling of the tales of these brave knights e'er sound as such, know that it is I who have failed and not the gallant hearts of those of whom I write. For their journeys into darkened lands to save the lives of hopeless people deserve a legacy I could never aspire to pen with appropriate skill. These men and women of princely mettle risked their very lives and endured the pounding of countless battles to deliver the message of hope and life to the far reaches of the kingdom of Arrethtrae… even to those regions over which Lucius, the Dark Knight, had gained complete dominion through the strongholds of his Shadow Warriors.

What is this hope they bring? To tell it requires another story, much of it chronicled upon previous parchments, yet worthy of much retelling.

Listen then, to the tale of a great King who ruled the Kingdom Across the Sea, along with His Son and their gallant and mighty force of Silent Warriors. A ruler of great power, justice, and mercy, this King sought to establish His rule in the land of Arrethtrae. To this end He chose a pure young man named Peyton and his wife, Dinan, to govern the land.

All was well in Arrethtrae until the rebellion, for there came a time when the King's first and most powerful Silent Warrior, Lucius by name, drew a third of the warriors with him in an attempt to overthrow the kingdom. A great battle raged in the Kingdom Across the Sea until finally the King's forces prevailed. Cast out of the kingdom—and consumed with hatred and revenge—Lucius then took his rebellion to the land of Arrethtrae, overthrowing Peyton and Dinan and bringing great turmoil to the land.

But the King did not forget His people in Arrethtrae. He established the order of the Noble Knights to protect them until the day they would be delivered from the clutches of the Dark Knight. The great city of Chessington served as a tower of promise and hope in the darkened lands of Arrethtrae. For many years and through great adversity, the Noble Knights persevered, waiting for the King's promised Deliverer.

Even the noblest of hearts can be corrupted, however, and long waiting can dim the brightest hope. Thus, through the years, the Noble Knights grew selfish and greedy. Worse, they forgot the very nature of their charge. For when the King sent His only Son, the Prince, to prepare His people for battle against Lucius—the Noble Knights knew Him not, nor did they heed His call to arms.

When He rebuked their selfish ways, they mocked and disregarded Him. When He began to train a force of commoners—for He was a true master of the sword—they plotted against Him. Then the Noble Knights, claiming to act in the great King's name, captured and killed His very own Son.

What a dark day that was! Lucius and his evil minions—now known as Shadow Warriors—reveled in this apparent victory. But all was not lost. For when the hope of the kingdom seemed to vanish and the hearts of the humble despaired, the King used the power of the Life Spice to raise His Son from the dead.

This is a mysterious tale, indeed, but a true one. For the Prince was seen by many before He returned to His Father across the Great Sea. And to those who loved and followed Him—myself among them—He left a promise and a charge.

Here then is the promise: that the Prince will come again to take all who believe in Him home to the Kingdom Across the Sea.

And this is the charge: that those who love Him must travel to the far reaches of the kingdom of Arrethtrae, tell all people of Him and His imminent return, and wage war against Lucius and his Shadow Warriors.

Thus we wait in expectation. And while we wait, we fight against evil and battle to save the souls of many from darkness.

We are the knights who live and die in loyal service to the King and the Prince. Though not perfect in fulfilling our call to royal duty, we know the power of the Prince resonates in our swords, and the rubble of a thousand strongholds testifies to our strength of heart and soul.

There are many warriors in this land of Arrethtrae, many knights who serve many masters. But the knights of whom I write are my brethren, the Knights of the Prince.

They are mighty because they serve a mighty King and His Son.

They are… the Knights of Arrethtrae! [image: ]
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CLAD WITH ZEAL

[image: ] I am Cedric of Chessington, Knight of the Prince and servant of the King. Although the edge of my sword has met the steel of many a dark foe, I have for a time yielded to my mission of parchment and pen. I do so not begrudgingly but with zeal. Why? Because zeal to serve the King and His Son fuels one's heart to courageously seek the truth and to tell it.

Sir Bentley's tale shows us this zeal, for he was not content with the traditions of mere men. The truth of the Prince would not let his soul rest until he had discovered it. As a former wealthy Noble Knight, he had much to lose by pursuing this truth, but his heart was clad with zeal. And in his quest of discovery he came to learn of the beauty of mercy as well. Sir Bentley was not only brave enough to follow at great cost a call he did not yet understand, but compassionate enough to follow it into the ugly places of the world, places where men and women cry out with need. And there he too became a storyteller… as do all of us who try to walk in the footsteps of our Prince.

I myself was once a pauper, but the Prince made me a knight. Listen then to the tale of a knight who once became a pauper. Perhaps you will agree that the story of Sir Bentley and his noble pursuit inspires all who hear it to discover this truth: the King reigns… and His Son! [image: ]
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YOUNG NOBLE
KNIGHT

[image: ] “Bentley of Chessington, do you swear to uphold the Articles of the Code, to defend Chessington and her citizens from enemies both outside and within her borders?” Lord Kifus's voice echoed through the great hall of the palace.

“I do.” Young Bentley looked up at Kifus. Sand-colored hair formed loose curls around the young man's neck and ears. His square, cleanshaven jaw revealed a small, faint scar—a badge to remind him never to become prideful about his considerable abilities as a swordsman. Bent-ley's shoulders were broad, and he carried himself with the distinctive posture of a nobleman. In spite of his comely appearance and his social charm, however, Bentley did not hold himself in high regard, and thus there was very little to dislike about the young man.

“Do you swear to uphold the honor of the Noble Knights, placing the protection of your fellow brothers-in-arms above your own?” “I do,” Bentley replied.

Nearly all two hundred Noble Knights were present to witness the knighting of one more squire into their brotherhood. It was a time-honored tradition that often followed the family lines of the wealthiest men in Chessington, and such was the case with Bentley. Behind the Noble Knights stood two to three hundred highly respected citizens of Chessington, for this was a significant event for both the Noble Knights and the citizenry.

“Do you take this oath without reservation, fully understanding the authority and responsibilities granted to you by the King—an oath that binds you to the order of the Noble Knights until death?”

Bentley hesitated, looking past Kifus toward the two men standing behind him. His father, Sir Barrington, and Sir York, the man who trained him at sword—his role model and his mentor. Could any two men be more different?

Bentley looked toward York and then to his father. A few seconds passed, and the delay became awkward. Barrington gazed at his son, smiled, and nodded. The room filled with tension, and Kifus's gaze became stone hard.

Bentley looked back to the white-haired knightly leader, an icon of the perfect knight in many eyes. This was what Bentley had wanted his whole life, and yet something tugged upon his soul from another direction. It was those last few words that caused him to hesitate, for such an oath was a seal that would establish the course of his life forever.

He repeated the words in his mind:

“Do you take this oath without reservation… an oath that binds you to the order of the Noble Knights until death?”

What could be more honorable than service to the King?

“I do.” Bentley lowered his head in submission.

As if the doors of a flooded chamber had opened, the tension abated. Kifus lifted his brilliant silver sword to just above Bentley's shoulder.

“Then I dub thee Sir Bentley, protector of Chessington and Noble Knight of the King!”

He touched the flat of the blade to each of Bentley's shoulders, and a roar of shouts and acclamation filled the great hall. Bentley stood and Kifus offered his arm as a token of brotherhood.

“Well done, Sir Bentley. You are young but well deserving of the honor.”

“Thank you, Lord Kifus.”

Kifus turned to greet some of the approaching prestigious knights and citizens. Bentley's father stepped forward and embraced his son.

“I am proud of you, my son.” Barrington smiled broadly through his cropped salt-and-pepper beard.

“Thank you, Father. You and you alone have been my inspiration.”

York stepped forward and grasped Bentley's arm.

“Sir Bentley … has a nice ring to it, aye, laddie?” He slapped Bentley hard on the shoulder with a meaty palm.

Bentley bowed his head toward York. “I am indebted to you for all the training you have given me, sir.”

York's smile vanished as his mind seemed to return to a former preoccupation. “Aye, and ye'll be needing those skills in the days to come. The Followers continue to be a menace to our cause, and Kifus tells me our missions to eradicate them will increase.”

“Yes, sir,” Bentley replied, but something in his heart resisted the words. “What was it like before?”

York squinted and cocked his head to one side.

“Before the…ah…Followers?” Bentley added. It was an unusual question, and it conveyed much more than curiosity. Those few words carried a subtle message that raised the eyebrows of both York and his father.

York looked back and forth between Barrington and Bentley. When he spoke, his words vibrated with passion. “It was a time when the authority of the Noble Knights was never questioned! That's why we must fight well in coming days. The lingering effects of that dead Stranger will end, and we will restore the order of the Noble Knights to its rightful place when we eradicate His imbecile Followers.” York's countenance had assumed a familiar ferocity, his eyes beneath their bushy black brows seemed to shoot forth fiery darts.

Neither Bentley nor his father said a word. It was exactly the response Bentley had expected, and he wasn't sure why he had even asked the question. The momentary awkward silence between them ended when his mother took his arm and a dozen other knights and citizens moved in to offer congratulations.

When the knighting ceremony was over and the accolades were finished, Bentley lingered behind in the great hall. It was a day he had looked forward to for a long time. He took a deep breath and tried to enjoy the moment. It felt good to be a Noble Knight… almost perfect.

Almost.

Bentley's heart pounded hard in his chest. He readied his sword in a midguard stance as he stood face to face with a fierce warrior whose markings Bentley had never seen before. The warrior yelled and initiated a diagonal cut that nearly blew Bentley's sword from his grip. Preoccupied with his own survival, he was barely conscious of the clanging of other swords nearby.

He tightened his grip and countered with a rising cut, followed by a horizontal slice. His sword was met by the nearly immovable dark blade of the warrior, and he had to retreat to avoid the next deadly slice.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of his fellow Noble Knights fall to the ground—and realized that he, York, and his other five companions could shortly succumb to the same fate. The five warriors they faced were much more than mere marauders; they had the look of seasoned war veterans. The Noble Knights had the advantage in numbers only, for the skill and power of these men far surpassed anything they had ever experienced.

Bentley considered his next move. How could they have made such a serious miscalculation and come to such a desperate situation? The months following his knighting ceremony had been filled with raids on the Followers, but each week seemed more intense than the previous. This was already their third mission this week.

They had received news from an informant that a handful of Followers was meeting near a hut in the hollow at the northwest edge of Chessington. When they arrived, a strange old woman had yelled at them and cursed them from afar. York had ignored her and insisted they search the hut and the surrounding area. When they dismounted and neared the hut, these five massive warriors had attacked. Bentley had barely been able to draw his sword in time before one warrior launched a deadly slice toward him. Ever since, he had been fighting for his life.

Another powerful slice came terrifyingly close, and Bentley ducked. He heard the swoosh of his enemy's blade pass just above his head. Bentley initiated another rising cut, but missed and found himself slightly off balance. He knew that such an experienced man of war would capitalize on Bentley's mistake—and he did. The next slice came from Bent-ley's left, and he was only able to raise his sword for partial protection before the grisly blade blasted through his defense.

The concussion on his sword carried on to Bentley's left spaulder and slammed into his helmet. Bentley careened to the right, scrambling in vain to keep his footing, then crashed to the ground.

He knew what would happen next. In seconds, he would feel the steel of his enemy's sword pierce his armor and then his chest. He lifted his sword for protection against the vertical slice, but the edge of the warrior's blade burst through his resistance and into his breastplate. The impact of the blow on his body seemed to force the last of his strength from him. His end was near.

Bentley froze as the warrior lifted his sword high above him for a final downward thrust. His physical exhaustion did not diminish his fear of death in the least. But just as the tip of the warriors sword began its plummet, Bentley heard an unfamiliar yell and watched a wide arcing blade slice across his enemy's torso from behind.

Screaming in pain and frustration, the warrior recoiled and turned on his unknown assailant. Bentley's strength immediately returned, and he rolled away, quickly finding his feet. The warrior was now heavily engaged with a new adversary, one Bentley had never seen before.

Bentley chanced a quick glance about him and realized that four other knights had joined their cause against these massive warriors of destruction. Another glance filled him with shock as he recognized their insignia.

Followers!

The newcomers bore the unmistakable mark of the Stranger. This was the enemy Bentley and his comrades had set out that morning to engage. Yet these men were fighting to save their lives.

Bentley brought his sword to bear along with his unexpected ally against the dark warrior, who was now wounded and searching for an avenue of retreat. Together, they forced the warrior into flight and joined the remaining knights in vanquishing their foes.

When the tips of the swords slowly settled to grassy harbors of rest, only one man had fallen. Bentley and another Noble Knight went to him and began removing his breastplate, for the wound was serious. The other men stood breathing heavily as the rush within their bodies subsided.

Bentley looked up in gratitude toward the man who had wielded sword to help him. “Thank you for your help. We've never faced such men before.”

The Follower nodded in the direction the enemy had fled. “We have. They are enemies of the King.”

“As are ye,” came York's voice from behind. “Drop yer swords.”

Bentley looked up incredulously. “But these men—”

“—are our enemies,” York repeated. “They'll be imprisoned.”

The four Followers looked stunned, then slowly stepped back and away once they determined the burly knight was not bluffing.

Bentley jumped to his feet. “They just saved our lives!”

“Then they be fools as well,” York spat. “Disarm them!”

The other knights looked at one another and then at Bentley. Bentley met their eyes, then knelt back down to his fallen comrade. The delay allowed the Followers to separate themselves, and they ran into the trees of the valley.

“After them!” York commanded.

“Sir!” one of the older knights exclaimed. “Nordan is down and needs immediate treatment. We either help him, or we chase the Followers and let him die—you choose!”

York's eyes burned with fury, and in that moment Bentley fully discerned how deep York's contention with the Followers lay.

It was a moment that set his mind on a different course.[image: ]
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THE METTLE
OF A MAN

[image: ] Bentley stepped onto the terrace and sat on the decorative stone rail of his family's manor. He looked out over the entire southern half of Chessington—a breathtaking view. The setting sun glimmered off the Great Sea in the distance, its fiery colors reflecting the autumn splendor of the wooded areas that bounded the city. Bentley thought it all looked like some splendidly painted canvas. This was his favorite place to come and think.

Although Bentley had many friends, he often preferred to be alone. Their infatuation with frivolous parties and girls mostly annoyed him. He often felt peculiar and wondered if any of his friends ever had thoughts like his—thoughts about purpose, adventure, truth, the King, and… this mysterious Stranger who seemed to be tearing the kingdom apart.

He had always thought his destiny was to follow in his father's footsteps. Besides serving as a Noble Knight, Sir Barrington ran a prosperous trading business. His success as both a Noble Knight and an honest merchant had won him the respect of the entire city. Bentley was quickly learning his father's trade and had discovered that he too had a gift for turning opportunity into honest profit. But such success was far from Bentley's first priority—thanks to his parents’ hard work and example.

Thirty years ago, Barrington had married Lady Deonne, a lovely young woman from another prominent Chessington family. But for years, in spite of all their wealth and social standing, life had withheld from them what they wanted most—children. Their deep love for each other hadn't seemed complete until Bentley was born. In time they had come to see his delayed arrival as a blessing, for they had watched many of Barrington's fellow knights allow the prestige and power of their position to ruin their sons’ and daughters’ potential. Barrington and Deonne were determined not to let that happen with Bentley. Raising a young man of integrity, unspoiled by affluence, had been their mutual goal. And while Bentley had occasionally chafed at their discipline, he now understood they had given him the gift of freedom—the freedom to be his own man.

If he could just figure out where that freedom was taking him…

“Have you ever wondered how something so beautiful could exist?” Lady Deonne's soft voice floated from the terrace doors behind him.

Bentley stood and took a deep breath, as if to fill his mind and soul with the peace of the moment. “All the time,” he answered without taking his eyes from the serene cityscape.

Lady Deonne walked up behind Bentley and put her arm around his waist. Bentley placed an arm around his mother. Her dark brown hair was slowly yielding to wisps of white. She had given Bentley his bright blue eyes and the gentle curls in his sandy hair. His square jaw and broad shoulders were gifts of his father.

“You know, son, moments like these are most appreciated with a beautiful young lady beside you.”

“That's fortunate.” Bentley smiled at his mother. “I have one right here.”

Deonne laughed and gently jabbed his ribs. “You know what I mean. Lady Fione and I were talking the other day—”

“Mother, I am not interested in Merivale.”

“Don't you think she's beautiful?”

“Of course, but I… I have other things to do. Besides, I don't think someone like her would be interested in me.”

“Why in the kingdom not?” Deonne leaned away from Bentley to look into his eyes.

“Because she's so… so… pretty.”

Deonne laughed again and put her hand to her son's chin. “Have you looked in a glass lately, son?”

Bentley shook his head. He walked to the corner of the terrace and lifted his foot onto a marble bench. The sun was nearly set, but the purple and orange colors dancing off the evening clouds were brighter than ever, and the beauty drew him once again to thoughts loftier than romance.

“What's all of this for?” he asked his mother.

“All of what for?”

“This.” He motioned to the manor behind him, then to Chessington, the Great Sea, and beyond. “Am I here simply to be a Noble Knight, chase radical peasants about, marry some maiden, accumulate wealth, and die an old man in Chessington? Is that really what life is all about?”

Deonne was silent. Bentley didn't often express such thoughts out loud, but recently he had seemed overwhelmed with them.

“I'm sorry, Mother.” Bentley turned to face her. “You and Father have given me everything a young man could ever hope for, and I am so grateful to you both. It just feels like there's something bigger out there. Something… purposeful. And I—”

“Here you two are.” Barrington strode out to join them on the terrace. “I should have known my two dreamers would be on the terrace with the sunset.”

“You're just in time, darling.” Deonne walked to her husband and gave him a quick kiss. “I think our son has some questions for you. I need to see to the servants.” She smiled sweetly over her shoulder as she exited the terrace.

Barrington walked to Bentley and looked out over the stunning scenery. “Magnificent!”

Bentley just nodded.

Barrington sat beside him on the rail. “What's on your mind, son?”

Bentley looked at his father. “Tell me about the Stranger, Father.”

Barrington gazed at his son and then out to the Great Sea in the distance.

“We have never really spoken of Him, and yet my whole mission now as a Noble Knight is to eliminate His Followers. I need to know, Father. You have taught me to be a man of honor, yet I am being asked to imprison and possibly kill men and women for reasons I don't know or understand. The closer I come in contact with these Followers, the more difficult I find it to carry out my mission.”

Barrington gazed at his son, and his countenance of grave concern troubled Bentley further.

“I've heard Kifus and York speak of the great danger these people pose to the kingdom. But for the life of me, I cannot see it. They never attack us, just defend themselves against us. I've never seen them steal, nor rob, nor treat anyone unjustly, and they seem to do good works among the sick and the poor.”

Barrington sighed. “It's complicated, son. There are many perspectives to consider.”

“But what of Sir Gavin, Sir Demus, and the others?” Bentley could not restrain the intensity with which he spoke. “What of you, Father?”

Barrington's eyes widened in surprise.

Bentley wondered if he had offended the older man, but there was no turning back now. He spoke quietly but intently through the falling darkness. “I have seen the doubt in my own heart also in the eyes of my father, a man who has taught me to seek the truth.” Barrington winced as his son continued. “I cannot silence the voice that keeps calling my name. I believe it to be the voice of truth.”

Barrington could take no more. He stood and paced to the opposite side of the terrace. After a long silence he turned toward Bentley. “I watched them question the Stranger,” he said quietly. “I watched as they executed Him and felt my soul tear in two. I watched men greater than I sacrifice everything to follow Him.” Barrington's eyes glistened.

“I remember. I was just a boy and you tried to keep me from it all, but my friends told me of it. And I saw that it changed you.”

“It did,” Barrington said solemnly.

“I didn't know what to believe then, and I still don't.”

Barrington gazed deep into his son's eyes. “Nor do I, son.”

Bentley looked out to where the last edge of the setting sun hovered on the watery horizon. “These Followers have a passion beyond what I see in the Noble Knights, and I can hardly bring myself to fight them.”

Barrington stared hard at Bentley. “Consider your heart carefully, son, for there is much to lose. Don't forget that we took an oath.”

“And what shall be more justly considered, the oath of a man or the truth of a King?” Bentley paused. “What if the Stranger really was—?”

“I'd rather you not finish that question.” Barrington held up his hand. “Though we are father and son, still, it borders on treason.” Barrington's hard stare eased, and a smile crossed his lips. He slowly nodded his head. “You have truly become a knight who is noble, and I am proud. The answer to that question will surely test the mettle of a man.”

Barrington put his arm around his son's shoulder, and the two men left the terrace to join Lady Deonne. Bentley had discovered no answers, but strangely he felt better… at least for a time.

Later, in the still of the night, Bentley heard his name called once again. [image: ]
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AN ACT OF
TREASON

[image: ] “Kill them, Bentley!”

Bentley stood between York and two Followers he had cornered and disarmed. His sword felt heavy in his hand, as did his heart in his chest.

“For what crime?”

“Do not question me!” York's face became red with anger. “I gave you an order, and you will follow it!”

Bentley turned part way around to face York, who was now striding briskly toward them. “For what crime?” Bentley repeated, his determination bolstered by York's absurd order.

York's voice was harsh. “Step aside or I'll cut you down with them!”

“No!” Bentley hesitated just an instant before raising his sword and turning to fully face York, knowing that the action would bring dire consequences in one form or another. His back was now to the two Followers, but he was no longer concerned about their actions toward him. The real threat came from his own mentor.

York hesitated, his eyes wide, as if he couldn't believe what he had just heard and seen. He yelled, and two swords of the Noble Knights collided. York was experienced and strong, but Bentley was young and quick. He had learned York's swordsman skills well and was able to defend against each cut and slice. What was different this time was the strength with which they came.

At first Bentley was preoccupied with simply surviving the fight. But as he adjusted to York's intensity, Bentley began to consider what was happening and why.

Everything his father had taught him about true knighthood was being tested at this very moment. Everything he had thought and considered over the past weeks was shifting into place. In an instant, he came to understand that York's response and fight were efforts of sheer desperation to kill not just the Followers, but the truth.

The Noble Knights had killed the Stranger, but His message lived on.

They had imprisoned the Followers, but His message lived on.

They had killed the Followers, but His message lived on.

Only truth could be this resilient. As of yet, Bentley could find no contradiction in what he'd seen and heard… only noble pursuit.

York brought a wide powerful slice from the left. Bentley deflected it and countered with his own. York parried and made a quick thrust that sliced through Bentley's tunic just beneath his left arm but met no flesh. Bentley slammed his sword downward on York's to keep it from wounding him on the retraction. He immediately followed with a diagonal slice across York's sword arm that met its mark.

York screamed as the razor edge of Bentley's sword sliced across his upper arm. His sword clanged as it hit the cobblestones beneath.

Bentley stood panting, momentarily stunned. Three other Noble Knights ran toward them.

“Traitor!” York screamed, covering the gash with his left hand. “Your days as a Noble Knight are over!”

Bentley stepped backward, wondering what he was supposed to do next.

“Come!” Bentley felt a tug at his tunic. He turned to see one of the two Followers. The man looked anxiously toward the approaching knights.

“Quickly!” The man pulled again on Bentley's tunic and took a few steps toward the open alleyway where his companion was now waving for them.

Bentley half stumbled in their direction, still numb from the fight.

“You're a dead man, Bentley!” York yelled from behind him.

Bentley began to run, knowing he could never go back. No one would defend him against York, especially Lord Kifus, who believed the Followers were slowly destroying the order of the Noble Knights.

Bentley followed the two men through streets and alleyways; they stopped at the back door of a candle maker's shop. The three men were breathing hard. One of the Followers looked up and down the alley searching for their pursuers. He opened the door. “Inside.”

Bentley hesitated. What if I discover these Followers are truly madmen?

He sucked in a breath, then crossed the threshold into a jumbled storeroom.

“Thank you for saving our lives,” said the man who had tugged on Bentley's tunic. “I am Esmond, and this is Trae.”

The one named Trae nodded slightly but glared hard at Bentley with dark brown eyes. He grabbed Esmond's arm and pulled him off to one side of the room. They conversed in agitated whispers, at last returning to where Bentley stood.

“You are Sir Bentley,” Esmond stated.

“Yes.”

“Trae here is concerned about your true intentions. There is much at risk if we believe you.”

“Then we have something in common. I am also concerned about my intentions, for I know not what they are, and I have risked much already.” Bentley began to shake his head as the reality of his actions fully gripped him.

“What then shall we do?” Esmond walked away a few steps, pondering what course they should take.

“We can't take him to the haven.” Trae nodded at Bentley “No offense.”

“None taken. I understand your concern. I must get to my father.”

“Why?” Trae asked. “Isn't he a Noble Knight?”

“Yes, but… I just need to see him.”

Esmond walked back to Bentley. “You shouldn't go home. That is the first place they will look for you.”

“Perhaps, but it is a risk I must take. He and my mother deserve to know what has happened.”

“What will you do then?”

Esmond's question fell heavily upon Bentley's heart, for it was a question that asked so much more. And he had no idea what the answer was.

Bentley sought Esmond's eyes. “Is He real?” They were words he had pondered in his heart for years and dared not ask a soul. The answer to this simple question was the substance of all purpose and existence in life, and he finally knew it. It was why he had risked everything and was standing before these Followers this very moment.

Esmond's countenance slowly illumined with a smile that spoke his heart. He turned to look at his friend, and even Traes countenance had softened. Esmond looked back at Bentley. “A Noble Knight who seeks the truth—'tis a rarity. Listen, I have an idea, but we must move quickly. First I must speak to the council. Trae, will you take him to his father?”

Trae looked at Bentley and smirked. Bentley could hardly blame him.

“It's all right,” he said. “I will go by myself.”

Esmond shook his head. “You'll never make it alone. Every Noble Knight and many citizens will be looking for you. You aren't exactly an inconspicuous fellow in Chessington.”

“So what do you—?”

“We have people throughout the city who will help us. We've become… experts at hiding people. You need us now.”

Trae sighed. “I'll take him.”

Esmond put his hand on Traes shoulder. “Be careful. Have him meet me at Swallow's Creek at dusk.”

The men separated, and Bentley followed Trae back through the door. After hours of stealthy maneuvering through the city they neared Barrington's estate. Trae looked about anxiously as they entered through a gate at the back of the walled courtyard. After giving Bentley directions to Swallow's Creek, he turned to leave.

“Trae,” Bentley called after him.

Trae turned, anxiety on his face.

“Thank you for helping me.”

Trae simply nodded and disappeared through the gate.

Bentley cautiously crossed the courtyard and entered his home, gazing at the ornate moldings and marbled floor as if he had never seen them before. White columns stood guard along the wide hallway that led to the foyer. He already felt like an intruder. His heart began to ache as he considered the grief his actions could bring his father and mother.

“Bentley!” Lady Deonne's voice came from the top of the banister, and she hurried toward the curved staircase. “Barrington, Bentley is here!”

Bentley greeted his mother in the foyer at the bottom of the staircase. She grabbed both of his arms, her eyes filled with angst. “What has happened, Bentley?”

Bentley looked up as his father appeared at the top of the stairs, looking larger and fiercer than Bentley had ever seen him. For a long moment his father stood there, staring at him. Then he started down the staircase with purpose in each step, his cape flowing behind.

Bentley had only seen his father truly angry once in his life, and he had never wanted to see it again. Even now, part of him wanted to shrink back into boyhood and wish away all the consequences of his decision. But he was no longer a boy He forced himself to stand tall and meet his father's gaze.

Deonne stepped aside as Barrington came to stand before his son. His eyes were piercing and full of inquisition. Along moment of silence passed.

“Is it true?” Barrington asked.

“Yes.”

Barrington closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, they were moist with tears of pain. “I can't protect you, son. Kifus is too strong.”

“I would never ask you to, Father. I've come only to say that I'm sorry for what this will cause you.” Bentley felt his mother's hand on his arm and looked down into her pleading eyes. She was slowly shaking her head. Bentley put a gentle hand over hers. “And to say good-bye.”

“Sir Barrington!” A servant rushed urgently into the foyer. “Sir, Noble Knights are approaching in the distance!”

“When they come, occupy them, Oakley,” Barrington commanded.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Come.” Barrington turned to his wife and son. “We haven't much time.”

The three went to the stables where Barrington's big gray gelding was already tacked up and ready for travel. Barrington grabbed the reins and thrust them into Bentley's hand.

“Take Silverwood.”

“I can't—”

“You'll need the best horse there is, son. I've had Thomas pack your traveling gear.”

Deonne grabbed Barrington's arm. “Surely there's another way,” she pleaded as she wiped tears from her face.

Barrington touched her cheek sadly. “They will try him, and he will tell the truth. Then they will—”

A servant appeared at the stable door. “They're coming into the front courtyard, sir!”

Bentley leaned down to his mother, and she threw her arms around him.

“I'll be all right, Mother. And one day I'll return.”

Barrington gently pulled Lady Deonne away, and she sagged against him. “He must leave now.”

Bentley looked at his father. “I must know.”

Barrington nodded, then put his hand on his son's shoulder. “Wherever this takes you, know that I love you.”

Bentley put his hand on his father's. “I will honor you!”

“And I you!”

Bentley mounted Silverwood, looked down at his parents, and launched the powerful steed into the kingdom… a kingdom waiting for one young knight to discover the truth of a Stranger. [image: ]
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OUTCAST OF
CHESSINGTON

[image: ] The day closed in as Bentley rode with all speed to the northeast edge of the city, carefully avoiding the known routes of the Noble Knights. He didn't know how extensive the search for him would be, but he felt better once he was outside the city limits.

Finally he found the place he'd been looking for. He entered a grove of trees and located a hollow where a small creek flowed through. He slowed his horse, looking for Esmond in the dwindling light.

It was here that gloomy thoughts overtook him. What if he had fallen into a trap? A ransom for one of the wealthiest sons of Chessington would finance the cause of the Followers for years to come. After all, he knew almost nothing about this band of peasants turned knights. Just what he'd observed as an enemy… and what his own heart told him.

The tall shadows of the forest trees seemed to bend down on him, and he wondered if he had played the fool. He turned his horse to bolt from the hollow and proceed on his own just as a voice called out to him.

“Sir Bentley, this way.” The voice was farther up the creek.

Bentley hesitated, then rode that direction. Esmond met him there, and together they rode north away from the city—up the Chessington Valley and then east.

Just before cresting the valley ridge line, Bentley paused and looked back on the magnificent city that had been his home for nineteen years. It looked peaceful and sleepy nestled next to the Great Sea. Would he ever see his home again? He turned and urged Silverwood onward.

They traveled by moonlight until the twelfth hour, then found a grassy nook within a grove of trees to spend the night. Bentley awoke the next morning to find Esmond packing his horse.

“I must leave you now,” he said, “but I've arranged for someone to meet you here and take you onward. His name is Demetrius, and he will take you to a place where you will find your answers.”

Bentley thought about Esmond's statement and didn't really like it. He was ready for answers that were not shrouded in mystery. His countenance must have conveyed his thoughts, for Esmond's brown eyes softened.

“I'm sorry for the secrecy, but please understand we must be cautious when dealing with the Noble Knights. We have suffered greatly because of your—their efforts. Trust me and wait here. I've left some breakfast for you, and Demetrius will come to you shortly.”

Bentley gave Esmond a long look and finally nodded.

Esmond mounted and prepared to leave. “Sir Bentley, Demetrius is mute.”

Bentley's eyebrows lifted, but he shrugged. “I understand.”

He watched Esmond depart through the trees, then settled down to a hearty breakfast of bread, cheese, and fruit. He saw to his horse's needs and rolled his meager belongings back into the saddlebags, hoping to get done before the mysterious Demetrius arrived. Then he settled in to wait.

And wait.

By midmorning, Bentley was becoming impatient. He wasn't used to waiting for others, and this wasn't the quest for truth that he had imagined. Eventually, he spotted a lone rider ambling toward him over the knoll from the north. The man wore a drab hooded tunic that concealed most of his face except for the scraggly gray beard. He rode hunched over in the saddle. All in all, his appearance was unimpressive, even shabby.
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Bentley mounted and waited. The man came near and stopped.

“Demetrius?” Bentley called.

The man simply nodded, then turned his horse to the northeast. Bentley followed and wondered where this strange older man would take him.

They rode the entire day in silence. At evening, they made camp near a small stream. The mute walked with a limp. He never removed the hood or the black leather gauntlets that covered his hands. He was a strange duffer, and the sword secured to his steed seemed out of place.

Bentley wondered if there was any point in attempting a conversation with the man, but he couldn't contain his curiosity.

“Where are we…I mean, are we close to our destination?” Phrasing his questions to fit yes and no answers was definitely a challenge.

The man briefly looked at Bentley from under the shadow of the hood and shook his head no. A full day's travel and they weren't close? Bentley sighed and resigned himself to a long, tedious journey. After all, he had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do.

They journeyed many days to the north and east, across the Wick-mere River, through the grasslands of Venari, and to the Crimson River. The land here rolled from hill to hill, eventually merging into the foothills of the Boundary Mountains.

They followed the Crimson River north until they came to a sign that announced the village of Holbrook. Even from a distance Bentley could make out the enormous and beautiful castle that surely housed the lord of this land. The village nestled up against the base and outer courts of the castle, and the Crimson River cradled both within its curved banks. With the majestic Boundary Mountains as a backdrop to the castle, village, farms, and country, the picturesque view invited one to dream of daring knights, lovely maidens, and tales of great valor.

However, as they neared the village the beauty faded. They began to pass fields where ragged men, women, and children toiled. Their gaunt faces were almost expressionless, yet their very posture told a tale of great hardship. This surprised Bentley, for though he had seen poverty at various times and places in Chessington, he'd never seen this kind of pervasive want. The woeful images only worsened as they entered the village. Not even the children were smiling.

Bentley looked toward the castle, and it still held its magnificence, with bright banners snapping crisply in the breeze. He marveled at the stark contrast between nobility and peasants.

“Are we staying here?” Bentley asked Demetrius. He was relieved when the mute shook his head. He wished they had bypassed the city altogether.

They traveled farther down a road and eventually came to the ridge of a large rolling hill. Here the road split. The northern road swayed through the hills and disappeared into a small forest. The eastern road continued along the top of the ridge until it disappeared down into a distant valley.

They were at a higher elevation than Holbrook. Bentley could just make out the village and castle and was glad to have them in the distance. The fresh smell of wild country filled Bentley's nostrils, and the Boundary Mountains looked close enough to touch. To the south, across the river, spread the grassy expanse of the Brimshire Plains.

He had never been this far from Chessington. The kingdom looked so big, and he felt so small. So many people… so vast a land.

What does it really matter if one man seeks for truth? he wondered. Was it really worth it—to risk everything for something he wasn't even sure was real?

Demetrius brought his horse beside him and pointed. Bentley followed the gesture and could just make out a small cabin not far away. “That is where our journey ends?” Bentley asked, and Demetrius nodded.

“Will I meet with someone there?” he asked, and again the man nodded.

Bentley's spirits lifted. He had come to appreciate Demetrius's service to him on this journey and had even come to enjoy the man's silent company, but he longed for someone to speak with—someone to give him answers.

Bentley wanted to gallop the rest of the way to the cabin, but Demetrius kept his steady slow pace. This leg of the journey seemed the longest of all.

When they finally arrived, Bentley noticed that the cabin appeared unoccupied. He scratched his head and looked at Demetrius, but the mute just dismounted and secured his horse to a post. Bentley did the same.

The cabin was surrounded by a sea of lush green grass. Tall trees created a lofty border to the south, and to the east the Boundary Mountains loomed against the bright blue sky. The cabin's roof sloped forward to cover a small porch in the front.

They entered the cabin. Bentley noticed that although unoccupied, it was not abandoned, for he saw furniture, and firewood was stacked near the fireplace. There was a small kitchen with a table and chairs to the left and a door to the right that led to what looked like a bedroom. There was also a ladder that led to a loft.

“Who am I supposed to meet?” Bentley asked, forgetting that the mute couldn't answer.

Demetrius walked over to the hearth, and Bentley immediately realized that his limp was gone, his back straight. The man removed his leather gauntlets and laid them in a nearby chair. Bentley was taken aback to realize both of Demetrius's thumbs were missing.

Demetrius slowly removed his hood. He turned to face Bentley. And spoke.

The word was slightly muted, as if formed at the back of Demetrius's throat, but still unmistakable.

“Me.” [image: ]
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COUNTING
THE COST

[image: ] Bentley stared at Demetrius, unnerved. The man's eyes were piercing, yet warm. His gray hair matched his beard, and there was the strangest sense of familiarity about him.

“Who are you?” Bentley whispered.

“Shur…Emus.”

The man spoke slowly, but Bentley struggled with the sounds. He shook his head.

Demetrius tried again. “Oble… Ike.”

Bentley shook his head again. “I'm sorry. I just don't understand.”

The man walked over to Bentley and placed his four fingers on the emblem of Bentley's tunic—the emblem of the Noble Knights. He then pointed to his own chest. “Oble… Ike,” he repeated.

“Noble Knight?” In a flash of illumination, Bentley's eyes opened wide as he came to understand who was standing before him. “Sir Demus!”

The gray-bearded man nodded. Bentley's mind erupted with a thousand memories and questions. He was briefly overcome with joy and hugged the older man. He had been just a lad when his father's friend Sir Demus disappeared, but Bentley remembered him well.

He released his embrace and looked into Demus's eyes. They brimmed with tears.

“It is good to see you, sir!”

Demus pointed to himself, then to his eyes, and then to Bentley.

“I have so much to ask you,” Bentley said.

Demus nodded. “We have ma-eey ays.” He held his hands wide apart.

“Many days…yes. This is good.” Bentley smiled broadly, nearly giddy with excitement at being able to talk with the one he had thought of so often. “But what happened to you? They say you were killed.”

Demus motioned toward the table, and they sat down. Demus spoke slowly and struggled with many of the sounds, but with a little practice, Bentley was able to understand most of the words. For those he could not understand, Demus had a quill, ink, and parchment ready to write them down for Bentley. Conversing was a somewhat arduous process, but Bentley was patient. He wanted to know everything.

“I refused to be part of the plot to kill the Prince,” Demus said. It was odd and powerful for Bentley to hear a former Noble Knight call the Stranger by that name.

Demus shook his head. “I should have done more to stop it. I was too… afraid. But then, after they killed Him, I knew my days as a Noble Knight were over. I could not belong to an order that had murdered the One I'd come to believe was the Son of the King. I began to help the Followers, and Kifus became furious. The Noble Knights eventually tried me for treason and found me guilty. Rather than kill me, they cut out my tongue so I could not speak of the Prince. Then they cut off my thumbs so I could not carry a sword for His cause. I was beaten and cast out of the city. My home was taken, and my family became outcasts as well. I was made an example for other Noble Knights who were questioning their mission.”

“And yet you still believe in this man—the… the Prince?”

“I faced His sword once, and He could have killed me in an instant. Instead, He spared my life. I will never forget looking into His eyes. For one brief moment, it was as if I could see the future of the whole kingdom.” Demus paused and placed a hand on Bentley's arm. “One day when you look into His eyes, you will know what I mean.”

“Deep in my heart, I've known it all along,” Bentley said quietly. “I knew it because I watched how the death of this man changed my father. And I knew it because I've watched the Followers and have seen great passion in them for sharing the story of this man with others, even risking their lives to do so. Men like you, Sir Demus.”

The old man shook his head sorrowfully. “I was too much of a coward to stand up for Him during His trial… and execution. And yet He's accepted me as one of His loyal knights.”

Bentley stared into the distance, but at nothing in particular as he thought about the incredible courage of the Followers he'd seen. He was sitting here today because of such courage. They were an odd mix of mighty and meek, rich and poor, citizens and Outdwellers. Their bond to one another because of the Stranger seemed to transcend any order or societal status.

Bentley looked at Demus. “You shouldn't be so hard on yourself, Sir Demus. In spite of your fear, you chose to follow the Stranger, and it has cost you dearly.” Bentley thought he himself had given up everything to find the truth, but here was a man who had given even more not just to discover the truth but to follow it. There was a significant difference, and Bentley now understood it.

“The Prince suffered and died for the people of Arrethtrae,” Demus said. “My cost is nothing compared to His. By coming to this land, to these people, He gave up everything!”

Bentley slowly shook his head. “I've heard so little about this man, mostly from the Noble Knights. I need to know more. I need to know the truth!”

Demus smiled. “The Council of Knights asked me to discover the truth of your intentions, but I knew they were honest even before I saw you, for I knew your father well. He is a good man, and I believe in his heart he knows the truth.”

“Father always spoke very highly of you.” Bentley smiled briefly then lowered his gaze to the table as he thought of his parents. Were they now suffering for his actions?

Demus put a hand on his shoulder. “Seeking and discovering the truth always costs something, Bentley. But you must never forget—a pauper with the truth is better off than a wealthy man living under deception. Lucius, the Dark Knight, is the father of all deception in the kingdom, and he will stop at nothing to try and destroy the truth of the Prince.”

“But who is—?” Bentley began, then dropped the question. He wanted to know more but sensed that Demus was strained in his efforts to communicate so much in such a short time. He imagined that Demus had said and written more today than he had in months.

They settled into the cabin, and Bentley made his bed in the loft. After cutting firewood and eating an evening meal, Bentley ended the day with a hundred new thoughts to dwell upon. Every one of them brought him to the large oak tree in the city square in Chessington and the man who once hung there.

The voice of truth seemed to whisper louder than ever this night. What will you do with the Prince? it asked over and over.

The following morning Bentley and Demus sat down for breakfast.

“Sir Demus, why did we need to come this far from Chessington? Couldn't we have met much closer?”

“You don't realize how desperate Kifus is to destroy the Followers. His search for you will be extensive. Even this place may not be secluded enough.”

Demus took another small bite of his barley cake and a large drink of water to mix with it as he chewed. He swallowed carefully and looked up at Bentley.

“You are the son of a wealthy and respected Noble Knight. Kifus will stop at nothing to keep from creating another man like Sir Gavinaugh.”

“Sir Gavinaugh? You mean Sir Gavin? You've met with Sir Gavin?” Bentley asked.

Demus nodded. “He is called Sir Gavinaugh now. The Prince gave him a new name. I remember when he stood in my home and told me how foolish I was to believe in the Stranger. He said I would lose everything, and he was right.” A broad smile spread across his face. “Now Gavinaugh is turning the kingdom upside down for the cause of the Prince. Yet Arrethtrae still has not yet seen what mighty works could be done by one knight wholly committed to the Prince.”

Demus pointed a finger toward Bentley. “Kifus sees that potential in you, which is why he will be ruthless in hunting you down. But remember, Bentley, Kifus is just an ignorant pawn of one much more powerful than he. It is the Dark Knight and his Shadow Warriors you must be wary of. The real battle lies with them, and they are everywhere!”

After each discourse Bentley had with Demus, he felt more satisfied with the truth but less comfortable with his life. There was so much more to understand. As the days passed, Bentley loved the time he spent with Demus. His eyes were opened to a world of answers that put all of the chaos of the kingdom in order. They talked of the King, the Prince, and the knights of old; of the Dark Knight, Lucius; of his Shadow Warriors and his Arrethtraen lieutenants, the Vincero Knights.

With each story, Bentley found a sense of true purpose taking shape in his own heart. A passion to serve the King and the Prince welled up so mightily within his soul that ill circumstances could never quench it nor wrest it from his heart.

Bentley remained with Demus through the mild winter and cherished the wisdom and training of his mentor. On two occasions, Demus took Bentley to the haven at Thecia where he trained with and benefited from the brotherhood of knights there. Demus also seemed to enjoy the reprieve from the labor of daily communicating answers to the countless questions Bentley asked.

Much to Bentley's surprise, Demus also found opportunity to train him further with the sword. Demus had fashioned an iron “thumb” that he inserted into his right gauntlet and secured to his wrist with a leather strap. The curved shape allowed him to adequately grip various items, including his sword. Bentley initially held back on the strength of his cuts and slices until he realized that Demus had been able to compensate amazingly well. Bentley learned much from Sir Demus in the course of their training, for the man was a very skilled swordsman.

On a pristine evening of a beautiful spring day, Demus and Bentley paused their sparring to absorb the delightful sights and sounds that surrounded them. They stood on a lush, grassy ridge line as the beauty of the kingdom paraded by. The red and orange light from the setting sun danced off the clouds and painted the Boundary Mountains in an array of hues. It reminded Bentley of the sunsets he had once enjoyed from his terrace back home.

“Bentley, your skills are far beyond that of your age and experience,” Demus said in his halting way.

“Thank you, Sir Demus. You are an excellent tutor.”

Demus shook his head to the contrary. “I have only honed your skills a bit; most of your training was already accomplished.”

Bentley turned to look at Demus. He was staring off into the distance toward Holbrook. Bentley's respect and admiration for this man had grown tremendously, and he was grateful for these past months of mentoring.

“Sir Demus, I know that all you have told me is true. I have come to believe that this Stranger is indeed the Son of the King.” He hesitated. “I am ready to pledge my allegiance to the Prince.”

Bentley had given an oath to the order of the Noble Knights, and he knew that this would countermand that oath, for it was in opposition to and superseded by the supreme authority of the King. There would be no other oaths to take, and he understood the ramifications of this bold move.

Demus turned and smiled. “Then kneel.”

Bentley looked at him in surprise. “This can be done right here… by you?”

The older man nodded, smiling gently.

Bentley knelt, and Demus drew his sword.

“Do you believe that the Prince is the Son of the King? that He came to Arrethtrae and died that you might live? that He sits on the right hand of the King and will return one day to rule the land? Do you swear your allegiance to Him and to Him alone?”

“I do.”

“Do you swear to uphold the Code and to live a life of truth, justice, and honor?”

Bentley could not help remembering the last oath he had taken, kneeling before Kifus. This time he did not hesitate nor question his future.

“I do!”

Demus placed the flat of his sword on Bentley's shoulder.

“I dub thee Sir Bentley, Knight of the Prince!”

Years of listening to the whispers of his heart and wrestling with the call of the Noble Knights came to that one simple act, and it changed everything for Bentley. He rose, and the two men embraced as brothers.

“I owe you much, my friend,” Bentley said.

Demus shook his head. “You owe me nothing, but you owe the Prince your life.”

Bentley thought about the Prince and became silent.

“What is it?” Demus asked.

“The Prince stripped Himself of His royal rights and privileges and became a pauper to save the people of Arrethtrae. It is hard to imagine such great… compassion for others. I was born a wealthy man and even now wear the garb of a nobleman. I can see that such wealth could keep many from following the Prince.”

“You speak the truth,” Demus said. “The comforts of this kingdom keep many from Him, especially the wealthy.”

Bentley looked out across the land as the remnant light of the sunset faded away. His eyes came to rest on Holbrook once more. In the dusk he could see the lighted lamps of the village and the castle.

Before becoming a Knight of the Prince, Bentley had wondered what mission he would be given if he decided to follow Him. But now he realized his mission was not as great as he had imagined, but one as lowly as the Prince Himself had chosen.

“I want to follow in the footsteps of the Prince,” Bentley said.

Demus looked at him. “Of course—that is what a Knight of the Prince always aspires to do.”

“No, Demus, I mean I want to become a pauper as He did. I want to live among those I am now charged to bring to the King through the Prince. How can I reach the common people of Arrethtrae if I have never been one?”

Demus put a hand on Bentley's shoulder. “It is a heart like yours which the King and His Son seek.”

Bentley took a deep breath and marveled at how much strength it took to choose to become poor. Could he do this? Did he have what it took to truly give up everything he knew in order to follow someone he had never actually met?

It was then that he realized that the Prince was not the Stranger, as the Noble Knights had called Him for years, for He had made Himself known to anyone who would listen. Rather, it was the Noble Knights who were strangers, for they would never loosen their grip on the power and wealth of their positions and join in the plight of the commoners who struggled around them. Even his beloved father and mother remained trapped in their home, walled off by fear—strangers to the truth.

“I want to know You, my Prince,” he whispered. “I want to follow You, no matter the cost. My heart is Yours, my life is Yours, my sword is Yours. Whatever happens, my Prince, please don't be a stranger to me.” [image: ]
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A PAUPER'S LIFE

[image: ] Bentley felt the thunder in his feet before he heard it. At first he thought the dark clouds above were finally beckoning the rains to fall. But then he looked behind him just in time to see a contingent of mounted knights galloping down the road. He scrambled to get off the road, and they roared past him as if he wasn't there. Shame burned his face when he thought of the many times he had passed by peasants in just such a fashion.

He had been walking since early morning, traveling the road toward Holbrook with a small knapsack hanging from his shoulder. Demus had provided a coarse tunic, trousers, and cloth shoes that did little to protect his feet. The pebbles and cracks of the roadway bruised his soles, and he had to stop often to massage them. With every step, he missed his boots, tunic, armor, and belt—but most of all his sword. It had been such a part of him for the last six years that without it he felt awkward and vulnerable.

Small raindrops began to spit at his face, and his cloth shoes quickly became soaked as he passed the outlying farms of Holbrook. Here, Demus had told him, the growing season was just long enough to harvest two crops. The primary crops were corn, barley, and wheat, but most families supplemented their meager incomes with small vegetable gardens. Bentley was saddened to behold the careworn faces of the peasants working the fields.

He stopped by one gray-haired man who was weeding a plot near the road. “I'm looking for work, sir. Do you know of anyone willing to hire me?”

“Lord Kingsley's the only one who hires in these parts,” the man said. “His agents live in the village.” He gestured with his head toward Holbrook.

Bentley nodded his thanks and continued on toward the village. Before he'd gone but a few paces, the man spoke once more.

“I don't know where you've come from, but if I were you I'd return there. Work for Lord Kingsley and you'll never leave.”

Bentley turned to see that the man hadn't stopped his work.

“He'll own you and all you have,” he muttered, almost as if he were talking to himself.

Bentley pressed on. The rain became heavy, and the dirt road, rutted heavily by the oxcarts traveling to and from the village, melted into mud. Bentley had to step carefully to keep from slipping.

“Move aside!” shouted a man from behind Bentley. He was pulling on the harness of an ox with a full cart of vegetables and tools. But Bentley had nowhere to go. The roadway was narrow, bracketed by ditches on either side. And another cart was coming toward them.

Bentley stepped off the right side of the road onto the inclined bank of the ditch and nearly lost his footing. The man muttered a few curses beneath his breath as he passed. Bentley slipped and grabbed a handful of mud to keep from falling farther. He found a foothold and carefully stepped back onto the road, shaking the mud from his hands. He heard the man yell again, but this time with much more vehemence.

Bentley looked up to see another oxcart coming from the direction of Holbrook. A lanky peasant guided the cart, which seemed empty except for a woman and two children. The road was so narrow that the two carts would have a hard time passing.

The angry man cursed again and pulled harder on his beast without moving any closer to the edge of the road. The younger man guided his ox and cart to the left to avoid colliding wheels, but his cart began to slip into the ditch. The children screamed, and the mother made a grab to keep them from falling off. The angry man ignored them and continued toward Holbrook, waving his arms in the air and muttering to himself.

“Get off the cart!” the man yelled to his young family as he struggled to keep his beast on the road and his cart upright. The harder he tried, the farther the cart teetered toward the muddy ditch. The ox bellowed in protest.

“Jump, Meg!” the mother cried. The older girl jumped to the road and fell into the mud. Bentley ran to the cart and held his arms out to the mother who was clutching the littler girl. She hesitated just a moment, then handed the little girl to Bentley. He set her down on the ground and reached up for the woman. She grabbed his arms and jumped just as one wheel came off the ground and threatened to flip the whole cart.

Bentley caught her and set her safely onto the road. Without saying a word he went to help the man. He joined him in pulling on the beast's halter, but it wasn't enough.

“I'll push on the cart!” The man ran to the back of the cart, which by now was almost completely off the road. Bentley pulled hard as the man tried to push against the cart, but his feet just slipped in the muck. He pushed again and fell to one knee just as one of the ox's hind legs slipped off the edge of the road, sending the cart over on its side.

“Creighton!” the woman screamed as the cart tumbled over. Her husband fell backward into the ditch with the cart on top of him.

Bentley released his grip on the ox's halter and ran to the man called Creighton. He slid down the embankment to discover that each moment of this crisis brought further disaster. The wheel of the cart had pinned the man's leg, crushing it, and the side boards were pressing his face into the water. He was fighting with all his might to get his face out of the water for air.

Bentley straddled Creighton's body and struggled with all his might to lift the cart. It moved just enough for the man to lift his head and take a breath.

The woman was trying to free herself from the panicked children to come and help. “Get help!” Bentley told her through clenched teeth. She left the small girl in care of the elder one and disappeared.

Bentley's arms and legs began to shake. He couldn't hold the cart up any longer.

“Take a breath,” Bentley told Creighton, then slowly lowered the cart, pushing the man's head back into the water. Bentley shook his arms. “Help me!” he yelled, then grabbed the cart and lifted again.

Creighton emerged from the water, gasping for another breath. Bentley looked down between his strained arms and saw the man looking up into his eyes. He sputtered mud and water from his mouth as he begged, “Please… take care… of my family!”

Bentley's arms began to shake again. This time he weakened more quickly. Just as he was about to lower the cart again, another man slid down the ditch and reached for a corner of the cart. He was as young as Bentley, but a fair bit taller and twice as thick.

Creighton's wife was just behind him. She waded into the ditch and put her hands underneath her husband's head to hold it above the water.

“Can you hold the cart for a moment?” Bentley asked the newcomer.

“I think so,” he grunted.

Bentley released his grip on the cart and pulled on one of the loose side boards. After a couple of attempts, it came free. He pushed it beneath the cart near Creighton's head and levered it upward. Together the two men lifted, and Creighton's wife pulled on his shoulders to free him from the cart. They were able to get his torso from beneath the cart, though his leg was still painfully pinned beneath the wheel.

Bentley moved his lever to the wheel, and the two men lifted again. After two attempts the man was free. Bentley and his helper leaned against the cart, breathing hard.

“Thank you.” Bentley held out his hand. “My name's Bentley.”

The burly fellow took it. “I'm Walsch.”

“I owe you my life.” Creighton looked up from the ground at Bentley and Walsch. His wife nodded with tears streaming down her cheeks.

Walsch elbowed Bentley. “We wouldn't let Kingsley take one of us out that way, would we, eh, Ben?”

“Not today,” Bentley said. “Let's see about getting this man home.”

It required two horses and four other men, but eventually they recovered Creighton's cart with minimal damage. They placed him on it and took him to his mud and straw cottage. Walsch hurried to Holbrook to fetch the bonesetter while Bentley stayed with the family.

The cottage had dirt floors, a simple kitchen, and a second room with straw as beds for the family. While they waited for Walsch to return with the bonesetter, Bentley discovered that Creighton's wife was named Anwen and the youngest girl was Nia. Anwen was a pleasant-looking woman not much older than Bentley. Her brown hair was pulled back in a braid, and though she looked frail, Bentley soon learned she was anything but.

Bentley knelt beside Creighton and lifted his pant leg to reveal a large purple lump on the inside of his left leg midway down his calf Anwen took a wet cloth and cleaned the swollen leg, while Creighton clenched his teeth against the pain. Sweat poured down his forehead, and Anwen swabbed his brow. He grabbed her hand and looked up at her.

“'Twill be all right,” he said reassuringly.

Anwen shook her head, her face grave. “How will we manage the crops and the animals?” she asked. “We're barely surviving as it is.”

Creighton pursed his lips and mirrored her concern. “Two weeks, my dear wife. Two weeks, and I will be in the field if it kills me.”

Anwen closed her eyes against the tears. “That's what I fear.”

Bentley watched helplessly, caught up in the world of their pain. He would never see the kingdom of Arrethtrae the same way again, for these peasants were not the dull gray background behind the opulent and colorful lives of the nobility. They were men, women, and children who worked, loved, laughed, and cried just like the wealthy. They just happened to be born on the straw bed of a cottage and not on the silky linens of a wealthy lord's castle.

“I will help you,” he said.

“But you have already helped us,” Creighton said. “I can't imagine what more you could do.”

“I can stay on and work your field for you,” Bentley said with a quick nod. “You'll have to teach me, for I don't have much experience. But I have a strong back and a willing heart.”

“But we cannot pay you,” Anwen protested.

“A straw bed and food to eat is payment enough.”

Creighton and Anwen looked at him, perplexed by his offer, not daring to believe it. Anwen's eyes filled with tears, and she held out her hand to Bentley. He took it, and she squeezed it as tears fell down her cheeks.

“The men are here!” Meg shouted as she ran into the room.

Setting Creighton's broken leg proved to be a significant challenge. Bentley was thankful for Walsch's strength once again as they worked to hold Creighton still during the ordeal. The pain was nearly unbearable for Creighton, but they were able to set the leg and splint it.

“You're fortunate the bone didn't pierce the skin, or it would have festered for sure,” the bonesetter said after tying the last bit of cloth on the splint. “Then I would have had to come back in a week to cut off the leg.” Anwen paid the man his fee, and he left. She tended to Creighton as Bentley talked briefly with Walsch outside the cottage. The rain had almost stopped.

Bentley enjoyed Walsch's charming perspective on life. His hair was blond and his face broad. His husky frame suited him well.

“Are they kin of yers?” Walsch asked.

“No.”

Walsch tilted his head. “And yer stayin’ on to hep 'em?”

Bentley winced and scratched his head. “It rather looks that way. I don't think he'll be doing much in his condition for a while.”

Walsch snorted. “Yer an odd one, that's fer sure.” He squinted at Bentley. “Yer not from these parts, are ye?”

Bentley hesitated. He hadn't prepared himself for this question. Finally he replied, “I'm from south of here.”

Walsch smiled. “A stranger y' be then.” He slapped him on the back.

“Tell me about Lord Kingsley Walsch.”

Walsch's smiled vanished. “Lord Kingsley's a powerful man. The entire village and all the farms pay half their crop or earnings t’ the lord in taxes.”

“Half?” Bentley was surprised any family could survive under such heavy taxation.

“Aye, half It matters not whether the season be good or bad. And if someone can't pay, Lord Kingsley's knights'll take a child, or a wife, or the man himself. 'Tain't right.” Walsch's countenance turned to anger. “But it weren't always so.”

“What do you mean?”

“This was once a peaceful land, and Lord Kingsley was a fair landlord. But eight years ago, the Lucrums started t’ come in and rob Holbrook an’ all the farms.”

“Who are the Lucrums?” Bentley asked.

“They're raiders from the Boundary Mountains. They have a sanctuary up there near a bottomless lake—an’ a fearsome people they be. The leader is the Ashen Knight, named for his pale horse and pale armor.” Walsch stopped and stared into the distance.

“You've seen him, Walsch?”

“Aye. Lord Kingsley could do nothing to stop ‘em until Sir Avarick came. He agreed t’ defend Holbrook in return for being Kingsley's first knight.”

“Seems like a good exchange.”

“For Lord Kingsley, aye…for the people, not so. Y'see, Kingsley's come t’ rely on Avarick for more than just protection. Avarick collects taxes and manages the whole region, and he's as cruel as the Ashen Knight. I fear we've traded us one devil for another!”

“Have the attacks stopped?” Bentley asked.

“No, but Avarick and his knights've been able t’ fend 'em off for the most part. With enough warnin’, the people retreat t’ the castle and are safe there.”

Walsch took a deep breath as if to clear bad air from his lungs. Then a smile lighted his broad face again. “'Tis a good thing we have another bloke to share in our good fortune, though, eh, Ben o’ the south?”

“Thanks for your help today.” Bentley offered his still-muddy hand.

“Twas nothin’.” Walsch took Bentley's hand. “But I think perhaps I'd best come and check on ye from time t’ time. Them hands of yers don't look much like farmin’ hands.” He looked at Bentley and raised an eyebrow.

Bentley gave him a crooked grin as Walsch turned to leave.

“Whoever ye are, Ben o’ the south, take care o’ yerself Good people are hard to find in this land.”

“And you take care, my large friend,” Bentley called after him.

“And you,” he said again quietly. [image: ]
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MAIDEN OF MERCY

[image: ] Bentley joined Creighton, Anwen, and their children in a daily fight for survival…and quickly came to understand that his former perspective on poverty fell grossly short of reality. The food was scarce, the labor hard, the days long. With another mouth to feed and no advantage yet gained by Bentley's labor, their situation soon became dire.

Bentley's stomach howled in hunger throughout the day, and he knew that each of them was suffering similarly—though only little Nia voiced any complaints. Bentley tried to take less food than all of them, for he had more reserves.

Late in the afternoon of the third day, Bentley's thoughts were consumed with how he could help this family through this difficult time. Anwen had returned to the cottage earlier to tend to Creighton, who still suffered greatly. Bentley was a fair distance from both the cottage and the road that wound its way near it and the other farms when he saw a horse-drawn wagon come from around a knoll and on toward the cottage. The distance made it difficult to determine much, but Bentley could see the driver was slender of form. A bulkier figure sat on the wagon's open tailgate.

Bentley gathered his tools and headed to the cottage. He approached Meg and Nia in the vegetable garden, and they began to shout, “Mother! Mother! It's the Mercy Maiden!”

Anwen quickly exited the cottage and joined Meg and Nia as they looked toward the approaching wagon. The girls began to jump up and down with excitement. The wagon stopped before them, and Bentley now saw that the driver was a woman. He watched her step down from the wagon to greet Anwen. She knelt down to the girls, and they beamed with ear-to-ear smiles as she spoke to them.

The woman stood and faced Anwen once again.

“I am sorry t’ hear ‘bout yer husband's leg,” Bentley heard her say as he walked up. “Ye must be strugglin’ to make it.”

“It's been hard, miss,” Anwen replied. “Creighton won't be up for some time.”

The woman motioned to the large fellow at the back of her wagon. He lifted out a basket full of bread, potatoes, carrots, greens, and fresh fruit. Meg's and Nia's eyes widened as they looked at it.

“I'm hopin’ this'll hep ye get by till yer husband's whole agin,” the woman said as the man placed the basket at Anwen's feet. He stayed on one knee and motioned for Meg and Nia to come close to him. He lifted a handful of strawberries out of the basket and held them out to the girls.

“I've got a bag o’ meal fer ye too.”

Anwen put a hand to her face and covered her mouth, then reached for the woman and hugged her.

“Thank you, miss. Thank you!”

Bentley rounded the back of the wagon and stared in wonder at the contents. It was packed with food, tools, shoes, clothing, and a variety of kitchen utensils.

The woman stepped back from Anwen's embrace. “Tis nothing, miss. I'll fetch the meal and then best be gittin on to others.” She turned around, nearly bumping into Bentley.

She looked surprised, and Bentley was too. The woman was young but extremely unkempt. She wore a drab russet dress with wooden shoes. Her black hair was a tangled mess, and her face was filthy. She opened her mouth and gasped, revealing a set of teeth that were blackened near her gums. Her expressive eyes were dark brown… and full of confusion.

Bentley raised his left eyebrow. “Hello,” he managed to say.

The young woman quickly closed her mouth and just stared at him. After working in the field all day, Bentley could imagine that his odor was not pleasant, but what he smelled coming from this woman overpowered his own.

She looked down at his leg and then turned to Anwen.

“I thought your husband's leg was—”

Anwen began to laugh. “No, miss, this is not my husband. This is Bentley. He's been kind enough to offer his help until Creighton is well again.”

The young woman looked back at Bentley. “Oh.”

Her large escort came and stood next to her, much like a bodyguard. The man was huge, even larger than Walsch. His bronze skin told of endless days of labor in the sun, as did his large leathery hands. Beads of sweat formed on his bald head, and he looked down at Bentley with expressionless eyes. Bentley was certain that if the woman pointed at him, the man would reach out and snap his neck, then be about his business.

The woman gazed at Bentley for a moment. Although her appearance and especially her odor repulsed him, something in her eyes seemed to counterbalance the rest of her. She turned to the wagon and touched the bag of meal. Bentley took a deep breath and stepped forward to help lift it out, but the large fellow pushed him aside and lifted it as though it were filled with straw. He set it near the basket at Anwen's feet.

The woman smiled briefly at Anwen and climbed back onto the wagon. The large fellow took his place on the tailgate of the wagon.

“Thank you, miss,” Anwen said again.

The woman smiled with her lips closed, nodded once, and then shook the reins to start the wagon moving.

“Who is she?” Bentley asked.

“That's the Mercy Maiden,” Meg mumbled around a mouthful of sweet strawberry. She and Nia waved vigorously at the departing wagon.

Bentley was confused and curious. “She gives help to everyone?”

“Mostly those who are in desperate need,” Anwen said.

“Is she from Holbrook?”

“No. They say she's from a large farm east of here, outside Kingsley's land. She doesn't talk much, and no one really knows much about her.” Anwen looked down at the basket of produce and the bag of meal. “Many families would have perished over the past years were it not for her.”

“And the large fellow?” Bentley asked.

Anwen shrugged. “He's always with her.”

“Some people say she's a ghost from Brimwood Forest,” Meg said with big eyes.

Bentley scratched his head. “Perhaps she needs some help.”

“I don't think she'll…” Anwen began, but Bentley had already started down the road after her.

“I'll be back before nightfall,” he shouted as he ran to catch up with the Mercy Maiden.

Bentley finally reached the slowly moving wagon. The large fellow looked at him blankly as Bentley jogged past. He continued his jaunt until he was walking at a fast pace beside the woman.

“Miss,” he said, and she nearly jumped from the wagon in surprise. “Would you like some help distributing these wares?”

She looked at him and shook her head vehemently to the contrary.

“I won't bother you, I promise. I just want to help the people as you do.” Bentley had been hoping to meet more of the people in the area. What better way than to join this strange duo on a mission of mercy?

The woman once again shook her head vehemently. Disappointed, Bentley slowed his gait and allowed the wagon to move ahead of him. As the wagon passed by him, he frowned, then spontaneously jumped onto the back gate beside the large fellow. Bentley cringed and waited for some repercussion, but the man didn't even look at him. The jostling caused the woman to turn around to see Bentley sitting there. She looked disgusted but pressed on toward the next farm in need.

“What's your name, miss?” he called up to her, but she didn't reply.

“She doesn't talk much, does she?” he asked his riding companion, but the man ignored him. “I'm Bentley.” He held out a hand of greeting. The man looked at him, nodded, and stared back toward the farm again.

“Won't do ye no good to talk t’ Parson neither,” the woman said over her shoulder. “He's deaf.”

“I see.” Bentley pulled back his hand.

They traveled until they came to another farm, where the wife of the farmer was extremely sick. The young woman left some fresh produce and herbs to treat her ailment. Another farm was run by a widowed woman with four children. Two were old enough to help work her allotment, but she looked as though life was tumbling over her like an avalanche. Bentley learned that this place was a common stop for the Mercy Maiden.

And so it continued through the afternoon and into the evening as they visited various farms of Holbrook. Bentley said little, and his odd companions eventually began letting him help deliver some of the goods.

On the last few stops they ended up in the village of Holbrook. The wagon came to the banks of the river and a dilapidated shack that could hardly be called a home. The young woman pulled back on the reins to stop her horse, then sat for a moment staring at the shack. Only one more basket of food remained in the wagon, tucked in just behind the drivers seat. When Bentley walked to the front of the wagon and knelt to pick it up, he saw that her eyes were moist.

“Who lives here?” he asked gently.

She bit her lip. “A little girl named Anya.” It was the only time she had talked to him other than giving instructions on what to give to the families.

She reached into the basket Bentley was holding and pulled out a crude doll made of wool and cotton stuffing, then dismounted the wagon. Parson stayed back with the wagon while Bentley carried the basket of food and walked with the Mercy Maiden to the door of the shack.

She gently knocked. Nobody answered, and she knocked again. Finally she pointed for Bentley to leave the basket at the foot of the door, and she returned the doll to the basket. They turned to leave, and when they reached the wagon, the door of the shack opened.

“Eirwyn!” a squeaky voice exclaimed.

Bentley turned to see a little girl of perhaps six years old. She was limping badly, for her right foot turned inward and did not seem to function properly. Her right hand also curled inward in a nearly unusable crippled position. But she ran as best she could with her arms outstretched. Her long, thin blond hair lifted like feathers behind her.

“Eirwyn, you came!” The little girl's eyes were bright blue and full of life. A little button nose was sprinkled with freckles, and her smile was higher on the left than on the right but conveyed a heartwarming exuberance.

The young woman knelt and captured Anya in her arms and hugged her. Bentley just looked at her wonderingly Eirwyn. What a beautiful name for a Maiden of Mercy.

“Yes, my little Anya, I came.” Eirwyn wiped another tear away. “How's yer ma today?”

Anya kept her arms on Eirwyn's shoulders as she looked in her eyes. “Not so good today. The doctor's inside trying to help.”

“I'll talk to 'im,” Eirwyn said. “This is Bentley. Will you stay here an’ talk to 'im for a bit?”

Anya looked past them at Parson, who was now checking on their horse and the riggings. She turned her crooked smile on Bentley. “Sure.”

Eirwyn went to the wagon first and retrieved a small pouch. Bentley heard coins jingle within as she took it to the shack.

Anya walked to Bentley and put out her left hand. “I'm Anya.”

Bentley knelt down and shook it. “I'm pleased to meet you, Princess Anya. I am Sir Bentley.”

Anya giggled. “I'm not a princess, and you're not a knight.”

“Well, you look like a princess to me, and since you're talking to me, I must be a knight.” Bentley gave a bow. “Tell me, little princess, do you like stories?”

Anya's eyes got big. “I love stories. Will you tell one?”

“Absolutely.” Bentley lifted Anya onto the back of the wagon. She squirmed in anticipation, finding just the right spot to settle in for a good listen.

“Once upon a time in a land far, far away,” Bentley began, “there lived a King.” He found a stick to swing about as a sword as he narrated and reenacted part of the King's story that he had heard as a child. Anya was mesmerized by the tale, and Bentley was so engrossed in his telling of it that he didn't realize Eirwyn had returned.

At the end, Anya tried to clap, and Eirwyn added to the applause. Although slightly embarrassed, Bentley bowed first to Anya and then to Eirwyn. At that, her clapping slowed, and her countenance dropped slightly.

“That was wonderful!” Anya exclaimed. “Will you tell me another?”

“Of course,” Bentley told her, “but not tonight. Next time I will tell you about a great Prince who came to save the people from the clutches of the Dark Knight!” he said with wide eyes. Anya giggled again.

“Come, little miss.” Eirwyn lifted her from the wagon. “I brought somethin’ special fer ye, and yer ma's askin’ fer ye.”

“Good-bye, Sir Bentley,” Anya said, and Eirwyn paused to look at him.

He grinned sheepishly “Good-bye, Princess Anya.”

“I like Bentley,” he heard the little girl say as Eirwyn carried her back into the shack. When she returned, Bentley offered a hand to help her into the wagon.

“I'm pleased to meet you… Eirwyn.”

She smiled, and he was once again repulsed by her rotten teeth. She allowed him to help her up. This time he sat next to her in the wagon. The odor had either diminished somewhat or he had grown accustomed to it. She guided the horse out of the village and back on the road toward Creighton's farm.

“Does Parson always sit back there?” he asked.

“Always.”

“What you've done for these people today is remarkable,” Bentley said. “Do you do it often?”

“Not often enough,” she replied, looking straight ahead.

“Lord Kingsley's taxes are too harsh for the people.”

A smirk flitted across her face, but that was all.

“Where are you from, Eirwyn?”

She sighed heavily. “My father owns land not far from here. We raise lotsa different crops… and hogs.”

“I see,” Bentley said, thinking, That explains the smell. “Would you mind if I helped you on your next mercy run?”

Eirwyn was quiet for a moment. “I don't think that'll work.”

Bentley nodded, and the rest of the trip back to the farm was made in silence. When they arrived, Bentley jumped from the wagon.

“I am…honored to have been a part of this. Thank you, Eirwyn.” He turned to leave.

“Bentley.”

He turned about.

“Thanks fer the hep. And don't tell no one my name.”

He nodded and smiled. She smiled back, but this time with her lips closed. As the wagon passed by, Parson looked at Bentley and nodded too. This time Parson's gaze was not empty, and the friendly gesture warmed Bentley's heart. He watched the wagon disappear down the road to the east, wondering if he would ever see this Maiden of Mercy and her large companion again. [image: ]
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LORD OF
OPPRESSION

[image: ] Over the next couple of weeks, Bentley worked closely with Anwen in the family's field, learning as much and as fast as he could from her. Though the farm was quite small—like all the farms around it—the labor was grueling, especially on meager rations, and his body protested with sore muscles, aching joints, and blistered hands. After three weeks, however, the blisters on his hands receded and his muscles became accustomed to their new use. He came to find joy in the labor, much as he had when training with the sword, discovering small ways to improve efficiency and watching the labor of his hand bear fruit.

His thoughts often turned to the young woman named Eirwyn and her missions of mercy. He was amazed at how wonderful it felt to have been even a small part of her efforts. He kept an eye on the road in case she happened by again.

Creighton, Anwen, Meg, and Nia quickly came to seem like family to Bentley. Meg and Nia adopted him as a big brother, and he spent many hours playing with them. He discovered he had a gift for telling stories, and the girls implored him nightly to do so. Most often his tales were of grand knights and fair ladies, and he relied heavily on his past experiences in Chessington to help fill their imaginations with wonder. Their favorite story of all was the true chronicle of Sir Leinad and Lady Tess. Their eyes gleamed as he told of that couple of old, of their unwavering commitment to the King, of their love for each other, and of their mission to bring the promise of a Deliverer to the people.

Creighton slowly recovered, and by the fourth week he was able to work a few hours each day. Walsch came to visit them regularly, and friendship quickly developed among them all. One morning, to everyone's delight, Walsch stopped in with fresh corn cakes. They sat at the table and shared a breakfast together.

“At midday let's take some of our greens to Holbrook, shall we?” Creighton said to Bentley and the rest of his family.

Everyone stop chewing their food and looked at him as if remembering their last trip to the village.

“I'll be fine,” Creighton assured them. “You all have nothing to worry about.”

Walsch laughed. “At least you picked a day full o’ sunshine an’ blue sky.”

Bentley laughed too, which helped Anwen and the girls relax.

“Perhaps we shall see Lord Kingsley and his family on the estate tour,” Creighton added with a smile.

“Why should we want to see that?” Anwen asked. “They are cruel and—”

“Anwen!” Creighton said. “We don't want to give the girls an attitude of ungratefulness.”

“I don't like them anyway, Papa,” Meg said. “Especially the Painted Ice Princess. She's evil!”

“Meg! That's enough!” Creighton declared.

“Ice Princess evil!” little Nia mimicked.

Creighton looked disgusted. “Look what you've done now, Anwen! You're going to get us in trouble one day.”

Walsch laughed loudly and slapped Creighton on the shoulder. “I think you're outnumbered, Creighton, for I'm with them!”

Anwen shook her head. “Sometimes you're too kind, husband. Lord Kingsley and his children don't deserve your devotion, especially that pompous son of his.”

“Perhaps not. But I have to watch out for you and the girls, so I will do whatever that takes, even give my devotion to a ruler such as he.”

“Excuse me,” Bentley asked, “but who is this Ice Princess? And Lord Kingsley has a son?”

“Lord Braith and Lady Gwylin are Lord Kingsley's son and daughter,” Walsch explained. “Braith is the older.”

“Lady Gwylin only leaves the castle once a month for the estate tour,” Anwen added, “or when Lord Kingsley takes them on a trip to another region.”

Meg added, “She's called the Painted Ice Princess because she always paints her face white and is cold as ice.”

Anwen leaned forward as if to tell some juicy story. “Lord Kingsley's wife, Lady Rhiannon, died in childbirth. There is a rumor that she had two baby girls and that Gwylin's twin sister died with the mother, but some say she is still alive and so hideous that Lord Kingsley never lets her be seen by anyone.”

Creighton put his hand on his wife's hand. “Anwen, you're going to fill the girls’ heads with all sorts of silly notions.”

“What of Braith?” Bentley asked. “What kind of man is he?”

Creighton leaned back in his chair. A look of despair came over him.

Walsch finished a drink from his cup. “We'd hoped that Lord Kingsley's son might one day rule more justly than his father.” He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his tunic. “But alas, Sir Avarick has been the boy's guide these past seven years, and I fear he will be worse than his father.”

The five of them were silent for a time, and then Walsch stood up. “On that fine note, I'd best be off.”

Anwen gave him a hug. “Thank you for the corn cakes, Walsch. You and Bentley have been too kind to us.”

Walsch blushed. “'Tis nothin’. They was just going t’ spoil anyways.” With a smile, he left the cottage.

Later that day, Bentley and Creighton were out in the field harvesting a ripe crop of barley. Bentley had quickly mastered the use of the sickle, though it caused him to miss the feel of his sword in his hand.

“Oh joy,” Creighton muttered as he looked toward the road from Holbrook.

Bentley followed his glance and saw three mounted men coming their way.

“Who is it?” Bentley asked.

“Sir Avarick,” Creighton said nervously. “Just smile and agree to whatever he says.”

As the riders approached the farm, Creighton and Bentley ceased their labor. Creighton lowered his gaze, but Bentley stared up at the menacing form of Sir Avarick. He was partially clad in black armor and was indeed a mighty warrior to behold. His jaw line was broad, square, and smooth except for a small scar near his right ear. His hair was jet black, his dark eyes piercing as he glared down at Bentley. “Lower your eyes, knave,” his deep voice boomed.

Bentley hesitated, offended by the arrogance of the man. He dropped his gaze momentarily, then glanced back up to see Avarick looking sternly at one of his cohorts.

“Why didn't you tell me this farm had two laborers?”

“I did not know, my lord.” The knight bowed his head in submission.

“Is this true?” Avarick demanded of Creighton.

Creighton glanced up, then lowered his eyes again. “My leg was broken in an accident, my lord. This kind man agreed to help me until I fully recovered. I couldn't get to town to see the landlord to tell him, but we were going today.”

Avarick glared at Creighton. “Don't lie to me, peasant. If you are working in the field, you are certainly able to see the landlord. You are not authorized to hire a laborer!”

“He did not hire me,” Bentley said bluntly.

Avarick turned his glare to Bentley, and they locked eyes. Bentley fought the urge to challenge the man, reminding himself that he was just a swordless peasant.

“Lord Kingsley requires extra tax for any additional laborers on a farm,” Avarick said. “Sir Owen, mark this farm down for an extra ten percent tax.”

“Yes, my lord,” the knight replied.

At that Creighton looked up with look of despondence. “My lord, I can hardly pay what you already require, and my leg is barely—”

“Silence!” Avarick drew his sword.

Gripping his sickle tightly, Bentley stepped forward and slightly in front of Creighton.

Creighton pulled backward on Bentley's shoulders. “I'm sorry, my lord. I will gladly pay the taxes Lord Kingsley desires. It is my honor and privilege.”

Avarick clenched his teeth and gripped his hilt tightly as he glared at Bentley. Creighton continued to pull Bentley backward, a couple of steps away from Avarick's horse.

For a long moment, Avarick scowled and pointed his sword at Bentley. “Watch your actions, knave!” He then sheathed his sword, wheeled his horse around, and rode off in a huff toward the next farm. His knights thundered after him.

“That was too close,” Creighton said with a big sigh. “He has struck men dead for less.”

Bentley was still angry and stared after Avarick. “Why do these people put up with him?”

Creighton looked at Bentley in disbelief. “Because we have no choice. Either we do or we die!”

“Better to die a free man than to live a slave,” Bentley said angrily.

“And what of my wife and daughters, Bentley?” Creighton pointed back to the cottage where Anwen and the girls had been working in the vegetable garden. They were standing still, having just seen the exchange. “Do I make a brave stand just to die and leave them to starve?”

Bentley looked at Creighton and felt his anger turn to sadness. He put his hand on his friend's shoulder.

“No, Creighton, you do not. You must live and care for them.” He managed a smile. “You are a wise and compassionate man. It's not your calling to change such things.”

But it is mine! Bentley thought. He put his hands back to his sickle and the job of harvesting, but his mind was beginning to settle on an entirely different task. He wasn't quite sure just what it was or how he was supposed to do it, but he knew without a doubt he was called to it. [image: ]
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THE PAINTED
ICE PRINCESS

[image: ] Bentley had been to the village of Holbrook before. But this time, as he traveled there with Creighton, Anwen, Meg, and Nia, he saw it with new eyes.

For one thing, Lord Kingsley's beautiful castle seemed to loom more prominently than ever, its magnificent beauty heralding to all the land its master's wealth and power.

For another thing, the village seemed to be larger and more congested than it had been on his last visit. Bentley's companions confirmed that impression, saying that each year more people came to Kingsley for protection from the marauders of surrounding lands, especially from the Lucrums of the Boundary Mountains. Rumors of the mysterious and crude rituals practiced by this tribe of barbarians abounded, and such rumors struck fear in the people's hearts, keeping them pliant under the heavy hand of Lord Kingsley.

For Bentley, the stories brought greater understanding of the plight of the people and ignited a passion to discover what his purpose was in this place. On this particular afternoon, though, his purpose was simply to enjoy his friends and to learn as much as possible.

Creighton bartered with various shop owners and other farmers for his produce and seemed satisfied with the exchange. But the family and most of the villagers were tense and uptight, for this was the day of Lord Kingsley's estate tour. Castle guards came into the village to prod people into lining the main thoroughfare leading from the castle and on through the center of the community.

At the third hour of the afternoon, trumpets began to blast at the castle gates as thousands of people lining the main thoroughfare waited for the parade of Lord Kingsley his family, and his entourage of nobility and knights.

A herald stood atop the castle barbican, above the gates, and yelled, “Hear ye, people of the land! It is with great honor that I proclaim the mighty and benevolent Lord Kingsley, his noble family, and the court of Holbrook. Give homage to your protector and his heirs.”

Bentley stood beside Creighton and his family. Little Nia was jumping up and down trying to see beyond the people who lined the road.

“Here you go, little miss.” Bentley lifted her up onto his shoulder.

“Tanks, Bentley,” she said with glee. Like most of the village children, she loved the interlude from the drudgery of her daily life. She was not yet old enough to realize what an empty facade these parades presented.

“Here they come!” Meg shouted as a squire on horseback thundered through the gates, proudly carrying the flag of Holbrook Castle. He was followed by a pompous figure in a bright silk tunic—Sir Avarick, the first knight of Holbrook Castle. Behind him trailed twenty-five knights in similar array. Castle guards dispersed throughout the crowded streets “encouraged” the people to cheer as the procession passed by.

There was a small gap between the phalanx of knights and the elaborate open carriage that carried the noble family of Holbrook. Four prancing white carriage horses pulled Kingsley's carriage. As it drew closer, Bentley glimpsed a prominent and regal-looking man sitting beside a beautiful and yet strange-looking young woman, whom he assumed was Kingsley's daughter, Lady Gwylin. A handsome young man with bronze-colored hair rode beside the carriage on a gallant white steed—obviously Lord Braith, Kingsley's son. Behind the carriage rode a phalanx of nobles and a small company of dancers and musicians.

“It's the Painted Ice Princess!” Nia pointed at the carriage, still a short distance away.

“Shush that girl!” A nearby guard stepped toward Bentley and Nia. She pulled back her hand and looked frightened.

Bentley pulled her off of his shoulders and gave her a quick hug. “It's all right, Nia. Don't mind him.”

He turned her once again to the procession, for the carriage was nearly to them. Kingsley was a rotund little man decked in colorful silk, and he wore a fur hat that Bentley thought looked quite silly, although no one laughed. His eyes were dark and set deep, giving the impression of sternness that contradicted his chubby features. His complexion was fairer than most, except for his daughter's. Her face was painted porcelain white, with some blue markings near her eyes and on her cheeks.

Lady Gwylin sat stiff and tall without offering a single glance to the people on the roadway. A hat covered most of her dark hair, setting off her aristocratic cheekbones; her gown was a work of art, with embroidery, lacing, and pearled beads adorning the ivory fabric. Bentley was sure it cost more than his newfound friends could earn in a lifetime. Gwylin's chin was elevated and her eyes nearly shut—the very picture of arrogant perfection. Bentley had seen the same pious attitude in some of the Noble Knights.

Is this how the poor of Chessington looked at me? he wondered, feeling another flush of shame.

“Sir Bentley!” a young voice screamed with excitement from the other side of the road.

Bentley broke his gaze from the procession and looked across the roadway to see Anya, the little crippled girl from his Mercy Maiden venture. She lurched excitedly toward him. A thin, frail woman called to her from behind, but to no avail.

Bentley's heart thumped in his chest, for she was crossing the road right in front of Lord Kingsley's carriage.

“No, Anya!” He held up his hand, but that seemed to encourage her all the more. A big smile enlightened her face as she ran, oblivious to the sixteen forceful hoofs that would soon pummel her to death.

The driver of the carriage made no attempt to restrain his team or turn aside. He only scowled. Bentley handed Nia to Anwen and rushed into the street to meet Anya, who was now directly in front of the approaching carriage. One of the horses whinnied in alarm as Anya turned to see her demise. She screamed, and Bentley lunged for her just as the first two horses came upon her. The crowd gasped and the horses reared up, spooked by Bentley's actions.

Bentley covered Anya with his body, and he felt the force of hoofs pound into the dirt all around them. Anya's panicked screams spooked the horses further, and Bentley tried to cradle her beneath his slightly raised torso. He knew that at any moment he would feel the crushing blow of a powerful hoof slam into his unprotected back.

The moment lingered long, and he heard the cries of Anya's mother mixed with the exclamations of hundreds of onlookers. But the sound of pounding hoofs finally diminished and was replaced by the sound of carriage wheels passing by on his left and right.

“Get out of the road, fool!” Bentley heard a man shout from above them.

He looked up and saw Lord Braith glaring down at him from atop his horse. He drew his sword. “You nearly upset Lord Kingsley's carriage. Out of the way, or I'll take off your head!”

Bentley scooped up Anya and took her to her mother, suppressing the urge to yank the arrogant brat from his horse. The crowd began to cheer Bentley for his heroic actions, but he was oblivious to the praise, for he was still enraged with Kingsley and his family.

“Pompous fools,” he muttered as he glared back at Kingsley, his son, and his daughter. He glanced once more at Lady Gwylin and saw her look briefly toward Anya, then turn her head up and away as if nothing had happened.

She truly is an ice princess, Bentley thought bitterly.

The rest of the procession passed by, and Bentley found himself surrounded by children and adults alike, thanking him for his deed. Anya's mother struggled toward Bentley, leaning on a long staff nearly as tall as Bentley. She reached for his hand.

“I'm Hatty, Anya's mother. Thank you, sir.”

Bentley tried to keep from staring. The woman was so thin and frail that Bentley was amazed she could even stand. Her cheeks were sunken, her hair was thin, and her eyes seemed nearly hollow. Whatever ailed her was obviously winning.

Bentley took her ice-cold hand. “You are welcome.”

Anya hugged Bentley's legs. “I'm sorry, Bentley, I didn't—”

He knelt down and gently hugged her. “It's all right, my little princess.”

Anya put her arm around Bentley's neck and turned out to look at her mother. “Mama, this is Sir Bentley, the knight I was telling you about!”

There was a bit of a stir about them, especially from the children. A little boy came and stood next to Bentley, squinting his eyes as though inspecting him.

“Are you really a knight?” He crossed his arms. “You don't look like a knight.”

Bentley laughed and opened his mouth to respond.

“He is too!” Anya squinted back at the boy. “Only knights can jump in front of horses and not get killed! And he knows lots of stories about lots of knights.”

The boy's eyes widened. “Really?”

By now a dozen children and half as many parents had gathered around them. Bentley looked up and found himself in quite a predicament.

“Tell them a story” Meg said as she and Nia joined the small crowd.

Bentley thought for a moment. “How about I tell you a story that no one here has ever heard before, and yet it is as true as I am standing before you.”

The children danced with excitement, and by now their number had grown simply because there was a gathering.

“Sit down, children, and listen to a tale as grand as you will ever hear, for the waves of the Great Sea itself will hush to silence for such a story.”

More than thirty children and as many adults gathered and sat quietly, waiting for Bentley to begin his story.

“Not long ago, the mighty King of Arrethtrae looked out across the Great Sea and saw the plight of His people. He heard of their poverty.” Bentley lifted the tattered corner of his tunic. “He heard of their sickness.” He motioned toward Anya's mother. “He heard of their persecution.” He motioned toward the great castle that stood just a stone's throw away. “And he was grieved to the heart, for His archenemy, the Dark Knight, had caused it all.”

Bentley's eyes narrowed and his face became serious as he bent down to look at the children face to face. Their eyes became big, and they scooted away from him as he drew on Demus's teaching to tell the story. From the corner of his eye, he saw a few of the parents conferring nervously.

“Now, the Dark Knight is a fearsome warrior that is powerful and cunning, with eyes like dark steel and a sword as swift as the land has ever seen. All who see him tremble, for he is merciless and wants to destroy all that the King calls good.

“The King knew that this mighty warrior was too powerful for any knight in Arrethtrae to overcome. He was even more powerful than the King's own mighty force, the Silent Warriors. The King knew that there was only One who could overcome the powerful Dark Knight and save the people from him and his evil Shadow Warriors. It was…”

Bentley paused, and everyone became still as he whispered the answer.

“The Prince, the King's only Son.”

“What's He like, Bentley?” Nia asked.

Bentley smiled and nodded as if to think, his mind racing to remember Demus's teachings. “His hair is like strands of gold, and his eyes burn like fire. His brow is noble, and His arms are as strong as iron. The power of His sword is like the force of a thousand horses, and when He speaks, the birds of the air hush to listen and the mountains tremble at His voice.

“He is a Knight of knights, children. And though He is as grand as all of this, He cares deeply for the humblest of His subjects.”

At this, Bentley reached over and stroked Anya's cheek. She smiled up at him as he continued.

“And so, with heaviness of heart, the King sent His Son to Arrethtrae. But you would not have recognized Him when He came.”

“Why not?” a little boy asked.

“Because He did not come as a Prince but as a pauper, just like you and me.”

The children tilted their heads.

“The Prince clothed himself in rags and lived with the commoners, calling them to follow Him and train for battle against the Dark Knight. The Prince trained many to become knights. And when the training was complete…”

“He fought and defeated the Dark Knight?” one little boy shouted.

“No,” Bentley said, and his thoughts turned back to that day when he was but a lad. This was where the stories of years past caught up to his own life, and he no longer became just a narrator but a character in his own tale. “An army of mighty knights came to capture the Prince because they did not believe He was the King's Son. They surrounded His men, and though He could have fought and survived the battle, He gave himself freely so that His men would not be killed. It was a dark day for the Followers of the Prince, for these powerful but foolish knights killed the mighty Prince.”

The children shook their heads. “No!” they exclaimed in a commotion. Tears were running down little Anya's face.

“But wait.” Bentley held up his hand. “That is not the end of the story.”

The children hushed again.

“The King reached across the Great Sea with His great love for His Son and for His subjects and used the power of the Life Spice to bring Him back to life. This may sound preposterous, little ones, but let me tell you that I know men who have seen the risen Prince with their own eyes and will breathe their very last breath swearing to the truth of it all.”

Bentley paused and looked at the children and then to the parents gathered around. The crowd had swelled even larger now.

“Those who choose to follow the Prince and believe Him can become gallant Knights of the Prince.” He looked at Anya's huge, questioning eyes. “Yes, even little ones. His Knights know who the Dark Knight is and that he is trying to destroy Arrethtrae and the King's people. They train, they battle, they journey, they live, and they die because of the greatness of the Prince. If you look closely, you will see the heart of the Prince within them. And one day, the great Prince will come back to Arrethtrae with an army to utterly destroy the Dark Knight and his evil warriors.”

Bentley put his hand to his ear. “Listen!” he said, and the children hushed once more to silence. “When you hear the sound often thousand horses and feel the rumble beneath your feet, know that the Prince is coming and the day of the Dark Knight will end!”

The children's eyes were wide with excitement. They began to clap and cheer, and Bentley bowed to them all. Before long the parents gathered them up and journeyed on their way.

When all the children had left, Anya came to Bentley. He knelt down, and she put her left hand on his shoulder. She looked deeply into his eyes, and his heart melted.

“Bentley,” she whispered, “are you the Prince?”

Bentley's eyes teared up in an unexpected wave of emotion. He knew he fell so wholly and completely short of who and what the Prince was. And yet he realized that it was the Prince in him that Anya saw, and he was humbled. This trek of discovery was nothing like he had imagined… and yet so much more.

“No, Anya,” he whispered back. “I am not the Prince. But I want to be like Him.”

Anya thought for a moment and then leaned over to give Bentley a kiss on his cheek. “I can tell I'm going to like Him too.”

Bentley said good-bye as Anya's mother took her hand and guided her home. He stood slowly and gazed at the castle.

“That's quite a tale ye spin, Ben,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

Bentley turned around. “I do my best.”

“An’ what's this I hear 'bout your escapades with the Mercy Maiden?” Walsch said with a broad grin.

Bentley grinned back. “I helped her deliver some food, that's all.”

“Ya must be hard up, Ben—or is it that she reminds ye of the damsels back home?”

Bentley laughed out loud as a pretty red-headed young woman came to stand next to Walsch. She cleared her throat to get his attention. He turned, and delight filled his eyes.

“Ben.” He took her hand. “I'd like ye t’ meet my Luanne.”

Bentley bowed. “I am pleased to meet you.”

“I've just asked Luanne's father for her hand in marriage,” Walsch said.

Luanne's joy was obvious, and the two exchanged a glance so intimate that it made Bentley momentarily uncomfortable.

“Then a congratulations is in order,” Bentley said quickly and bowed to the couple.

They talked for a time and ended with a promise to meet more frequently than before. Bentley rejoined Creighton and his family and they returned to the farm. As he lay on his straw bed that night, he smiled as he thought of the children and the story he had told them. Their wonder and excitement encouraged him.

If only the rest of the kingdom would have ears as eager as theirs, he thought as he fell peacefully asleep. [image: ]
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A SENTENCE
OF DEATH

[image: ] Bentley stayed with Creighton and Anwen until Creighton's leg was fully healed. He continued to work with them as they needed, but he also looked for opportunities to help many of the families that he and Eirwyn had visited on her last Mercy Maiden trip. He avoided contact with Kingsley's guards and knights as much as possible, for they would not take kindly to his efforts among the people—or to the stories he told the children.

Late one afternoon, Bentley was helping a family patch a roof when he saw the familiar forms of the Mercy Maiden, Parson, and their wagon pass by. He promptly followed after and had no small effort in catching up with them, for the horse seemed to be traveling extra fast today.

“Eirwyn!” he called, out of breath as he ran beside the wagon.

She looked at him sternly. “Don't call me that!”

“Please forgive me. It's been so long. May I help you today?”

“No.” She tried not to look at him. “I don't think so.”

“Anya's mother is much worse,” he said, still trying to keep up with the pace she had set for the horse.

At that, Eirwyn stopped the horse and looked solemnly at Bentley. She motioned to the back of the wagon for Bentley to jump on, but he jumped up beside her instead.

Eirwyn smirked. “How can ya stand it? I stink like my hogs!” She gave him a crooked smile that wasn't really a smile at all, but it revealed her blackened teeth again.

“I don't mind,” Bentley replied. “Too much,” he added and grimaced a smile.

She huffed and set the horses in motion again.

Wouldn't Mother be proud? Bentley thought as he imagined introducing Eirwyn to his parents. A big smile crossed his lips, and he had to turn away so Eirwyn wouldn't see it.

“Best git to Anya's cottage first,” she said.

They arrived at the cottage, and Bentley began to fear the worst, for as they came to the rickety door, they heard soft crying within.

“Hatty!” Eirwyn called as she knocked on the door. “Anya?”

“Come in,” the voice of the doctor called out.

They opened the door to the smell of death in the room. Anya sat on the bed next to her mother, leaning close to hear her words. With one hand she held her mother's hand, and with the other she clutched the cloth doll Eirwyn had given her. The doctor looked at Bentley and Eirwyn from the opposite side of the bed and shook his head.

Eirwyn pursed her lips and sat next to Anya, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. The doctor came and talked quietly to Bentley.

“She'll not make it through the day. There's nothing more I can do. I'll arrange for the burial, but I don't know what's going to become of the little girl.”

“Surely there must be some family here who will take her in,” Bentley whispered.

The doctor shrugged. He finished gathering his items, placed them in a bag, and then looked at Bentley.

“No one here can afford to feed another child,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “especially one who will never be able to produce.”

“I'm sorry,” the doctor said, seeing the anger on Bentley's face, “but that is simply the truth.”

Bentley went to the bed and knelt down opposite of Eirwyn and Anya. Hatty was struggling to find the strength to speak her last words.

“Anya, you have been the joy of my life.” Hatty reached up and touched Anya's cheek. “You have given me courage to go on. Be strong, my precious, and do not let this place steal away the brightness of your heart.” Her hand slowly fell to the bed, and she struggled for one last breath.

She spoke her last words as the air escaped her lungs. “I love you, Anya.”

“I love you, Mommy…I love you!” Anya said over and over through a flood of tears.

Bentley's vision blurred, and his heart broke in two as he watched the cruel sickle of death separate mother from daughter. Eirwyn tried to comfort Anya as she leaned upon her mother's chest. Anya finally turned to Eirwyn and collapsed into her embrace, and their tears mixed together in a pool of deep sorrow.

Bentley put a gentle hand on Anya's shoulder. She looked up and wiped her eyes. “What will happen to me now?”

Bentley looked at Eirwyn, and he could tell by her expression that she had no answer to give the girl. Neither did he.

Just then the door creaked open and Walsch entered. He motioned for Bentley to come to the door. “I spotted Kingsley's guards coming up the way,” he said quietly.

Bentley looked at Eirwyn as she tried to comfort Anya.

“I'll see to it. Stay with them for a moment, will you, Walsch?” He motioned toward the bed with his eyes.

Walsch nodded.

As Bentley exited the cottage, he grabbed Hatty's staff, which was leaning against the door frame. Outside, he spotted two guards taking food from Eirwyn's cart. Parson stood off to the side, glaring at the men but not restricting their raid.

The guards’ laughter ignited a flame of wrath within Bentley, and he walked briskly toward them. “Leave that food alone!” he shouted.

The two men ignored him. Parson looked at Bentley and shook his head as each guard threw a half-eaten piece of fruit on the ground and grabbed another.

Just as Bentley reached them, Eirwyn called to him from behind, “Leave 'em be, Bentley.”

Bentley glared at the men, whose pompous laughter had turned to scorn. “Back away, peasant!” one of them said, moving his hand to his sword.

Eirwyn reached Bentley's side.

“You again!” one of the guards said angrily. “Go tell Sir Avarick,” the guard said to his companion, who rode off in a hurry toward the castle. “You cannot sell your wares without paying the tax.”

“She doesn't sell these goods,” Bentley said, “so there is no tax.”

The man scowled. “Everything produced in Holbrook is taxed.”

“These were not produced in Holbrook,” Bentley retorted, “so there is no tax.”

“Quiet, knave!” The guard drew his sword.

“Come, Bentley,” Eirwyn pleaded and pulled on his arm. “Leave the cart. Let's go.”

“You're not going anywhere!” The guard moved toward Eirwyn. “Sir Avarick will want reparations for your past infractions.”

Bentley shook his arm loose from Eirwyn and stepped forward, holding the staff in a sparring position as a barricade between the guard and Eirwyn. Parson moved forward too, but Eirwyn held up her hand to stop him, and he held his place.

“You will not touch her!” Bentley said. He heard the door of the cottage open behind him, but Walsch didn't speak a word. Bentley stole a quick glance in that direction and saw Anya in Walsch's arms, then turned his attention back to the guard.

The guard looked at Bentley, and his eyes narrowed with anger. He drew back his sword and made a powerful crosscut that was intended to slice Bentley clean through. Eirwyn gasped and Anya screamed.

Bentley ducked, but it was not enough. He used one end of the staff to engage the sword and deflect it over his head. Once the sword was clear, Bentley swung the staff around and struck the guard on the shoulder with it. He then advanced before the guard could recover and jammed the end of his staff into his opponents abdomen.

The guard grunted and nearly lost his sword as he recoiled from the attack. Doubled over from the blow, he looked up at Bentley incredulously. He yelled and put both hands to his sword, bringing an onslaught of cuts and slices.

Bentley now handled his staff like a sword, being careful not to let the leading edge of the guard's sword directly contact the wooden staff He skillfully deflected most of the blows with the staff and dodged those he could not.

Walsch and Eirwyn stood mesmerized by Bentley's skill and ability to stay alive in spite of his extreme disadvantage. At one point, the guard thrust with his sword. Bentley parried it and then quickly countered with a blow to the guard's head using the end of the staff. The guard cried out and fell, clutching his head, just as Sir Avarick arrived with a contingent of five mounted knights.

They dismounted with swords drawn. Three surrounded Bentley while the two remaining knights pointed their swords at Parson. Bentley stood panting, his eyes lowered. He had allowed his anger and frustration to overcome him, and now he knew he was going to pay for it with this life.

“You impetuous fool!” Avarick, still sitting atop his mount, spoke with hatred in his eyes. “No one questions my authority, peasant. Kill him!”

“No!” Eirwyn screamed, but it was not a plea—it sounded like an order. Walsch grabbed her arm, but she loosed herself and came closer to the wagon.

“Back off, you filthy wench!” said one of the knights and raised his sword to strike her. Parson raised his hands, and the knights near him readied to strike.

“Hold!” Avarick commanded and broke his glare from Bentley to look at Eirwyn. He dismounted and slowly walked toward her. For a brief moment the kingdom seemed to pause, waiting impatiently for the outcome of this dire situation.

Avarick's dark eyes glared as harshly at her as they did at Bentley. He pushed the knight aside as he came and stood inches away from her, staring into her eyes. Much to everyone's surprise, Eirwyn did not cower or back down. It was a moment of defiance, and Bentley was sure she too would be killed for it.

“Leave her be,” Bentley said. “It is I you have come for.”

Without taking his gaze from Eirwyn, Avarick pointed to Bentley, and one of the knights behind him struck him with the pommel of his sword. The powerful blow sent Bentley to the ground. Blood spilled from the gash beneath his hair.

Avarick walked partway around Eirwyn, squinting as if inspecting one of his knights. He leaned over close to her face and sniffed, then crinkled his nose in disgust. With his left hand he grabbed her chin and turned her head once to the left and to the right. Eirwyn actually reached for his hand and pushed it from her face, glaring into his eyes. She then spoke to Avarick in a very stern but quiet tone so that no one but he could hear her words.

Avarick's anger was evident, but he also seemed to be working hard to control it. Much to Bentley's surprise, Avarick clenched his teeth, turned about, and mounted his horse. He looked sternly down at Eirwyn.

“You are banished from this land for ever,” he said loudly. “Should I ever find you within the borders of Lord Kingsley's land again, I will personally make sure that you regret it! Leave now!”

Eirwyn still did not cower but glowered back at him. She crossed over to her wagon and got in her seat. Parson followed her.

“What of him?” One of the knights pointed to Bentley with his sword. By now Bentley had regained his feet and looked toward Eirwyn, amazed not only that she was still alive, but that Avarick was letting her go with only a warning.

Avarick hesitated. He looked at Eirwyn and then back at Bentley. “Take him to the castle and put him in the stocks.”

Eirwyn looked toward Anya, who was in Walsch's arms, quietly wiping her tears. “Find her a home, Walsch,” Bentley called out as the knights brusquely pushed him down the road leading to the castle.

He walked down the lane to the castle as a prisoner and wondered what Eirwyn could have possibly said to keep Avarick from executing him on the spot. He fully expected that once Eirwyn was out of sight, Avarick would immediately pierce him through with his sword. He was quite certain that, at the very least, he would not survive until the next day. [image: ]
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THE LORD OF
HOLBROOK COURT

[image: ] The walls of Holbrook Castle were not massive, but the castle itself certainly was. It was also incredibly beautiful and opulent—filled with green courtyards, fountains, gardens, and elaborate buildings constructed from the finest timbers and marble the kingdom had to offer. In the center of the castle grounds, where the keep of a castle should be, stood a beautifully decorated manor with wide stone steps and eight marble columns standing guard at the entrance. Brilliantly colored flags fluttered atop the manor and other various towers. The wealth of Lord Kingsley was beyond anything Bentley had seen in Chessington.

Bentley was taken through another set of decorative iron gates and into a side courtyard that was set apart from the rest of the castle grounds. In the center of this courtyard stood two rough, sturdy sets of stocks and another building that Bentley assumed housed other prisoners in cells.

The guards forced Bentley's hands and head into one of the stocks and fastened the lock. In a matter of weeks, he'd gone from knight to peasant to prisoner.

Bentley now began to wonder if his quest to follow the Prince and understand His ways would now also end with a noose.

The guards left him there alone in the middle of the courtyard, his head and hands securely fastened in the heavy wooden stocks. From his bent-over position, he could still see into the main courtyard and observe most of the goings-on of Holbrook Court. But no one spoke to him again before nightfall.

After many hours in the stocks, Bentley became extremely hungry and thirsty. He could not help dreaming about the comforts of his home in Chessington. How much easier life would have been if he'd simply stayed where he was. Would it have been so wrong to take over his father's business and marry the beautiful and wealthy Lady Merivale as his mother had wished?

For a moment he imagined himself living that life and then came to the purpose of the Noble Knights. He smiled within himself and remembered the voice that had called him from that life. The voice that had whispered, “I am the truth… Follow Me!”

“Well, I followed, my Prince,” he said aloud. “But where are You leading me?”

The cool night brought a measure of relief from the heat of the day but only for a short time. Bentley could not remember ever being so miserable in all his life. There was no place to rest his head, and all his muscles ached. When he did fall asleep for a moment or two, he awoke with a splitting headache and a cramping pain in his neck.

Bentley thought often of little Anya and wondered how Walsch would care for her. He thought of Creighton and Anwen and the girls and hoped his arrest had not brought them trouble. He wondered if Sir Demus would hear of his plight… or if he would ever see his parents again.

It was a long night. By morning Bentley was ready for the warmth of the sun and the courtyard activities to help keep his mind from his hunger, pain, and misery.

By midmorning, one of the castle guards came and offered Bentley a ladle full of tepid water to drink. Much of it spilled on the ground, however, for the guard was not careful in how he gave it to him.

Just before noon, Bentley spotted Lord Kingsley with his son, Braith, and an entourage of staff and nobility strolling through the courtyard with Sir Avarick. After inspecting various aspects of the court and giving orders to his staff, Kingsley made his way to the prison yard.

“Is this the new prisoner I've heard of?” Kingsley asked of Avarick.

“Yes. This is the one who struck a guard who was trying to collect a tax. I have sentenced him to three weeks in the stocks,” Avarick replied.

Kingsley peered through the iron gate at Bentley.

“He actually struck one of your men and you did not kill him?” Kingsley asked.

Avarick clenched his jaw and looked the other way.

“I must say I believe you're getting soft, Sir Avarick!” Kingsley laughed loudly, which seemed to irritate Avarick all the more. “Open the gate. I want a closer look.”

“Really, Father.” Braith sounded annoyed. “Must we spend time chatting with a peasant prisoner?”

Kingsley ignored him and walked over to Bentley. He leaned over to look into his eyes. “Now why would my ruthless first knight spare the life of this peasant?” Kingsley asked himself aloud, as if intrigued by a riddle.

He turned and looked at Avarick and then back to Bentley.

“Tell me, peasant, do you have something Sir Avarick wants?” He obviously did not expect an answer. He put his finger to his fleshy lips as if to think hard on the matter and then smiled broadly.

“I have it! Since he is a peasant, it cannot be money. Is it perhaps a secret?” Kingsley asked Avarick, delighted with himself.

Avarick tried to ignore the impromptu game he was being forced to play. Kingsley turned back to Bentley.

“Is that it, peasant? Do you have a secret Sir Avarick wants?”

Bentley looked into Kingsley's eyes.

“I have nothing that your first knight wants, sir,” Bentley replied, thinking fast. “But I do have something you want.”

Kingsley's eyes narrowed; then he tilted his head slightly.

“Quiet, maggot!” Avarick took a threatening step toward Bentley. “You are not allowed to speak to Lord Kingsley!”

Kingsley held up his hand to stop Avarick from striking Bentley. “Indeed, what could a peasant possibly have that I could ever want, other than a few measly florins of tax?”

Even at his youthful age, Bentley had learned a great deal from his father about success in business. One of the first lessons his father taught him was the value of discovering the motives of those with whom you deal. His father said that everyone is ultimately motivated by one driving force, one key desire. Find that motive, and you have found the helm of a man or woman's life, the key to negotiating with that person. It wasn't hard to discern Kingsley's driving force; the evidence gleamed from every brick in the castle wall.

On the road to becoming a Knight of the Prince, Bentley had learned one more lesson about human motivation—that there is only one force that leads to true satisfaction. And so he had an answer to give to Kingsley.

“Abundant life,” Bentley replied.

Kingsley's round face froze for a moment, and then his lips curved into laughter. He stood straight and laughed even louder. His entourage joined in the merriment—all except Avarick, who merely lowered his hand from his striking position.

Kingsley continued in his laughter, holding his stomach as though it were going to burst. He wiped tears from his eyes, and Bentley thought perhaps the man might fall to his knees in convulsions of mirth. But Kingsley calmed himself enough to ask Bentley another question.

“Look at me, peasant, and look at you. Who has the more abundant life?”

Everyone hushed, waiting to hear the punch line of the joke.

“Your wealth is indeed great, sir. The clothes you wear and the food you eat are the finest in the region, possibly the entire kingdom. But you are not satisfied, and your life is lacking.” Bentley turned his head in its wooden prison to look at Kingsley's face. Though a broad smile was still there, it was the afterglow from his prior bout of laughter, for his eyes revealed something different.

“I could show you how to double your wealth,” Bentley continued, “yet you still would not be satisfied. I have had much and now I have little, but I am content, and my life is abundant. The purpose for which I live transcends wealth and comfort.”

For a moment, Kingsley was lost deep in thought as he considered Bentley's words. His entourage began to murmur behind him. Kingsley shook his head as if to shake off a numbing blow. Then a genuine smile returned to his lips.

“You could double my wealth.” He snorted. “How in the kingdom could a peasant do such a thing for a lord as powerful as I?”

“This is foolish talk.” Avarick turned on his heel to encourage everyone to be on their way.

“No, no, no,” Kingsley said. “The lad amuses me. Speak, peasant.”

Bentley took a deep breath, disheartened by the fact that Kingsley seemed to have completely missed his point. But perhaps here was an opportunity to ease the oppression of the people and provide an avenue of further dialogue with Kingsley in the future.

“I have estimated that you have several thousand peasants working your land. Is that right?

Kingsley nodded. “Exactly 4,336 at last census.”

“Your minimum tax rate is fifty percent—more in many cases. This keeps the peasants at an economic level just high enough to survive and continue to produce for you.”

Bentley paused only long enough to gauge the impact of his words on Kingsley. The man's smile slowly began to disappear, as did those of his entourage.

“The families are kept small since too many mouths to feed would ruin them, and your tax rate is the same regardless of family size. You also only allow one field per family so that no single peasant can rise to a higher level of income and have influence over others. But this strategy is actually limiting your yield. By adjusting these economic barriers to growth for the peasants, you could easily double your wealth in less than fifteen years.”

“Absurd!” Avarick exclaimed. “The peasant is a rambling idiot. Let's be on our way.”

Kingsley leaned down again to look more closely at Bentley The left corner of his mouth turned up ever so slightly, and then he stood.

“Yes, let's move onward.”

Within an hour, a young servant boy came and fed Bentley some bread, cheese, and cool water. The meal ended with a delicious green pear, and Bentley thought he had never tasted food so good in all his life. He tried to talk to the pleasant lad, but the guard forbade it.

Late in the afternoon of the same day, Bentley saw a covey of maidens walking through the nearest garden. As they came closer, he recognized the Painted Ice Princess, Lady Gwylin, accompanied by three of her handmaidens. One of the maidens pointed toward him, and Lady Gwylin walked toward the iron fence and gate of the prison yard. She walked as a princess would, with her chin slightly raised. Her face was still painted white, but the colors about her eyes and on her cheeks were now rose instead of blue.

She stood at the gate with her back slightly to Bentley, approximately fifteen paces away. The other maidens made small talk that was occasionally interrupted by a subtle giggle.

“He's rather cute,” he heard one of the maidens say.

“Too bad he's a peasant, Bridgette—but that never stopped you from flirting anyway!”

Lady Gwylin motioned for one of the girls to come to her, and she whispered in her ear.

“Lady Gwylin wants to know why you are here,” the girl called to Bentley.

Bentley thought for a moment. “Tell Lady Gwylin that if she truly wants to know, she can ask me for herself.”

Gwylin turned her head as though she were going to look at Bentley, then turned away again.

“Lady Gwylin never talks to peasants nor looks at them,” the maiden called out. “It is not proper.”

“Then you can tell Lady Gwylin she will have to discover for herself why I am here. Where I come from, it is considered rude to not directly address a person, whether nobility or peasant.”

“Why, the insolence!” the maidens huffed. Gwylin whispered to her again.

“Lady Gwylin will consider your request,” she called out, “but she wants to know where you come from.”

“I am from…” Bentley had kept his origin hidden from everyone thus far, but he sensed that this day was the beginning of something new. For months he had walked as the Prince had walked, a pauper among paupers. But if he were truly going to help the people of this land, he must begin to speak boldly about the Prince and about his purpose as a Knight of the Prince.

“…Chessington.”

Lady Gwylin stood still for a moment and then motioned her maidens to follow. They left him alone without any more being spoken. [image: ]
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A DANGEROUS
ENEMY

[image: ] The day stretched out for many more hours, fading into another miserable night. Bentley's legs and back ached so badly he wondered if he could possibly endure another day of it, much less three weeks. In the morning, though, Bentley was given a good breakfast, which helped his spirits immensely. Shortly afterward, Lord Kingsley came to the prison yard to talk with Bentley again. This time he was alone.

The guard opened the gate, and Kingsley stood before Bentley with his hands on his hips, staring.

“You have robbed me of something I consider to be very precious,” Kingsley said, “a good night's sleep.”

Bentley tried to look up at him, but the board about his neck kept his head down.

“Then you are still to the advantage, sir, for I have now been robbed of two,” Bentley said and tried to smile.

Kingsley laughed. “You are an odd fellow. You aren't from here, are you?”

“I am the son of a tradesman in the southern part of the kingdom,” Bentley replied.

“Ah, this makes sense. Tell me, lad, what else have you to say about increasing my wealth? I should like to hear it.”

“And I should like to speak it, sir.” Bentley deliberately added a little strain to his tone. “But unfortunately I find my voice failing from resting my head upon my throat these past two days.”

Kingsley laughed again. “You are a sly one. Guard!” He motioned for the guard to unlock the stocks, and for the first time in two days, Bentley stood straight, his cramping muscles screaming in protest. He rubbed feeling into his neck and wrists and felt as if he had been given a new lease on life.

“Get him some water,” Kingsley commanded the guard.

“Yes, my lord.” The man quickly fetched a ladle of cool water for Bentley. Bentley thanked him and enjoyed the pleasure of drinking from an erect position, something he would never take for granted again.

“Don't get too comfortable,” Kingsley said. “You'll be back in the stocks in a few moments.”

Bentley nodded and continued to rub his neck and wrists.

“Now, about these economic boundaries. How would you say that I should adjust them for my advantage?”

“Lower your taxes,” Bentley said.

“What? Absurd! Avarick was right—you are an idiot. Guard, put him back in the stocks.”

“Wait, Lord Kingsley. Hear me out.” Bentley put up his hands to the approaching guard. “If you lower your taxes from fifty percent to twenty-five percent, what do you think will happen?”

“I will get less money!” Kingsley said.

“Yes, but only for a time. What will happen to the peasants?”

“They will eat more, have more children, and get lazy!”

“You are partially correct. They will indeed eat more and have more children. But they will not get lazy if you give them more land to till. They will be healthier, which means they will be able to work harder, and so will their children. Right now you bring in fifty percent of one poorly tilled field per family In just a few years, you could have twenty-five percent of three or four well-tilled fields from one family If one field produces one hundred baskets of corn, which would bring you more?”

Kingsley quickly made the calculations in his head and began to smile.

“But they will have to be well managed and controlled,” Kingsley mused. “Some of the farms will become larger.”

“Yes…so make them more than farmers. Make them managers as well. Allow them to hire others to work for them without penalty so they can increase their production.” Bentley could see Kingsley's mind evaluating his words. “I have seen your stables in the distance. You treat your beautiful horses well. What would happen if you beat them and starved them every day? How well would they do their work?”

Kingsley was deep in thought. “I must think on what you have said. Perhaps you will rob me of yet another nights sleep, and we shall be even.”

“Only if my head has a floor to rest upon instead of the splintered wood of the stocks,” Bentley replied with a smile.

Kingsley returned the smile. “Guard, put him in a cell.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Over the course of the following days, Lord Kingsley continued to visit Bentley—to Sir Avarick's extreme agitation. By the sixth day, Kingsley allowed Bentley to stroll with him through one of the gardens as they talked. Bentley knew that Kingsley's sole motivation was the further accumulation of wealth, but Bentley also knew that his suggestions had the potential of bringing relief to the people, so he wanted to keep the lord's ear. To that end, he also gave Kingsley counsel on how to increase his profits in trading his goods with neighboring regions.

Kingsley's first application of Bentley's counsel on trade pleased him by yielding a nice profit. In regard to the peasants, however, Kingsley was reluctant to change his ways. He considered Bentley's proposition too great a risk, at least for the time being. Sir Avarick vehemently opposed all of Bentley's counsel and found opportunity to threaten him when Kingsley was not around. Still, Kingsley became fond of Bentley and by the end of the second week, he was removed from the prison cell and given guest quarters in one of the guest halls.

As the days passed, Bentley's most earnest concern was Anya. Having gained some measure of freedom, Bentley entreated one of the servants to find a way to get a message to Walsch to find out if she was all right.

“Do not forget, you are still my prisoner for another week,” Kingsley said one afternoon after a long discussion about which goods brought the greatest profits. But then he invited Bentley to dinner that evening.

Bentley was allowed to bathe and was given some appropriate clothing to attend the evening meal. He had to admit that it felt wonderful to be clean and dressed in clothes that fit well. He looked like a nobleman once again—or at least like a prosperous merchant's son.

He was escorted to the dining hall. When he entered, Kingsley Braith, Gwylin, and Sir Avarick were already seated.

Evidently his invitation was a surprise to everyone there except Lord Kingsley. Lady Gwylin's mouth opened as though she were going to speak, but instead she just stared in disbelief. Bentley gazed back at her, experiencing a strange sense that he had been here before.

Avarick stood from his chair, as did Braith. “What is the meaning of this?” Avarick demanded.

“Bentley is our guest tonight.” Kingsley motioned for him to be seated.

Avarick slammed his hand down on the table. “I will not eat a meal with a peasant who has insulted Holbrook Court by his insolence, rebellion, and foolish babbling.”

“Bentley is now my economic advisor,” Kingsley said forcefully “and he is invited to eat this meal with us.”

“I am your advisor,” spat Avarick. “I made you into the powerful lord that you are today This… this… peasant has beguiled you.”

“You have done well in protecting my castle and my lands, Sir Avarick, but Bentley has already proven himself in his counsel on trade. I will consider his counsel in other economic affairs as well.”

Avarick kicked his chair away from himself, and it careened backward until it toppled to the floor. He walked straight to Bentley and glared at him. He was a powerful warrior, and Bentley felt small next to him. Avarick's hand closed around the hilt of his sword. His voice seethed with hatred as he spoke only loudly enough for Bentley to hear.

“By weeks end you will leave or I will kill you!” Still seething, Avarick left the hall.

“Father, really… a peasant at our table?” Braith walked past Bentley with a sneer on his face and exited the hall behind Avarick.

“Well then,” Kingsley said with a forced grin, “I guess it will be just the three of us.”

Gwylin looked fiercely at her father and then rose from the table as well and exited through a different doorway. She didn't look at Bentley.

“Or two,” Kingsley said. “Come, Bentley, sit. Do not let their foul mood spoil the meal.”

They enjoyed a grand meal of six courses and talked at length about the financial gain Kingsley could attain. Bentley even talked of the Prince and probed to discover if Kingsley could be swayed to lighten the burden of his subjects simply out of mercy or kindness. But unless his counsel could assure Kingsley of further accumulation of wealth, he would have nothing to do with it.

Bentley concluded that Kingsley was as shrewd in the treatment of his peasants as he was in the treatment of his money. If he had to spend some to gain more, he would do it in an instant, but he would do nothing out of simple kindness.

This disheartened Bentley greatly until he remembered something Demus had taught him—that it is the Prince who brings true change to the hearts of men. Such a change in Kingsley would take time, but perhaps Bentley could begin to plant the seeds of truth in the heart of this greedy lord—seeds that would one day grow into genuine compassion.

Bentley was also cognizant of the fact that he now had an enemy—a powerful one. Because of Kingsley's favor, Bentley still felt that Avarick wouldn't dare harm him in the castle lord's presence. However, that left many hours of the day and every hour of the night during which he would be vulnerable to the whims of this threatening adversary.

He was quickly gaining an understanding of the relationship between this mighty warrior and Kingsley. If Avarick did not exaggerate his role in garnering Kingsley's wealth and power for him in the land, then Bentley understood why Kingsley allowed what could easily be interpreted as insolence toward him as lord of Holbrook Court. Avarick commanded a force of men for Kingsley that included twenty-five of his original warriors, fifty lesser knights, and another two hundred guards. Bentley was sure that many would do the bidding of Avarick in an instant, perhaps even if it went against Kingsley's wishes.

After just one night, Bentley was disgusted with the intricate politics of the court—politics that seemed even to splinter family bonds.

He couldn't wait to get away from Holbrook Castle. [image: ]
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THE WATERS
OF RESOLVE

[image: ] By the week's end, Bentley was granted his freedom, but Kingsley invited him to remain as an advisor. “You shall be well taken care of,” he said. “And I will compensate you for your counsel in economic affairs.”

“Your offer is gracious, Lord Kingsley, but there are many of your subjects who need my help.”

Kingsley rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Your understanding of business and economics is brilliant. Peasant or not, you do not belong out there.” He motioned with his head toward the beautiful walls that surrounded the court.

Bentley smiled but shook his head. “The Prince has taught me that the value of a man and his destiny do not depend upon which side of the castle wall he makes his home.”

“I could force you to stay,” Kingsley said sternly.

“Without a doubt, sir. But which counsel is more valuable—that of a prisoner or that of a friend?”

Kingsley laughed. “You do refresh my soul, Bentley. You will keep your promise to meet with me daily at the gate?”

“I shall, my lord—after I return from a journey. I shall send word.”

Bentley insisted on donning his peasant clothes before leaving the castle. He reentered the world of despair on a day when the sun seemed to scorch his skin and there was no breeze to cool it. For some reason the oppression of the people felt worse now than it had three weeks earlier. At first he thought it was simply a matter of perspective, but he quickly discovered this was not so. The people on the streets were truly more weary, bedraggled, and forlorn than they had been before.

He made his way to Walsch's home—a small cottage on a field near the river. Bordered by trees and blessed with rich soil, it was a good field, one that Walsch was preparing for his future bride and, hopefully, a family. The cottage was small and simple, with just a single room, but for a strong young peasant it was a good start.

Bentley could see Walsch working in the field, and he yelled and waved to him from a distance. Walsch paused his work and looked but didn't wave back. As Bentley came closer, he put his hand to his brow to shade the sun from his eyes.

“Ben…that be you?”

“Yes, my large friend, it is I.”

Walsch dropped his hoe and ran to Bentley. He grabbed his arm, smiled, and then embraced him. He stood back and looked Bentley over from head to toe.

“Prison life suits ye well,” Walsch said, and then his smile vanished.

Bentley saw the same look of despair on Walsch that he had seen on the faces of others. He was concerned. “What of Anya? Is she all right? Is she here?” Bentley gestured toward the cottage.

“She's not here, Ben.” Walsch shook his head and looked to the ground. “What should I know of caring for a wee one? Luanne's family agreed to take her in for a time.”

Bentley sighed with relief.

“But it's been hard, Ben. Sir Avarick and his men 'ave been ruthless.” Walsch shook his head slowly. “These past two weeks 'ave been gettin’ worse and worse each day. The people be failing, I tell ye. Many ‘ave been beaten for the smallest infractions and oft for no reason at all. I don't understand it.”

Bentley's heart sank. “I think I do. Has the Mercy Maiden helped at all?”

“She's not been to the people since Avarick threatened her. I don't think she'll be back.”

Bentley and Walsch walked as the latter shared story after story of woe. With each one, Bentley's sorrow grew. They came to the river, and the men knelt down to drink. Bentley cupped his hand and lifted the cool, refreshing water to his lips. He felt the cold wash clean down into his bosom. The sensation reminded him of the refreshing truth he had discovered in the Prince and how that too had seemed to wash him deep within.

It was at this moment that Bentley resolved to bring such life to these people he had come to love, no matter what it meant for him personally. He stood and walked away a few paces as he thought. He turned back and saw Walsch cooling his neck and face with the cold water.

“I fear that it is I who have brought this greater oppression to the people,” Bentley said.

Walsch wiped his face with his hand and looked over at his friend. “Yer more than you lead on to be, Ben o’ the south. I've known it from the beginning. Yer no commoner. Yer hands were not that of a farmer, and the way ye took on Avarick's knight—” He stopped midsentence. “Ye've been sent to us for a purpose.”

Bentley walked back and looked up at him. “By the ways of this kingdom, some may think me to be nobility. But by the ways of the Prince, I am just as common as the peasants of Holbrook—and as royal as the Prince.”

“Ye make no sense, Ben.” Walsch scratched his head. “But I've seen something in ye that I want, and I know the stories ye've told are more than fairy tales.”

“Your heart is as large as you are,” Bentley said. “Join me, and we shall serve the Prince together.”

“I am willing, but how?”

Bentley told him of the Prince. And there by the Crimson River, in the heat of a blistering day, another was added to the Knights of the Prince. Bentley felt nearly as invigorated by bringing one to the Prince as he had by choosing to follow Him himself.

“That is my purpose,” he told his new brother, “to bring to others what was given to me: a new life, a new purpose. And I will share that with every willing man, woman, and child of Holbrook.”

“Kingsley'll stand in your way,” Walsch said.

“Perhaps, but I don't believe he is our worst adversary.”

“Sir Avarick,” Walsch said soberly.

“Yes.”

“What are you going to do?” Walsch asked.

“I must go away, but I will return shortly.”

Bentley bid Walsch farewell and departed along the road that led northeast from Holbrook. It was the same road he had traveled months earlier, following Sir Demus to the small cabin nestled in the green hills north of the Brimshire Plains. Although he had gone to Holbrook merely to learn about the ways of the peasantry, his very presence had changed the course of lives.

The oppression the people of Holbrook endured was much more than a heavy yoke for them; it was a true prison. Bentley's journey to fully understanding the ways of the Prince had led him here, and now he could not simply turn away from their need.

Had Sir Demus known this all along, or was it coincidence that had entwined his life with the lives of these people?

Whether Sir Demus knew it or not, deep in his heart Bentley knew that once one chose the Prince, coincidence had very little to do with anything. [image: ]
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THE HOG FARMER'S
DAUGHTER

[image: ] Bentley set his course toward the cottage, hoping that Sir Demus might still be tarrying there. He knew he might not find him, for Demus had indicated he would have other duties in Bentley's absence. He desperately desired the counsel of this wise mute man, but if that was not to be, there was another purpose for his return. It was time to collect his horse, take up his sword, and put on the full armor of the King.

Not too far out of Holbrook, the road rose up from the river plain and into the hills, and Bentley once again came to the fork in the road. One branch wove through the Brimwood Forest to the north, where Bentley could see portions of the beautiful Crimson River winding its way through the trees and toward Holbrook. The road he took led along the ridge of a hill for some distance and took him near Demus's cottage. By now the scorching afternoon sun had fallen far enough to the horizon to cast long, welcoming shadows.

Bentley arrived at the crest of the hill where he and Sir Demus had last trained. The cottage was just visible at the lengthy end of a small valley on one side, and the distant checkered farms of Holbrook were visible on the other. He paused and considered the past few months as he gazed toward Holbrook and the road that had led him here. He breathed deeply and was just about to turn toward the cottage when movement on the road caught his eye.

A wagon with a driver, a rider on the back gate, and a single horse was nearing the fork in the road. Though the distance was too far to identify the driver's features, Bentley was certain that it could be none other than Eirwyn returning from a visit to the people.

He waved his arm high above his head, but he was far to the right of her view. He brought his hands to his mouth and took a deep breath to call out to her, then stopped as a slightly mischievous thought entered his mind.

The Mercy Maiden was a mystery to all of Holbrook. If he followed her to her father's hog farm, he might be able to discover more about this odiferous and unusual young woman. He watched as she took the road at the fork that led to the forest.

Bentley abandoned his trek to the cottage and wasted no time retracing his steps back to the fork. By this point, however, he was far behind Eirwyn's wagon—and he had known it would be difficult to catch up with her as it was.

The road Eirwyn took wound its way through the hills until it disappeared in the thick trees of the Brimwood Forest. Bentley followed, trailing far behind. At times, he lost sight of her completely. And once in the forest, she seemed to completely disappear.

Bentley quickened his pace and began to tire. Would he ever be able to catch her? The forest smelled sweetly of pine and honeysuckle. The dark green canopy above was pierced occasionally by dancing sunbeams that shifted slightly back and forth as the leaves gated their passing. Bentley smiled to hear the splash of a lofty waterfall a short distance to his left, where the Crimson River should be.

The road ahead continued to follow the winding path of least resistance past large, rocky outcroppings and hills that would be too steep for a wagon burdened with a load of wares. At one point the road sloped sharply, and Bentley had to stop halfway up the hill to catch his breath. Sweat poured from his brow, for even though the forest protected him from the sun, its humid air was hot and heavy to breathe.

He rested with hands on his knees and looked ahead to the climb that awaited him. Though the waterfall was now behind him, the sound of it made him desire the cool quenching of thirst it offered. Still he trudged onward, up the rise in the road to the top of a knoll where the trees were thinner.

He stopped again at the top and looked ahead, hoping to catch a glimpse of Eirwyn. Though the section of road ahead was straight for a long distance, she was nowhere in sight. “Impossible!” he said.

He straightened and sucked in several deep breaths, quite at a loss over what to do. Farther travel down the road seemed pointless. She had either quickened her pace and was now too far ahead for him to ever catch her, or she truly was some apparition that only materialized outside the boundaries of the forest. It was a silly thought, but it did raise goose bumps on his arms despite the heat of the day. He simply couldn't explain her disappearance.

Bentley turned and began to walk back down the road he had just traveled, contemplating the mysterious Eirwyn. He eventually came to the sound of the falls again and stopped. It dawned on him that the road over the hill must have split farther up at a place he couldn't see. It was the only answer. He considered climbing the hill once again to find the other road, then realized again that Eirwyn would now be too far for him to catch her. He settled in his mind that tomorrow he would investigate further once he had recovered Silverwood… if his horse was still at the cottage.

Bentley became acutely aware of his thirst at this point, and the waterfall called to him more alluringly than before. He detoured off the road and set his course through the woods in the direction of the sound. The forest floor dropped quickly away, and the terrain became more rugged as he neared the river. With some careful navigating, Bentley finally came to the rocky shores of the Crimson River, just downstream of the falls.

Here the river was only fifteen paces wide and perhaps as deep as a man, but the turbulent waters moved swiftly. The babble of waters slapping the rocks at his feet mixed with the now-thunderous sounds of the falls. He knelt beside the mossy rocks on the near bank and drank deeply; then he stood and looked toward the falls. They were much taller than he expected, and frothy waters at the base were partially hidden by a pervasive white mist that softened the hard edges of the rocky waterway.

Bentley was mesmerized by the beauty of the scene. He couldn't resist the urge to draw closer to this living canvas and touch the textured colors of the masterpiece. He made his way up the bank toward the base of the falls. Here the river widened so that the waters flowed much more slowly. At many places the river bottom rose up to within inches of the surface, where large flat rock shelves invited him to wade in the sparkling waters.

Bentley looked up again and noticed that there were actually two falls—a larger one that poured itself into the river near where he stood, and a smaller one off to the far side of the river. A craggy vertical rock formation divided the waters before they plummeted to the pools below.

Bentley breathed in deeply of the refreshing mist, invigorated by the sounds, smells, and magnificent beauty of the scene. He lingered for a moment and then turned to leave, but just then he heard the muffled whinny of a horse. At first he thought perhaps he had imagined it, for it was quickly lost in the thunderous sound of the falls. He listened again but heard nothing. Then came the jingle of a harness and the unmistakable scrape of hoofs.

He followed along the bank, making his way closer to the falls until he reached a peninsula of rocks that jutted far out into the shallow pool of water not far from the base of the falls. He looked toward the lesser falls, which were partially hidden by the large rock formation that separated the waters. Just over the ledge of the lower portion of the rocks, he spotted a horse, a wagon, and Parson tending a fire on the far bank of the river.

Bentley smiled. He removed his cloth shoes, lifted the bottoms of his trousers past his knees, and waded into the bracing waters of the falls’ base pool. The farther he waded across the pool, the more he could see of the lesser falls. They were gentler falls, for only a fraction of the water spilled over the tree-high crest, and at places the water separated in midair into a shower of sparkling droplets.

Bentley waded out farther and deeper. He finally relented and allowed his trousers to become soaked. He came to the edge of the submerged rock shelf he was standing on and peered once more toward the falls and the far shore of the river.

He was now twenty paces away from the base of this falls and just on the near side of the rocky formation that separated the two falls. He could see clearly around the rocks to the lesser falls. There beneath the cleansing wash of the lesser falls he saw a young woman. She stood knee-deep in the shallow base pool wearing a full-length white undertunic, her face turned upward into the gentle spray.

It was Eirwyn, and yet it wasn't Eirwyn.

Bentley could not stop staring, for this Eirwyn was simply beautiful. [image: ]
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BECAUSE OF THE
GARDENER

[image: ] Bentley dived into the water and swam to the rocky formation, where he found an arched tunnel. The waters from the lesser falls could pass through here, but most of the current was around the far end of the formation. Bentley swam through and into the pool of the lesser falls, keeping close to the edge and as much out of sight as possible. He watched as Eirwyn took a cloth and rubbed her face, hair, and teeth in the falling waters. He could hardly believe it was the same woman.

She ran her hands from her forehead down her long, dark hair once more and then dove into the pool, completely unaware of Bentley's presence. He felt quite devious for having spied upon her, but the creature he saw so entranced him that he could only draw nearer.

He swam to a large rock near the falls and stayed on the side away from Eirwyn. When she was looking the other direction, he climbed onto the rock and sat down. The sound of the falls hid any noise he made, so it was an easy ploy. He was now only three paces away.

“Hog farmer, you say?” he said.

Eirwyn screamed and turned about quickly in the water. “You… you…,” was all she could say.

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to frighten you so terribly.”

Eirwyn's face morphed quickly from fear to anger. She began to swim away.

Bentley slipped into the water after her. “Wait, Eirwyn—or is that really your name?”

She continued to swim toward shore, and Bentley followed her.

“Eirwyn, please… I want to know more about you.”

He swam past her and came to another rock shelf that was a few inches beneath the water line. She stopped and treaded water, waiting for him to move.

“Please talk to me… just for a few minutes. That's all I ask.”

Bentley stole a glance toward shore and saw that Parson was coming toward them quickly. His large feet pounded through the shallow water, and the fierce expression on his face unnerved Bentley.

Eirwyn's scowl slowly disappeared from her face. “Why should I trust a man who would sneak up on me so?”

Bentley lifted himself up and into a sitting position on the rock shelf.

“Why should I trust a woman whose speech becomes refined with a simple shower?” He held out his hand to her as he looked over his shoulder at Parson's approaching hulk.

She hesitated, then took his hand. He lifted her onto the rock ledge beside him, and Eirwyn made a hand gesture to Parson. He stopped, glared at Bentley, and then turned back toward shore. With a sigh of relief, Bentley looked at Eirwyn, who seemed to enjoy his uneasiness. She gave him a smile, and Bentley was momentarily dazed by its radiance. Her teeth were now white, and her kind and gentle eyes seemed a close companion to the warmth of her smile. Strange feelings swelled up within him as he looked into her eyes, seeing her for the first time as she truly was.

“I think you rather enjoyed that,” he said, and her eyes sparkled with delight. “Who are you, Eirwyn? Certainly not the daughter of a hog farmer.”

“No, I am not.” She looked out over the pool of water and took a deep breath, then turned her gaze back to Bentley and studied his eyes intently. “I am Lord Kingsley's daughter.”

Bentley opened his mouth to speak but could think of nothing to say. Eirwyn… the Ice Princess? He could hardly make himself believe it. He closed his eyes and filled his mind with the image of the painted white face of Lord Kingsley's daughter in the dining hall. He opened his eyes, and there she was. The features were identical. Now he could see it.

“But how did you—Why did you—” he stumbled.

“Only Parson knows, and now you.” Her countenance fell. “And one other.” She grabbed his arm. “You mustn't tell a soul, Bentley. I don't even know why I told you. I guess… you just seem like someone I can trust.”

He nodded solemnly. “Your secret is safe with me.”

Eirwyn pulled her legs up in front of her and rested her chin on her knees. “I'm tired of pretending, but I don't know what else to do.”

Bentley found himself staring at Eirwyn, struggling to mesh the two very peculiar characters of the Mercy Maiden and the Ice Princess into the enchanting young woman who now sat just an arm's reach away.

“Why do you do it?” he asked.

Eirwyn gazed into the rippling water and its mesmerizing rhythm, as if it were a window into her past. “I do it because of the gardener.”

Bentley was confused. “The gardener?”

“My father has always had many servants and groundskeepers to manage the gardens. He told us that we were only to interact with them to the extent that was required for them to do their duties, for we were a higher class of people.” Eirwyn slowly shook her head back and forth. “Although I obeyed my father, I never understood why it was supposed to be like that. There were children around the manor I could never play with because they were the children of common people, and that just didn't seem right.

“One day I was walking through a garden, and one of the grounds-keepers began to talk to me. I was very surprised, because if he had been caught, he would have been punished. He was so kind and gentle. I visited him every day in the garden, and we became friends. He secretly taught me how to grow beautiful flowers and care for them season after season.”

Eirwyn paused. Her dreamy, peaceful countenance was a delight for Bentley to behold as she recalled favorite memories for him.

“He taught me much more than gardening. Because of him, I learned that my father was wrong. The more my father mistreated the peasants, the more I realized I had to do something to help them.” Eirwyn broke her trance from the water and looked into Bentley's eyes. “The gardener taught me that, whether peasant or nobleman, every person is precious. I came to despise the monthly parades my father orchestrated. They embarrassed me. I love my father, but he can be a hard man. Opposing him openly was not an option for me, so I looked for other ways to help the people.”

Eirwyn chuckled.

“What is it?” Bentley asked.

“The gardener even played swords with me. At least I thought it was play, but after several years I found that I had learned much about using the sword.”

“Really?” Bentley said with a little more surprise in his tone than he had intended.

Eirwyn didn't seem offended but just nodded and smiled.

“Do you still meet with the gardener?” Bentley asked.

Eirwyn dropped her gaze, and her countenance fell slightly. “I have not seen him for years. When my father made an agreement with Sir Avarick and invited him into the court, the gardener disappeared. I think he could not bear how harsh Avarick was with the people. I asked all of the other servants, but no one seemed to know anything.”

The remnant afternoon heat was diminishing, and Eirwyn began to shiver as they sat in the shallow water.

“You're cold,” Bentley said. “Shall we go to the fire?”

Eirwyn nodded. He helped her up, and they walked to the shore, where Parson was adding a log to the fire. At first the huge man looked sternly at Bentley, but Eirwyn made two quick motions with her hands and gently touched his arm. He nodded and then walked to the wagon.

Bentley and Eirwyn warmed themselves, and their clothes slowly began to dry. Parson returned and offered them each a warm cup of broth and some bread. Eirwyn sat on a large log and closed her eyes as she swallowed the broth and soaked up the warmth of the fire.

“Is it true that your father hired Sir Avarick and his men to protect the court from the mountain raiders?” Bentley asked, remembering what Walsch had told him. He sat beside her, acutely aware of Parson's wary glance.

“Yes. The Lucrums began to raid us often. Sir Avarick came with twenty-five warriors and offered to train our knights to defend the castle and Father's lands. At first it seemed like an answer to all of our problems, but Sir Avarick oppressed the people in ways my father never did. He began to advise Father on how to gain wealth by forcing the people to work harder and taxing them even more. That pleased Father, and so Avarick has become a powerful man in the court. Avarick fueled my father's greed until it became an obsession.”

Eirwyn looked at Bentley, and a fire of determination kindled in her dark brown eyes. “I had to do something, even if it was small. I made it a habit to take horseback rides every day. My father would only allow it if one of the knights accompanied me. After relentless persuasion, I convinced my father to agree to let Parson escort me instead.” Eirwyn smiled and looked toward the huge servant, who had taken to grooming the horse.

Bentley laughed. “I can see why you chose him.”

“He's as gentle as the gardener—as long as I'm not threatened.” Eirwyn smiled at Bentley. “We became friends, and I learned to talk to him using hand gestures. One day on our ride, he took me to a farm where a little boy had died because he fell ill and was too weak to recover.”

Eirwyn's eyes filled with tears. “I was so saddened by that family's sorrow that I knew I had to do something to help. It felt like their grief was my fault. When Father and Sir Avarick were away on business to Thecia, I came up with a crazy idea to masquerade as a hog farmers daughter and bring supplies to the people who needed help.” Eirwyn laughed as a cover for her sadness and lifted her hand to wipe away the unspilled tears from her eyes.

Bentley reached out and touched her arm. “You're a brave girl, Eirwyn, and you've made such a difference.”

“It's not enough”—she shook her head—“not nearly enough.”

A long moment of silence passed. Bentley marveled at his surprising discovery. He was grateful for the influence of the gardener—whoever he was—in Eirwyn's life. That man had cultivated not only the flowers of the court, but the beautiful and merciful heart of a maiden who had the courage to make a difference.

“What of your brother, Braith?” Bentley asked. “Have you tried to reach him?”

Eirwyn shook her head. “He fell under Avarick's influence almost from the beginning, and Avarick trained him in the ways of a warrior. He has become as greedy as my father and nearly as heartless as Avarick. Braith thinks Avarick is a hero and would follow him anywhere. I've tried to speak to him, but it is useless. When my father brought Avarick into the court, he lost a son and I lost a brother.

“I've never spoken to anyone about this,” Eirwyn said with a look of regret. “I don't know why I told you. I don't even know who you are.” She looked at Bentley as though she were seeing him for the first time. Her eyes narrowed and filled with questions.

“I am just a commoner, my lady.” He gave a quick smile, then looked away.

“Then I should wish that all men were as common as you,” Eirwyn said. “Thank you for your help.”

Bentley looked back at her and realized in that moment that she had captured his heart—completely and inescapably. Though he had not come to Holbrook for any such thing and had purposely avoided the world of romance, he simply could not resist the splendor of her spirit. He was amazed at the new and powerful feelings of love that stirred within him.

Parson brought Eirwyn a gown, and Bentley assumed it was the clothing she'd worn when she left the castle earlier that day.

“Parsons right.” Eirwyn nodded to her large accomplice. “The day is well spent, and people will begin to wonder.” She excused herself and disappeared behind some thick brush to change. She returned wearing the modest but beautiful gown of a lady and sat next to Bentley once again while Parson made final preparations to be on their way.

“Why didn't you talk to me when I was a prisoner in the castle?” Bentley asked.

“Remember the day you were captured? I confronted Sir Avarick to keep him from killing you, and he then realized who I was. He threatened to tell my father what I was doing and to kill you if I ever talked to you or tried to help the people again. He believes peasants are to be used solely for monetary and political gain and nothing more. That is why he was so angry. For the daughter of Lord Kingsley to be talking to a peasant—”

“Lord Kingsley's daughter?” a deep, raspy voice exclaimed from the trees just a couple of paces behind them. “What a treasure we've found.”

Eirwyn cried out briefly, and Bentley jumped to his feet. He turned to see that just as he had been able to approach Eirwyn unnoticed, so had six mounted raiders…and one of them was undeniably the man who had started all the trouble at Holbrook Court.

The man they called the Ashen Knight. [image: ]
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THE ASHEN
KNIGHT

[image: ] The Ashen Knight sat atop a pale gray horse that took on a ghostly glow in the fading light. The knight's armor matched the color of his horse and was clad with sharp spikes that protruded from his spaulders and gauntlets. Two winglike structures rose from the top of his helmet. His five companions were fierce, barbaric-looking men with wildly painted faces and some semblance of plated leather armor. Each of them brandished a gruesome sword.

Parson hurried to Eirwyn's left side. He clenched his hands repeatedly. The Ashen Knight removed his helmet and glared down at them through dark narrow eyes. A short black beard framed his mouth, which twisted into a sadistic laugh. An obviously disturbed spirit warped his otherwise handsome countenance. He and his men slowly sauntered their horses the last few strides into Eirwyn's temporary encampment.

“This is a fine catch indeed.” The Ashen Knight sat smugly on his steed and glared down at them through slitted eyes. He nodded to his men, who dismounted and positioned themselves in a semicircle around Eirwyn, Bentley, and Parson.

Bentley cast about for some way of getting Eirwyn to safety, but he was unarmed. Fleeing wasn't an option, for the river was at their backs and the Ashen Knight was blocking their path to the trees.

Eirwyn stood and stepped forward to face the intruders. “Leave us be,” she said with dignity, “or you will suffer the wrath of my father. He has an army of knights, and you will suffer for your ill intentions.”

The Ashen Knight dismounted and strode toward her, his pale armor clinking, head lowered in mock humility. “A thousand apologies, my lady. I certainly meant no offense. I didn't realize you were so important.” He lifted his gaze from the ground to Lady Eirwyn, and then in one swift move he slapped her hard across the face. She doubled over to her right.

Bentley reached out to steady her and looked up at the man, desperately wishing for a sharp sword at his side. The Ashen Knight's five henchmen drew theirs—three on Bentley and two on Parson.

The Ashen Knight's face began to contort into a look of loathing. “I will destroy your incompetent father and his weak knights.”

Eirwyn recovered herself and stood straight. She gazed directly at him. “Those who seek to destroy will always find their own destruction,” she said quietly, her chin high.

Fury simmered on the pale knight's countenance. He moved closer to Eirwyn as the three knights on Bentley stepped forward and pushed him back with the tips of their swords. Eirwyn tried to evade the Ashen Knight, but he reached up quickly and grabbed her throat with his right hand. He began to squeeze; she pulled at his hand but to no avail.

Parson made an unintelligible but fearsome noise and pushed one of the swords away to come to Eirwyn's aid, but the raider plunged his sword into the poor man's chest. Eirwyn, still caught in the Ashen Knight's grip, gave a strangled cry.

“Foolish peasant.” The Ashen Knight turned Eirwyn's neck so she could see the gruesome mountain raider withdraw his sword and watch Parson fall to the ground on his side. Silent tears spilled from her eyes as she looked down at the crumpled form of her companion and protector.

Parson stirred, moaning incoherently. Bentley backed away from the swords at his chest and went to him. Gently he turned the large man on his back. Bentley had already seen too many wounds in his young life. Parson's would be fatal.

The Ashen Knight spoke only to Eirwyn. “I would love to crush your delicate neck this instant, but I have devised a much more entertaining death for you instead.” He turned her face back to his and leaned closely to her. “I have promised the Lucrums a maiden for their next sacrifice to the lake leviathan. They will be very pleased with my gift.” He laughed uproariously. The other men joined him.

Eirwyn's mouth was open as she strained for air, and the tears continued to flow down her cheeks. Parson wheezed. He looked up at Bentley with panicked eyes and then became still in his arms. Bentley's angered swelled. He laid Parsons large head back to the ground and jumped to his feet. “Stop!”

The Ashen Knight barely blinked. He looked over at Bentley with venomous eyes. “Kill him,” he commanded.

Bentley had only an instant to decide and act. Though fear was a factor, it was not what governed his actions. He knew that Eirwyn would be alive for at least a short time, and he could not help her if he were to suffer the same fate as Parson. He bolted away from the raiders along the river and then into the forest.

Hearing the Ashen Knight laugh loudly again, Bentley looked over his shoulder as he ran and saw the knight release his grip on Eirwyn's neck. He spun her around to see Bentley in his flight.

“There goes your gallant knight, leaving his damsel in the hands of brutish men! Do you see the cowardly actions of a peasant?” he scoffed. “You three—after him. Kill the rat; then rejoin us at the camp of the Lucrums.”

Bentley saw two of the Lucrum raiders immediately begin their pursuit on foot while the third ran to collect the horses. Eirwyn had fallen to her knees near Parson, weeping bitterly. The Ashen Knight turned about and mounted his horse.

“Tie her up and get her on that animal.” He pointed for his remaining two men to unhitch the wagon horse.

The nightmarish scene was quickly obscured with each tree Bentley passed. His mind raced along with his feet, weighing his options as he ran. Although he was unprotected, outnumbered, and without a sword, he did have one slight advantage. His pursuers had no inkling that he was a skilled swordsman. What he needed to do was disarm one of the three.

He continued his flight as fast as his legs would carry him. The mountain raiders’ armor encumbered them somewhat, so Bentley was able to outdistance them.

Ahead, the terrain dropped off suddenly into a shallow ravine that gently sloped up on the other side but ran left and right for as far as Bentley could see. He jumped into the ravine and turned immediately to the left, crouching as he ran so his pursuers could not see which direction he had chosen. He was grateful to realize the ravine curved gently instead of running straight; soon he could no longer see the point where he had entered it.

Bentley followed its path until he calculated that the mountain raiders had also reached the ravine. He found a thick dead branch nearly as long as a poleax and grabbed it. Then he crawled out of the ravine, taking care not to make a sound. He found a thicket of brush and dived into it just as he heard the neigh of a horse a short distance away.

“Have you found him?” he heard the mounted raider call from far to his right.

“Not yet,” a voice called from the ravine just to Bentley's left. “He's got to be in this accursed ditch!”

Good. They'd done just what he'd hoped. The first two had pursued him down the ravine, one in each direction. Their companion with the horses was following behind.

Bentley could hear the nearest raider's footsteps on the twigs and grass in the ravine, and he maneuvered himself about the thicket to keep out of sight until the man passed by. He heard the mounted raider with the horses coming closer. He found a large tree to hide behind and waited. He readied his makeshift weapon.

The three horses were snorting, and Bentley was grateful he had chosen the right tree. There would only be one chance. He saw the head of the man's horse break his plane of view, and he made his move.

“Where are—” the man began to say.

Bentley stepped from behind the tree, swinging the stick with all of his force at the torso of the mounted raider. The man yelled, dropped the reins of the horses in tow, and put his hand up to deflect the stick, but it was too late. Bentley's blow landed powerfully on the raider's shoulder and neck. The man fell backward onto the hind section of his horse, who shied and reared. Bentley quickly grabbed the raider from the back and slammed him to the ground with a thud that dazed him even more. The three horses spooked and ran into the forest.

There was not much time, for the noise of the skirmish would quickly bring the other two raiders. Bentley planted his left knee into the man's neck and reached for his sword. He withdrew it from its scabbard and, with a quick downward thrust, ended the fight. Bentley now stood armed with a weapon that felt good in his hand. It had been months since he had even held a sword, and though he wished for the perfect balance and edge of his own, this would do.

The nearest raider in the ravine had crawled out and was now just a few paces away. “Roz, over here!” he shouted as he saw his fallen comrade, then Bentley. Not waiting for the reinforcement, he launched himself into attack. Bentley thwarted multiple cuts and deflected a poorly timed thrust that opened the man up to a deadly counterthrust. The man dropped his sword and stared at Bentley in disbelief. Then he fell to the forest floor.

Bentley turned about just in time to see the blade of the third raider arcing toward him from the left. The man yelled as he put all his strength into what could very well be a deathblow, for Bentley had no armor to hinder the edge of the raider's blade.

Bentley brought his sword to bear, but the deadly sword crashed into his and continued on into his left shoulder. The raider finished the slice by pulling his sword inward, and Bentley felt his flesh split open. He rolled with the slicing motion of the blade and fell to the ground. As he hit the ground, he continued his roll toward the raider, bringing his sword around in a backward slice that cut through the man's right leg. He too fell to the ground, and each man scrambled to recover before the other.

Bentley was first to his feet and executed a final slice, which put his third adversary down. Only then did he look at his shoulder. Blood oozed down his arm from the deep cut. But the blade had only partially penetrated his muscle, and though the wound was painful, it was not as serious as it might have been.

Bentley took a deep breath and allowed the rush of the fights to leave him. He stood wounded in the midst of three fallen raiders and feared for the fate of his newfound love. There was no time to waste, yet the horses of the fallen raiders were nowhere to be seen.

He needed Silverwood. [image: ]
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CAMP OF THE
LUCRUMS

[image: ] Bentley set his course to the river. The terrain rose sharply, and he heard the falls just south of his position. When he reached the river, he followed it upstream until he came to a secluded bridge and a less traveled road that took him beneath the limbs of the Brimwood Forest and out into the open country. The sun was nearly set, and though evening would soon be upon him, there would be enough light to travel for several hours.

He found it difficult to pace himself and not expend all his energy at once as he thought of Eirwyn in the hands of evil brutes. Before too long, he was running with all he had left down the shallow valley to the cottage where he hoped to find Sir Demus. He neared the cottage and began to shout.

“Sir Demus, are you still here?”

Before he reached the cottage, Demus appeared at the door, and Bentley was greatly relieved. Demus's hand went to his sword when he saw the blood flowing down Bentley's arm. He looked behind Bentley for pursuers, but Bentley grabbed him and embraced his old friend. He took a moment to catch his breath.

“Thank the King… you are still here!”

“I would not go without you,” he replied in his broken speech. “You are my mission just as Holbrook is yours.”

Bentley hesitated for a moment but did not dare to spend the time needed to fully understand the implication of that statement. Still out of breath, he tried to convey what had transpired over the past weeks while Demus set to bandaging his arm. Bentley continued to talk as Demus helped Bentley don his armor. Though not a full suit of battle armor, it would have to do.

Demus handed Bentley's sword to him, and Bentley paused in their urgent preparation. He slid the sword from its scabbard and held the brilliant weapon before him. The King's seal was imprinted in the pommel, the same seal that signified that he was a knight whose heart belonged to the King… and now to His Son, the Prince.

Demus put his hand on Bentley's arm and met his eyes. “It is time, my brother. The Prince has called you to defend the weak and tear down the strongholds of Lucius.”

Bentley nodded as he made the final adjustments. “I must follow Eirwyn now, but there will be too many for me to rescue her alone.”

“You find Eirwyn, and I will ride to the haven at Thecia to seek help from the Knights of the Prince there. We will come to you as fast as possible.”

Bentley nodded again. It wasn't much of a plan, but there wasn't time for a better one. They hurried to the stable and prepared Silver-wood for the urgent journey ahead. Demus gave Bentley directions to where he believed the Lucrums dwelt in the Boundary Mountains. Just before Bentley mounted, Demus grabbed his arm.

“Be careful, Bentley. We are battling forces of wickedness in high places.”

“You be careful too, old friend.” Bentley mounted in haste, painfully aware that for each moment he delayed, Eirwyn would be taken farther away by the Ashen Knight and his evil men. With a final nod to Demus, he pressed Silverwood into a full gallop and rode east toward the Boundary Mountains.

He guessed that by now he was at least two hours behind the raiders. His best chance to rescue Eirwyn would be before they arrived at the camp of the Lucrums. If that wasn't possible, all he could do was hope that Demus and his men would arrive in time.

He rode into the night until it was too dark and too dangerous to continue. Then he rolled up in the blanket from his saddlebags and slept a fitful few hours under a spreading oak. Before the upper rim of the sun had broken the horizon the next morning, Bentley was mounted and pressing onward toward the looming and majestic Boundary Mountains.

With each stride that Silverwood took, the peaks of the mountains seemed to grow. They stood like ominous giants, guarding the vast unknown beyond them. Bentley strained to see some sign that he was gaining on the Ashen Knight, but the landscape was too rugged to allow it. For all he knew, they might be right beside him, or they might have already arrived at their camp.

As Bentley drew closer to the foothills, another worry nagged at him. How could he possibly locate the camp of the Lucrums? He had only very general directions, and the mountains stretched north and south for as far as the eye could see. Bentley had no idea which direction he should journey.

“Like looking for a needle in a haystack, Silverwood. How will I ever find them?” Silverwood snorted and seemed to sympathize with his master. Time was passing quickly. It had taken Bentley all of the morning and most of the afternoon to reach the mountains. Each delay heightened his concern for Eirwyn.

Bentley rode to the top of one foothill, which was crowned with a tall, jagged rock. He tied Silverwood to a tree and took the time to climb to the top of the formation. From here, it seemed to Bentley that he could see forever. Behind him, the greenery of the trees flowed over the kingdom like a patched blanket, giving way at places to softer plains to the south and rugged formations to the north. He could faintly make out the meandering line of the Crimson River and followed it until it disappeared in the distance. He turned and looked south, hoping for some evidence of the Lucrum habitation, but he saw no sign. He knelt down on one knee, discouraged.

“My Prince,” he whispered. “I have sworn to serve You, and I now journey to save the life of a maiden who is merciful to Your people. Help me not fail her or You.”

When he could not stand to be still any longer, he prepared to descend. He placed his foot into a rocky foothold and then froze. Just below him, on the opposite side of where he had tied Silverwood, he saw two men dragging an antlered deer. They were of similar appearance to the men who had accompanied the Ashen Knight when Eirwyn was kidnapped, but they spoke in a strange dialect that Bentley struggled to understand.

He crouched lower, hoping they would not look upward and that Silverwood would remain quiet. Bentley projected the path of their travel and noted the distinct mountain peak along that line. He waited until they were out of sight and far enough away not to hear his descent. Then he hurried to recover Silverwood and followed at a distance.

He hadn't gone far when he spotted the men lifting their game onto the back of one of their horses. Bentley continued following them into steeper terrain, where they navigated between two high ridges. Bentley began to see other signs that people had traveled this same route, and he became extremely cautious. Eventually he hung back so far he lost sight of them altogether. But by then he was no longer concerned about the location of their habitation. He was certain that the sparkling stream that flowed between the bases of these mountain ridges flowed from the mountain lake Walsch had first told him about—presumably the home of the “lake leviathan” the Ashen Knight had mentioned.

The base of the ridge they were following curved to the south. And then the mountains opened to a scene of primitive yet stunning beauty—a circle of rugged mountains cradling a lush valley and a sparkling sapphire lake that filled over half of the open area. A waterfall ten times as large as the Crimson River falls in the Brimwood Forest spilled into the lake with a distant, thunderous concussion. Bentley had been told that this lake was bottomless, for no rushing river flowed from it, only the small stream that he had followed.

Bentley stayed to the cover of the trees and maneuvered until he could clearly see the habitation of the Lucrums on the western edge of the lake. They had carved steps and homes into the rocky cliffs of the exposed face of the mountainside. Below these, near the valley floor, there were other strangely shaped dwellings made of mud and wood. Bentley found a lofty vantage point and watched as the two Lucrums he had been following entered the peculiar mountain village. By the number of caves and huts, Bentley estimated that perhaps a thousand people lived here.

Bentley decided his best hope of getting closer to the village was to backtrack and circumnavigate the southern mountain ridge. He plotted his course, taking a mental picture of the landscape and calculating how it would look from a more southerly approach. Bentley led Silverwood back down to the base of the ridge, unsaddled him, and fed him a measure of grain. Then he hobbled him near a small stream before setting off on foot.

He began an arduous climb up and over the ridge that would allow him to come close to the village without being spotted. As he climbed, he noted that the rocky landscape on the ridges southern side was full of caverns and crevasses that would provide excellent cover should he succeed in procuring Eirwyn's escape. Finally he crawled to the top of the ridge where he could look down into the heart of the Lucrums’ village.

The closer he got, the more dreadful a place it seemed to be. Big piles of rotting garbage lined the outskirts of the settlement. The buildings appeared crude and primitive, garishly decorated with gold and silver booty from many raids. Screams and shouts punctuated the air at regular intervals, though no one seemed to notice. The appearance of the women and children was as rough and ghastly as that of the men.

Bentley thought of Eirwyn in this place and pitied her for the fear she must be experiencing. He had no idea how he could possibly save her from whatever dreadful demise was planned. He only knew that he would give his life to do so.

Bentley soon became aware of some frenzied activity at the far end of the village. The Ashen Knight rode on horseback through the center of the village, holding a rope that drooped down and back toward a prisoner… Eirwyn. Bentley hoped she would be taken to a prison of some sort. Come evening he would devise a plan to break her free.

The Lucrums came out from their homes and began to dance about Eirwyn, chanting some strange incantation. Drums began to beat out an eerie rhythm as the Ashen Knight led her through the village. The women and children came close to Eirwyn and touched her arms, sides, and hair as if she were an artifact of great treasure and beauty. At first she recoiled from them, but there were too many, and eventually she slumped in resignation.

The Ashen Knight continued to lead her through the village and on toward the lake nearby, and Bentley began to fear the worst. It looked as though her sacrifice would happen immediately. Eirwyn passed close by Bentley's vantage point, and the look of anguish on her face made him clench his teeth in fury and frustration.

Not far from the village, at the southwest corner of the lake, a rock cliff bordered the water's edge, looming twice as tall as a man above the level of the lake. On the rim of this cliff, the Lucrums had fashioned a wooden balcony that jutted out over the edge of the lake. The balcony was two paces wide and followed the curved cliff edge for nearly forty paces. Angled supports rose up from indentations in the cliff wall to the underside of the wooden balcony. One section of the balcony widened to form a platform.

Bentley didn't understand why the balcony and platform were there. But if the rumors of a lake leviathan were true, he suspected that the rock cliff kept the creature away from the village and the balcony was a way for the people to view the spectacle of their lake leviathan sacrifices more clearly.

The overall effect was indeed that of a bizarre watery amphitheater, with the center stage being a large flat rock twenty paces out from the edge of the water. The rock was fifteen paces across, and a tall, thick pole was planted rigidly into the center of it. Bentley could see that a long rope ran at an angle from a pulley on a raised support above the balcony platform down to a pulley at the top of the pole, then back to form a loop much like the lanyard of a flagpole. Eirwyn was taken to the balcony platform just below the support holding the shore end of the lanyard.

From his vantage point above the village, Bentley spotted another cliff that partially overhung a part of the balcony below. The top of the cliff was only the height of three men above the water at this point, though farther south it climbed to the height of the waterfalls at the far side. Trees lined the cliff right up to the very edge.

The Lucrums were so involved in their excitement that Bentley was able to reach this overhanging cliff undetected. He crawled to the edge of the cliff under the cover of the trees. Here he was directly above one section of the balcony. The balcony below him and all along the shores edge quickly filled with chanting village men.

The Ashen Knight gave the rope that was tied to Eirwyn to two men and then drew his sword. The Lucrums hushed to silence.

“For your pleasure I have given you a maiden to sacrifice to the Yagormoth. Behold Lady Eirwyn, daughter of Lord Kingsley.”

A raucous cheer rose up from the villagers. Bentley was appalled by their superstitious bloodlust. It seemed their hearts and minds had been given over completely to the darkness of Lucius.

The Ashen Knight attempted to hush them again. He pointed toward Eirwyn as he continued to speak. “The wrath of the lake leviathan will be appeased once more.”

The Lucrums resumed their cheers as the end of Eirwyn's rope was tied to the lanyard that looped out to the pole and back. She was forced onto a plank that protruded out past the balcony platform. Bentley could see her terror and wanted desperately to save her, but there seemed no possible way. He could only watch helplessly as the nightmare began to unfold.

“Please, no!” Eirwyn screamed, but the cheers of the villagers became a chant once more. One of the men took a spear and pushed it toward Eirwyn until she teetered on the edge and then fell off the plank. She plummeted downward until the rope tightened. It yanked her arms hard, and she screamed. She dangled in midair above the water, kicking against the agony of the moment. One large man began to pull on the lanyard, and she was slowly hoisted out to the small rock island.

When she was midway to the rock, four men lifted a large stump into the air and dropped it onto the rock cliff that supported the balcony. It made a deep thump, and Bentley could feel the concussion in the ground he lay on. They lifted and dropped the heavy stump again and again. Every few seconds the deep thump reverberated through the ground… and presumably through the water.

Eirwyn continued to be hoisted out and downward to the small rock island until her feet began to dangle in the water. Bentley searched desperately for some avenue of rescue, but the entire balcony surrounding this corner of the lake was now filled with hundreds of chanting villagers. Even if by some miracle he could save Eirwyn from this Yagormoth creature, they would never escape the bloodthirsty villagers.

He watched as they stomped on the wooden planks with each beat of the calling drum and filled the space in between with an eerie chant that seemed to be orchestrated to summon the Yagormoth. Bentley steeled himself against the dread and fear that mounted within him.

“Give me strength and courage, my Prince,” he whispered, looking once more toward Eirwyn. [image: ]
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THE YAGORMOTH'S
LAIR

[image: ] Bentley rose to his feet and removed his breastplate and spaulders. He secured his belt tightly and felt for the handles of his sword and long-knife. He still didn't know what he was going to do, but he could not let Eirwyn die alone in this gruesome spectacle.

Eirwyn still dangled from the thick rope that bound and towed her. She was now able to set her feet on a submerged shelf that skirted the small rock island. She climbed a couple of steps upward and eased the painful pull on her hands and arms.

The lanyard continued to move until her end of the rope was pulled tightly up against the pulley on top of the pole. The slack in the rope was enough for her to move about two or three paces, but her arms were still lifted up above her head. She looked nervously about the water for some sign of her impending doom. So did Bentley.

The thumping of the calling drum seemed to increase in its frequency, as did the volume and intensity of the chanting. Then a stir rose up from the villagers, and some of them pointed toward the waterfall. Bentley looked intently and spotted movement near the base. From his elevated viewpoint, he thought he saw a dark, leathery snakelike creature lift its head through the turbulent waters for an instant and then resubmerge. The sight sent his stomach into his throat, for even from this distance he could tell it was a monstrous creature.

He tightened his hands into solid fists as he considered his options. He considered jumping directly over the top of the balcony below him and into the water, where he would land close to the rock island, but such a tactic would deprive him of any surprise advantage. He decided to wait until the last possible moment, even though he knew Eirwyn would pay the price in terms of terror.

Bentley looked again along the line from the waterfall and saw nothing. Long moments passed before he saw a streamlined wake racing toward the rock island. He could make out a dark massive body just below the surface of the water. It was moving fast.

Bentley's heart began to pound, and he pitied Eirwyn, for now she saw it too. The Lucrums’ chanting and beating grew more frenzied as the beast came closer. Bentley now stood up, no longer caring if anyone saw him. They would all see him soon enough.

Thirty paces from the rock, the dark mass seemed to fade away as the animal plunged deeper into the water. Bentley projected the line of its movement and calculated he could make a jump to the creature, but the venture would be perilous. There was nothing to break his fall but rocks, water…and beast.

Suddenly the beating and the chanting stopped, and silence hung in the air. Eirwyn pulled against the thick rope, trying to retreat back to the opposite side of the rock island near the shoreline, but her bonds would not yield.

Bentley felt his heart pounding rapidly and tried to suppress the rising fear within him as he readied himself. In the burst of a moment, the silence of this gruesome amphitheater ended as the surface near the far edge of the rock island erupted in a geyser of water and dark leathery skin. The Yagormoth thrust itself up from the water nearly as high as the balcony and pounced onto the rock island in an avalanche of water. Most of the creature landed on the exposed rock island, while the hind legs and most of the tail rested on a submerged shelf. Eirwyn was drenched in an instant from the overspray.

The Lucrums all gasped and stepped back from the railings of the balcony for the ominous sight of the Yagormoth evoked such an involuntary response. It was a monster of legendary proportions—at least fifteen paces from head to tail. The massive mouth in its lizardlike head was filled with daggerlike white teeth that protruded upward and downward in alternating directions to form a tight seal on any prey it chose to grab. The neck was twice as long as a horse's and also twice as thick. At the base of the head, a mottled red and blue collar of skin stood straight out in a threatening show of ferocity.

The body was thick, with reptilian scales and many sharp protrusions. The legs were powerfully muscled; the webbed feet, spiked with talons, were as long as a knife's blade. A tail half as long as the body swished back and forth in the water. The whole creature was designed to swim stealthily through the water at great speed and devour anything that dared enter its territory.

Bentley froze for an instant at the monstrous sight before him. The animal opened its mouth and spread the colored skin collar wide as it screeched a cry of attack. Eirwyn maneuvered desperately to keep the pole between her and the animal.

Her scream shook Bentley from his daze. The Lucrums had not yet fully returned to the balcony railing, and Bentley realized an opportunity that wasn't previously there. He jumped to the railing of the balcony just below him and grasped one of the vertical supports to keep his balance. The Lucrums nearby were momentarily stunned, and their surprise gave Bentley enough time to draw his sword and aim his next jump toward the Yagormoth.

From here, his plummet downward was only a little more than the height of a man. Keeping a two-handled grip on his sword, he launched himself outward toward the Yagormoth's neck just as it lunged for Eirwyn.
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He realized in midair that he was going to miss his mark. Instead of straddling the Yagormoth's neck, he landed with a thud on the creature's hindquarters, where his blade hardly penetrated the thick hide. The enraged creature whipped its powerful tail. It slammed into Bentley, knocking the wind from him and sending him flying along the edge of the rock island. His sword flew from his hands and plummeted into the deep water. He landed partly in the water, five paces from Eirwyn.

“Bentley!” she called, but her voice sounded muffled and distant. He gasped for air and fought to stay conscious. Vaguely he wondered how they could ever survive the attack of this monster now that his sword was gone.

He heard another screech and looked toward the Yagormoth, which now had new prey to focus on. Bentley watched the creature turn, then lunge toward him. He forced his lungs to open, and he filled them with air. There was no place to go except backward… into the lake.

Bentley jumped back and sank into the cold lake just as the beast crashed down on top of him. Here beneath the water line, the rock platform curved slightly inward. Bentley pushed himself downward and hugged the rock as the Yagormoth's body passed over him. Through the crystal-clear water, Bentley watched the creature swim outward in a wide circling maneuver to gain access to him.

Bentley heard the deep thump of the calling drum again and felt the vibration in the rock and water about him. The Yagormoth heard it too, but the sound seemed to confuse it. It hesitated at the far side of its circle.

Bentley swam beneath the water around the base of the rock, out of the creature's direct line of sight. He was nearly out of air, and he resurfaced almost on the opposite side of where he had jumped in. He lifted himself out of the water, and the Lucrums began to shout angrily. The calling drum continued, as did their stomping on the planks of the balcony.

Eirwyn was still looking toward the last place she had seen the Yagormoth when Bentley made his way to her. “Eirwyn,” he said between gasps, and she jumped away from his voice, still terrified. The panic in her eyes pained Bentley greatly. He put his hand on her cheek. “I'm going to get you out of this!”

Bentley withdrew his long-knife from the sheath. He reached up to her hands and began to cut through one of the ropes. Each hand was tied separately, and the ropes were tough and thick.

“Bentley!” Eirwyn said quietly, and Bentley knew by her tone that the beast was on its way again. He spotted the dark mass speeding below the water, followed by a wake of turbulence above. His knife sliced through the last strand of the first rope, but Eirwyn's left hand was still bound to the lanyard above.

Bentley set his blade against the second rope just as the Yagormoth lunged up from the water. This time there would be no escape. Eirwyn reached for Bentley, but her hand never touched him.

The next instant, chaos broke out.

The Yagormoth did not lunge for them but for the platform holding a hundred Lucrums. The beast clamped its powerful jaws about one of the diagonal supports of the platform and the attached balcony, and it collapsed under the falling weight of the lake leviathan.

Pandemonium reigned in the next few moments as the unsupported platform gave way and more than eighty Lucrums fell to the waters below amidst ropes, timber, and Yagormoth.

Bentley gasped with relief at the creature's alternative attack, but his joy was short-lived. For when the structure of the platform plummeted to the water, the pulley system collapsed, and the rope that Eirwyn was tied to was violently yanked into the watery chaos. Eirwyn screamed as she was whisked away from Bentley in an instant.

“Eirwyn!” Bentley dived for her hand but could not reach it. The Yagormoth plunged in a thrashing frenzy amidst the panicked Lucrums. The long rope became entangled in the mess of timber and beast as it twisted, turned, and rolled. Eirwyn fought to keep her head above the water but was yanked under time after time.

Bentley ran and dived into the water where he had last seen her. Under the water, Bentley saw that the rope was wrapped about the Yagormoth and passed through its mouth as it wildly bit at everything nearby.

Bentley reached Eirwyn and brought his knife once more to the rope, but the Yagormoth clamped onto a villager's legs and spun its body around trying to drown the man. The rope wrapped tighter about the Yagormoth and dislodged the knife from Bentley's hand while pulling Eirwyn away from Bentley and closer to the beast.

Bentley reached for the sinking knife, but it disappeared into the dark blue water below. He surfaced for a breath and then dived down for the knife, knowing it offered his last and only hope of saving Eirwyn. As he swam deeper and deeper into the icy depths, his ears throbbing from the pressure, he wondered how long he could hold his breath and how long she could survive the turmoil of the thrashing beast above him.

At last he reached the lake floor, but he could not see the knife. Nearly out of air, he gave one last look about and spotted the long silver blade of his sword resting patiently in the silt, waiting for the use of its master. He grasped the hilt and pushed upward with all his might, his strength renewed by the power of the sword of the King.

The waters above were now clouded with red, but Bentley refused to accept that some of the blood might be Eirwyn's. The flotsam between the collapsed balcony of the shore ledge and the rock island had drifted closer to the island, because that was where the Yagormoth now was.

Bentley searched desperately for Eirwyn as he came up from below. The Yagormoth had set its front legs on a submerged shelf of the rock island, presumably resting. He spotted a rock ledge just beneath its scaly belly.

Bentley surfaced briefly, gulped air, then swam underwater for the ledge. He crouched and set his feet firmly in place on the ledge and pointed the tip of his sword upward, just inches below the belly of the Yagormoth. Bentley thrust upward with all of his might, and the softer hide of the beasts underbelly did not hinder the razor-sharp edge of his blade. He did not cease in his thrust until the sword penetrated clear to its hilt.

The beast convulsed against the steely invasion. It renewed its thrashing, and Bentley lost his grip on the sword. He ducked to avoid the deadly talons as he launched himself outward and away to get another breath of air.

When he surfaced, he gasped to fill his lungs. The air was filled with the horrendous noise of the screeching Yagormoth as it snapped wildly about and whipped its tail from side to side, leaving three lifeless men in the wake of its fury.

The rope was still looped about its jaw and trailed down its neck to the opposite side of the beast. Bentley hardly dared look at what fate had befallen Eirwyn at the other end. He climbed onto the rock platform just as the beast turned and slid back into the water.

“Bentley!” Eirwyn screamed as she was pulled in after the Yagormoth.

Hearing her voice renewed his hope. Her left hand was still secured to the rope, and she slammed into the thick body of the beast as it made for the water. A portion of the rope trailed yet behind her, and Bentley dived for it as it passed. He grasped for the rope and missed, but a short portion of the support beam with the pulley trailed at the end of the rope, and he grabbed for it instead. He clung to it with all his strength as the Yagormoth dived down, carrying Eirwyn, the beam, and Bentley with it.

Bentley was near the tail of the creature and wondered when it was going to slam into him as it swayed back and forth while it swam. He tried to climb up the rope toward Eirwyn, but the current against him was too strong.

How deep will it take us? he wondered. And how long can Eirwyn hang on? When the pressure of the water began to hurt his ears and he thought he could take no more, the Yagormoth turned upward. Before long the beast broke the surface of the water, and their speed seemed to slow significantly.

Bentley looked forward and saw Eirwyn but couldn't tell if she was still alive. The Yagormoth made its way across the lake toward the thundering falls, but with each length they covered, the beast slowed. Bentley could now pull himself up the rope against the current until he reached Eirwyn. She was weak and barely conscious. He managed to get her head above the water, and she gasped and coughed.

“Stay with me, Eirwyn. I'll not lose you.” He held her close. She flung an arm around his neck and leaned on his shoulder, resting deeply. Somehow, in those moments, she seemed to gather strength.

“What will we do now?” she asked.

They were nearing the falls, and the noise was deafening.

“I don't know, but the animal is getting weaker. Just hang on.”

Eirwyn lifted her head and looked into Bentley's eyes. It was a gaze that said, “I trust you.” It strengthened Bentley's heart, and he resolved to fight to the last ounce of energy in his body to keep that trust.

Bentley saw the head of the Yagormoth lift up.

“Take a big breath,” he yelled above the noise of the falls. “It's diving again.”

A moment later the Yagormoth plunged downward again, but not with nearly the force of the first dive. It dived the length of its body downward and turned to enter an underwater cavern. Bentley wondered how, without a weapon, he was going to be able to defend Eirwyn in the Yagormoth's own lair, but he decided to face that when he came to it… if they survived that long.

The beast seemed to falter, and Bentley wondered if they would drown with the creature in this dark, watery grave. He felt the body of the creature surge forward once more and then felt it begin an ascent. He was nearly out of air and knew Eirwyn would be too. He felt her go limp in his arms, and he held her tighter, willing her to hold on just a little longer.

They emerged in a watery cave, and the Yagormoth swam slowly across a small, still pool. Bentley had expected the cavern to be pitch black, but a soft blue light illumed it. Bentley lifted Eirwyn's head out of the water once again, and she recovered her air as the creature made its way to a gentle incline that led up and out of the water.

The Yagormoth tried to climb up the easy slope, but it stumbled and slid back into the water. Bentley put his feet down and was able to just touch the floor. He waited for the beast to turn and devour them, but it did not. It tried once more to walk up the incline, shuddered, and collapsed.

Bentley and Eirwyn waited a long time before they realized the Yagormoth wasn't breathing. Apparently Bentley had wounded it fatally and it had come home to die.

Carefully they made their way up the incline near the head of the creature and nearly collapsed from exhaustion. The beast convulsed, and they jumped in terror, but its eyes did not open. It was over.

Then the Yagormoth's body slowly began to slide down the slope and back into the water. Bentley and Eirwyn looked at each other in disbelief as the rope slowly pulled taut again, dragging Eirwyn with it.

Bentley worked desperately to untangle the rope from the beast's mouth, but it was closed shut like a vise. He tried to untie the knot that encircled her wrist, but it would not loosen. Bentley pulled against the weight of the slipping mass, but his efforts made no difference.

“Bentley,” Eirwyn pleaded, “help me!” Slowly the dead monster slipped backward until Eirwyn was forced back into the water, fighting to keep her head above the surface.

Bentley screamed against the inevitable. My Prince, this far to lose her now?

The image of the Prince flashed across his mind, and then he thought of his sword. He dived into the water near the sinking belly of the Yagormoth and hoped against hope that his weapon had not been dislodged. He ran his hand along the belly until his hand felt the golden hilt. He used his feet as leverage and pulled the sword from the Yagormoth's abdomen.

The creature was now falling quickly, and Bentley wasted no time in bringing the sword to bear against the rope. He made a loop in it and sliced with all his strength. After two attempts, he severed the rope; then he grabbed Eirwyn by the waist and lifted her to the surface once again. They crawled up the incline and sat next to each other, dazed by what felt like a lifetime of peril. And yet they had survived!

After a moment of recovery, Bentley took Eirwyn's hand and cut through the rope about her wrist, finally freeing her from its death grip. She rubbed the chafed skin, then leaned forward and hugged Bentley. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear.

Then she leaned back and looked at him, her eyes widened in concern. “You're hurt.”

Only then did he realize that the bandage had disappeared from the cut on his shoulder, and the wound was bleeding again. But he barely felt the throbbing as he gazed into her eyes. Even now, exhausted and bruised and bleeding herself, she was more concerned about him than about herself. Her tender heart radiated nobility, mercy, kindness. He never wanted to be away from her again.

And apparently she felt the same way.

“Just a commoner?” She smiled. “I think not!”

“Touché,” he said and smiled back. [image: ]
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RETURN TO
HOLBROOK

[image: ] Bentley realized the soft blue light in the cavern came from two directions—the watery tunnel the Yagormoth had brought them through and, in a lesser amount, the far end of the cavern. He left Eirwyn to rest and went to investigate, but the light was diminishing quickly as night drew near.

Before it grew so dark that they dared not move about, they found the Yagormoth's dirt and gravel bed. Though foul-smelling and strewn with bones, it was still softer to lie upon than the granite and limestone of the rest of the cavern. They rested there together as the cavern became thick with darkness. Before long, Bentley could not even see his own hand when he held it before his eyes. Eirwyn clung to his arm in the darkness.

Though the ground was hard, the exhaustion of the previous day pressed them both deeply into sleep. Once, in the middle of the night, Eirwyn cried out and Bentley reached for her.

“I'm here,” he said, and she clung to his arm once again. It seemed to chase away her nightmares of the previous day, and they slept until the dim blue light of morning returned.

Upon further investigation, Bentley and Eirwyn discovered that the cavern cut deep into the mountain ridge. Bentley wasn't sure how far the Yagormoth had swum to bring them through the tunnel, but he was quite certain they could not return that way They simply would not have enough air to make it without the powerful strokes of the beast dragging them.

They decided to travel farther into the cavern, hoping for another way out. Bentley deduced that the small stream flowing through the cavern had to exit somewhere, but he feared the passageway might be too narrow for them. However, the light grew with each step they took across the jagged floor, and before long they spied an opening into the morning light outside.

They carefully exited the cavern, watching for signs of the Lucrums. Bentley took a moment to orient himself and realized this was the same side of the ridge he had circled to spy on the Lucrums’ camp. They were just farther east than before. They made their way west along the rugged ridge until they found Silverwood calmly munching a mouthful of meadow grass.

Bentley's shoulder wound had already scabbed over again, but Eirwyn bandaged it as best she could with strips torn from his extra tunic. Then Bentley saddled the gelding, mounted, and lifted Eirwyn up behind him. She put her arms tightly around his waist as they navigated down some challenging terrain. He charted his course farther south to avoid any possible contact with the Lucrums, then set his course for Holbrook.

“Who are you really?” Eirwyn asked when they reached the northern land of the Brimshire Plains. She leaned to Bentley's right and forward to see his face better.

Bentley looked over his shoulder. “I come from Chessington and am—I was—a Noble Knight.”

Eirwyn raised one eyebrow as if waiting for more details. Even that simple expression delighted him. He smiled at her and nearly laughed at himself. He turned his attention to the country ahead.

“My father is also a Noble Knight,” he went on, “and owns a trading company that is very successful. Serving the King as Noble Knights has been a generational honor in our family But a few years ago, something changed all of that.”

Bentley paused as he remembered what had driven him from his home. Eirwyn did not press him, for she seemed to sense the struggle of his heart.

He turned and looked at Eirwyn once more. “You could say that a gardener came into my life too.”

Eirwyn became thoughtful and then leaned her head against his back. The journey ahead was long, and he was in no hurry to find its end. For the two days it would take to travel home, all the kingdom he needed was already with him.

As they journeyed, Bentley shared with Eirwyn his story and the story of the Prince, and her heart embraced it as though she had been waiting her whole life to hear it. Bentley realized that though she never actually knew of the Prince, her heart was one after the King's own. No wonder he loved her so.

Bentley kept a lookout for Sir Demus and his knights, but he knew that they would have had to travel without stopping to even make Holbrook by this time. His time in the Lucrum camp had been intense but also brief—not nearly enough time for Demus to gather a force and travel that distance.

When they neared Holbrook, Eirwyn insisted that she return to the castle immediately, for her father would be worried. She also insisted that they enter through the back gate, for she did not want the people to know who she was. The gate guards recognized her immediately however, and one was dispatched to notify her father.

“Eirwyn!” Lord Kingsley came running with Lord Braith and Sir Avarick in his wake.

“You're alive!” he cried out as he embraced his daughter.

“Yes, Father.” She hugged him tightly.

“We were worried, my lady.” Sir Avarick put on a show of concern while he scrutinized Bentley closely “When you didn't return, we searched and found your dead servant and a wagon. We thought the Lucrums must have—”

“What's he doing here, masquerading as someone other than the peasant he is?” Braith interrupted, casting a haughty eye at Bentley. “Eirwyn, must you continually embarrass us by surrounding yourself with these commoners? At times I wonder if you're even my sister.”

Eirwyn walked to stand beside Bentley and glared at her brother. “Bentley risked his life to save mine, Brother. He is much more than—”

Bentley touched Eirwyn's arm and interrupted her.

“Lord Kingsley I'm not sure how the Lucrums will react to my having foiled their sacrificial sport, but I would have Sir Avarick and his men on alert.”

Avarick stepped forward with fire in his eyes, as if he wanted to tear Bentley to pieces.

“The security of this court is my concern, not that of a… a…”

Kingsley held up his hand and addressed Eirwyn. “You were taken by the Lucrums and escaped?”

“Yes, Father. That's what I've been trying to tell you. Bentley came to their village and killed the lake leviathan to save me. We owe him our gratitude, not our condescension.”

Kingsley moved closer to Bentley and stared at him. “A financial advisor with courage and fighting skills. What other surprises have you for us, Bentley?” Then he smiled. “Come, you must stay with us. It seems I owe you a great debt.”

Braith threw back his head and turned away. He called for a servant to bring his horse to him. “This is preposterous.” He sniffed over his shoulder. “I'm going to visit Adrianna. I may be back in the morning.” Avarick watched him go, then turned a narrowed gaze toward Bentley.

“Your offer is generous, sir,” Bentley said to Kingsley, “but I must meet with a friend. May I visit on the morrow?”

“Our gates will always be open to you,” Kingsley said.

Bentley bowed and turned to exit the gate with Silverwood. Kingsley and Avarick left, but Eirwyn came to Bentley and caught his hand. He turned, and she looked up into his eyes.

For a long moment, they spoke nothing with their lips, but the silence between them was not empty. The gaze of their eyes spoke a dozen whispers and promised future hopes. He lifted his hand and stroked her cheek, then brushed away a tousle of her dark hair.

“How ever did I let the peculiar Maiden of Mercy so capture my heart?”

She smiled. “How did I have the great fortune to be rescued by a knight both daring and kind?”

Bentley became serious. “Eirwyn, I am concerned about leaving you here. Do you trust Avarick?”

“I don't like him, but I don't believe he would do anything to harm me, if that is what you are asking. Why?”

Bentley shook his head. “I'm not sure, but I guess this castle is the safest place there is for you. Just promise me you won't leave the walls, all right? Not even for missions of mercy.”

Eirwyn took a deep breath. “I promise… for now.”

Bentley nodded and then mounted Silverwood.

“Perhaps I'll see you tomorrow?”

Eirwyn smiled in that way that made him wish he weren't leaving. He bowed his head and rode away with his heart full of hope.

But as Holbrook Castle fell behind him, Bentley had the strangest notion that something was amiss. He rode to the top of a grassy knoll and looked all about the land. Perhaps it was the feeling of leaving behind someone he loved so deeply for the first time.

Whatever the feeling was, he didn't like it. He hoped a night's rest and a morning's sunrise would settle his heart. [image: ]
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GUISE REVEALED

[image: ] Bentley made quick stops to see Creighton and Walsch and to check on little Anya. Walsch took him to the home of Luanne, his fiancée, where Anya was being cared for. They seemed only mildly surprised to see him in armor and on a horse.

“Bentley!” Anya yelled and came running to him when they arrived. “You are a knight!”

Bentley dismounted, knelt down, and scooped the little girl up into the air. “Hello, my fair princess!” he said. She hugged his neck and kissed his cheek, and her exuberance warmed his heart. “Where have you been?” she asked. “I've missed you so!”

“Well,” he said as if he were thinking hard. “I've been where all knights go—on a grand adventure to save the fair maiden from a dreaded dragon.” He winked at her, and she giggled.

“Will you tell me the story?” Her big eyes pleaded with him, and he could hardly bear to tell her no—but he had to be on his way.

“There's coming a day soon, princess, when I will tell you a story every night. All right?”

She looked disappointed, but only for a moment. “All right.”

Bentley thanked Luanne and her parents for caring for Anya and quietly made a promise to return for her soon. Oddly enough, they seemed disappointed, for though she was another mouth to feed and they had hardly a bean to spare, her joyful and grateful little heart had lifted the oppression of Holbrook a measure.

Bentley prepared to leave but pulled Walsch away to speak quietly with him for a moment. They walked toward the large tree where Silver-wood was grazing.

“Walsch, keep a watchful eye, will you?”

Walsch squinted one eye and looked at Bentley in his usual quirky way. “What ye be up to, Ben o’ the south?”

“I'm not sure.” Bentley looked toward Luanne's family near the cottage as he stroked Silverwood's muscular neck. “Let's just say that the Ashen Knight may be looking for revenge. Just be ready to get to the castle when the warning comes.”

Walsch looked concerned. “Then I think I'll stay with Luanne's family t'night. Her father's let me sleep on the porch once before.”

Luanne came to stand close to Walsch. She leaned up against his large frame as he put an arm around her. She smiled up at him and then at Bentley. It was a beautiful evening, and the ground only now began to radiate the warmth of the sun it had captured earlier in the day.

“It's quite late, Bentley,” she said. “Why don't you stay with us too?”

“You'll not get far before dark, Ben,” Walsch added. “The sun's down, and the light's nearly gone. Why don't ye rest here and ride in the mornin’?”

“Thank you, but I'd best—”

“Please, Bentley,” Anya pleaded. She had quietly made her way up behind Walsch and was now peering out from behind him and Luanne. She limped to stand next to Bentley and put her little hand in his. He looked down at her, which he realized was a mistake, for her large, brown eyes pleaded more earnestly than even her squeaky voice. Long lashes blinked at him, and her hopeful smile was too much to refuse. Besides, he realized, if Demus had been successful, he and his knights would already be settled in an encampment. Bentley could ride at first light to let them know they were no longer needed.

He reached down and picked up Anya. “I suppose spending the night would be all right.”

Anya hugged his neck and giggled with delight.

“I'll see if we've room in the cabin.” Luanne turned to leave.

“No, Luanne. I'd prefer to sleep right here. The evening is beautiful, and I've got a bedroll in my saddlebag.”

“Can I stay with you?” Anya said. “I love sleeping outside.”

“Are you sure you won't be afraid of the night sounds?”

“Why should I be?” she asked matter-of-factly “I have a knight to protect me.”

Bentley laughed. “Well then, little princess, of course you can stay with me.”

Before long everyone was settled into their beds, and Anya was snuggled up next to Bentley outside. They gazed up at the billions of bright, twinkling stars, for the sky seemed full of them tonight.

“Can you tell me a story now?” Anya asked.

Bentley sighed. He felt the pull of the previous day's ordeal and the long journey tugging on his consciousness. Even speaking was becoming difficult as he let his body melt into the comfort of rest.

“How about you tell me a story tonight, Anya?”

She thought for a moment.

“There once was a brave knight who rode across the kingdom of Arrethtrae on a gallant steed, looking for a fair maiden…and a little girl…”

Bentley smiled, but each word his little narrator spoke pulled his eyelids lower, and her voice became distant and hollow until he heard no more…

[image: ]

Bentley was riding, and the day was warm. He had to meet Sir Demus soon, but first he had to ride through the forest to the falls. Silverwood carried him to the rocky shore, where Eirwyn stood illumined beneath the countless crystal clear droplets that fell from above.

So beautiful. His heart filled with joy. Each droplet sparkled in the morning sun, and she seemed to glow in its wash.

He raised his hand and shouted to her. She looked up and smiled at him in that same way that made him never want to leave her again. She waved back as if she were thrilled that he would soon be with her.

Bentley gripped Silverwood's reins tightly and prepared to close the distance between him and his love, but just then he saw something that brought chills to his spine. A large dark shadow rose up behind her in the watery curtain. Though the figure was distorted by the dancing light, there was no doubt in Bentley's mind what it was.

He shouted to warn her, but she could not hear him. She just continued to smile and wave back. Bentley saw the creature rise up on its hind haunches, the collar skin spread wide. This Yagormoth seemed twice as large as the one he had slain.

Bentley drew his sword and pressed Silverwood into a full gallop, but it was too late. The massive beast pounced from behind the falls, and he heard Eirwyn scream. Bentley's heart raced, and the world seemed to collapse around him.

“Eirwyn!” He tried to scream, but he could not speak. Something was pressing against his throat. The sun disappeared, and the edges of his nightmare faded away to blackness.

Bentley broke from his dream and realized that it was not Eirwyn who had screamed, but Luanne. Still groggy, Bentley fumbled to rise, but the steel blade that was pressed across his neck pinned him to the earth. As his mind fully awakened to reality, his heart continued to race. He reached for his sword or his knife, but his belt had been cast aside.

“Try anything and I will end your life right now!” The voice spoke closely to his ear. It was familiar but much darker than before. “Get up!”

Avarick grabbed Bentley by his shoulder and dragged him to his feet, keeping the edge of his blade pressed tightly against his throat. Bentley was amazed at the man's strength. A strangling fear welled up within him, not for himself, but for Walsch, Luanne, her family, and—Anya! He looked frantically about in the early dawn light for his small charge, but he could not see her. On the porch, two of Avarick's warriors were bludgeoning Walsch, and Bentley heard screams and commotion inside the cabin.

“No need to hurt them, Avarick,” Bentley gasped. “It's me you came for.”

Avarick chortled wickedly. “Oh, I've come for so much more than you.”

The two warriors dragged Walsch off the porch and threw him into the dirt. Three others pushed Luanne and her family out of the cabin. Luanne ran over to Walsch and tried to help him stand. Blood poured down his face, and one eye was red and swollen. The family was herded closer to Bentley and Avarick. He saw terror in their eyes.

Just then a rider came galloping onto their farm from the east.

“Where are they?” Avarick asked him.

“Not far,” the man replied. “Two hours at most.”

“Good,” Avarick said. “Take care of the lookout guards, and have the rest of my men ready.”

The warrior saluted and galloped off toward Holbrook Castle. Avarick slammed Bentley up against the tree, the knife blade still against his neck. He glared into Bentley's eyes with loathing. Bentley realized he had far underestimated Avarick's potential for evil—because only now did he realize who Avarick really was.

“You're a Shadow—”

Avarick pressed the knife tighter to cut off the words. Avarick smiled wickedly, his eyes so full of darkness that Bentley had to shudder.

“And you're a Knight of the Prince.” Avarick shook his head back and forth condescendingly. “Tell me, knave, is it true that all of you want to be like… Him?” Avarick made a disgusted face. “Is it?”

Bentley didn't respond. His mind was racing through the possible outcomes of this terror.

“Well, let me help you.” Avarick motioned with his head toward two of his warriors. One of them ran to his horse and mounted up, while the other tied Bentley's hands behind him.

“If I remember right—oh yes, I was there—your Prince hung in a tree. Well, here's a tree and there's a rope. How appropriate. Now you can be just like your foolish Prince.”

The mounted warrior brought a rope to them. He swung one end over a limb of the tree and tied it. The other warrior retrieved Silver-wood from where he grazed nearby and boosted Bentley onto his back. A noose was looped around his neck.

“You're the one to blame for what's happening here, knave,” Avarick said. “Confusing Kingsley stirring up the people—they were delightfully miserable. I suppose I do owe you a debt of gratitude, though,” he mocked. “Because of you, I now know who the Mercy Maiden is. All along, I thought she was some poor wench of no significance. Although you foiled my plans once, now there will be nothing to stop me from destroying her and making all of Holbrook fully mine.”

Bentley looked sadly toward Walsch and Luanne. He did feel somewhat responsible for the tragedy that was befalling them.

Avarick began to laugh. “Don't you get it, boy? You've been taken in by a fairy tale. Lucius always wins. He's the real prince of Arrethtrae!”

Avarick slapped the horse, and Silverwood jerked forward. The rope drew tight on Bentley's neck as he was whisked off the horse, and his airway was immediately cut off. The strain on his neck was ten times more than anything he could have imagined.

At first he kicked his feet in defiance against the pain, but that only made it worse. He could barely hear the uproarious laughter of Avarick and his warriors, mixed with the weeping of Luanne and her family The color of the world slowly faded to gray and then to black. Even though his eyes were open, he could no longer see.

My Prince, where are You? he wondered.

Snippets of sound still reached him—a shrill whinny, a scuffle. Avarick's voice saying, “No time to catch the horse. Take them to the…” Then the sounds of the world faded away too. His last thought was of Eirwyn, glowing beneath the splash of the Crimson River falls. Then she vanished, and all was still. [image: ]
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THE DEATH
OF LOVE

[image: ] The rain was warm, which surprised him, since he remembered the morning skies had been free of clouds. Bentley liked the sensation, though, and he let the drops freely moisten his cheeks. The thunder sounded odd to him, though, and he wondered what strange storm had come. It sounded more like the wails of a child than the usual rumblings of the skies.

Bentley's mind very slowly shuffled through sounds and senses that bombarded his head from within and without. He tried to move his hand, but someone seemed to have staked it to the ground. He tried to open his eyes, but they felt like they were sewn shut.

The pain returned all at once. His head pounded as though someone were hitting him with a mallet from inside his skull. As excruciating as it was, the pain helped him return to reality, and he opened his eyes to see the distraught face of his little Anya. His head was in her lap, and though her eyes were closed, her tears were falling upon his face.

“Anya…” He tried to speak, but only a whisper came out.

She opened her eyes and cried all the more.

“Bentley… you're alive!” She wiped her eyes to see him better.

He rolled over and tried to sit up, but the pain was too great. He held his head for a few moments and felt Anya's hands brush his cheek.

“Are you all right, Bentley?”

Bentley looked at her as he rubbed his neck. “I will be.”

He looked about. Other than Silverwood, who was now grazing nearby, Anya was the only one with him. He looked up into the tree and saw the rope had been severed near the branch. The knife from his belt lay nearby.

He looked back at Anya. “Did you… ?” he asked, not believing what he saw. She could hardly walk, let alone climb a tree.

She nodded.

“But how?”

She bit her lip and pointed to the knife on the ground. “They didn't see when they left. You were going to die. I just… had to.”

Bentley looked at her in amazement and then scooped her into his arms.

“You are as brave as a knight, my little princess. Thank you for saving my life! The heart of the Prince is in you.”

Anya hugged him back, and he drew great strength and courage from the pure and courageous heart of the lass.

Silverwood seemed agitated. He snorted and pawed the ground nervously. Bentley knew that something was unsettling the battle-trained horse. He quickly secured his belt, sword, and knife and mounted up. He lifted Anya onto the saddle in front of him and rode to the top of a knoll. Only then did he understand the tragedy that was unfolding.

Far to the east of the castle, Bentley could just make out hundreds of black specks moving toward Holbrook. An invasion of some kind was coming, and there was no alarm from the castle. Bentley squinted hard toward the distant figures, trying to determine the size of their force, but Anya began to pull on his tunic.

“Anya, I—” he began, but she tugged even harder.

In spite of himself, he grew annoyed with her, knowing that time was short. He looked down at her, but she was staring off to the side, away from the approaching Lucrums. He followed her gaze and beheld the form of a mighty warrior just a few paces away The man's muscles bulged beneath his tunic, and his dark brown hair was trimmed short. His sword was not drawn, but his countenance was firm, his eyes penetrating.

Bentley reached for his sword, thinking him to be one of Avarick's warriors, but the man stayed still.

“They will decimate the region,” he said in a quiet voice that seemed to echo. He nodded toward the invaders on the horizon. “The Lucrums and the warriors with Avarick.”

“Who are you?” Bentley asked.

The man ignored him and looked toward the Lucrums. “We knew this was coming, but it is happening much sooner than we expected. The people are in great danger. I have warriors following Demus and the Knights of the Prince, but they may arrive too late. I will ride to warn them, but you must warn the people and the castle.”

Bentley wondered if he dared trust this stranger, then realized he had no choice.

“Why would Avarick do this?” Bentley asked.

The warrior's horse seemed impatient, and Bentley saw its muscles twitch in anticipation of the ride and the impending battle.

“Because his lord is the lord of destruction and chaos. He needs no other reason.”

The mighty man of war turned his horse to the west and then looked back at Bentley.

“Not all of the castle knights and guards are loyal to Avarick. Be vigilant. I will bring help as soon as possible.” He reared his horse, then thundered down the knoll and on toward the bridge that led to Thecia. Only when he had disappeared did Bentley realize who the man might be. He shook his head in wonder.

Bentley made his way speedily to the village and castle, still holding Anya tightly in front of him, for he dared not leave her behind. All the way he wondered how his personal journey to learn the ways of the Prince had escalated into a war of forces much greater than the common folk of Arrethtrae would have ever imagined. Shadow Warriors, Silent Warriors, castle knights, guards, and the ghoulish Lucrums were all converging on Holbrook Court. Had he really been the catalyst of all this mayhem? Was it his desire to follow in the steps of the Prince that had caused the darkness to scream against the invasion of light?

Although the castle was still silent, Bentley shouted out an alarm to all he saw, asking them to spread the news. By the time he entered the village, the people were beginning to understand the reality of the Lucrum attack. When he reached the castle, he was shocked to see that the gates were still closed. Many people were pounding on the gates, but no guards were posted at any of the watchtowers.

The people cried out in panic and pleaded with Bentley to do something, for on the horizon the chilling forms of the Lucrums were descending on Holbrook. The cries of ambushed people began to roll across the lands and fill the hearts of all with fear and dread. Bentley held Anya tightly and rode east along the walls of the castle until he reached the back gate, where many of the farmers from the east lands had gathered. They were pounding on the heavy doors.

Bentley was sick at the slaughter that was about to take place, and he could do nothing to stop it. His mind raced wildly, imagining the devastation Avarick was accomplishing within the castle, and his heart clenched when he thought of Eirwyn. By now he could hear the thunder of hundreds of horses galloping toward the castle.

Just when all seemed hopeless, the back gates opened. People poured in, nearly crushing one another in their panic. Bentley made his way on Silverwood through the gate and looked for some sign of what had happened.

It looked like there was as much chaos inside the castle as out. Many guards lay dead in the courtyard and near the gate. The captain of the guards was giving orders to a small contingent of fifteen men—the only defenders in sight. Bentley made his way over to them.

“Captain, what happened?”

The captain looked at Bentley and quickly perceived him to be an ally.

“My lookouts and gate guards were killed early this morning. I don't know who to trust. Some of the knights and guards have turned against us.”

“What of Avarick?”

“I don't know. He must be with Lord Kingsley Sir Braith has not yet returned from Burkshire Castle, but Lady—”

“They're almost here!” the people shouted as the Lucrums swarmed toward the castle, yelling an eerie war cry that caused Bentley to shudder.

“Close the gate!” the captain shouted, and Bentley cringed as a man running across a field to the gate was cut down from behind by a mounted Lucrum.

Four guards closed the gate and set the locking bar.

“Captain, we've got to get that front gate open for the people. Even if we never get the gate closed again, we can defend them more easily from inside the walls.

The captain nodded, and Bentley rode through the courtyards, searching for Eirwyn as he went. He had to get Anya to safety before entering battle, but all the kingdom seemed unsafe at the moment. He rode into one of the gardens, where he spotted a large oak tree.

“Anya, you must be brave and wait for me here, all right?”

She looked at him with fear in her eyes but nodded. He lifted her high onto a branch.

“Keep out of sight until I come for you. Promise?”

“I will, Bentley. Will Eirwyn be all right?” Her eyes begged him for hope.

“I'm going to make certain of it.”

His reassurance seemed to help her, and she clung tightly to the trunk of the tree, hidden in the thick leaves. Bentley left her there, hoping desperately that she would remain undiscovered should the Lucrums gain entrance to the castle.

At the front of the castle, the guards had worked quickly to open the gate, and the people began pouring into the courtyard. Pandemonium soon filled the castle as the assault against Holbrook began.

The sounds of massacre were hard for Bentley to hear. He looked up at the castle walls and saw a number of Avarick's warriors staring down. Their swords were drawn, but they were doing nothing to help against the invasion of the Lucrums.

Bentley rode to Kingsley's majestic manor and dismounted. The fate of Eirwyn was foremost on his mind. He ran through the carved doors and hurried to the broad marble stairway that led down to the foyer of the beautiful great hall. Four guards denied him access.

“I am Sir Bentley. Tell Lord Kingsley I have urgent news for him!” he said, but they refused.

He then saw the beautiful form of Eirwyn enter the foyer from another chamber near the bottom of stairs.

“Eirwyn!”

She turned and looked up at him. She was arrayed in a beautiful white gown that matched the white of her face. Subtle ivy-colored highlights were painted on her cheeks. Her face showed grave concern.

“Eirwyn, tell your father I have urgent news!”

She hesitated, then quickly crossed to enter the great hall.

A minute later a guard appeared. “Let him enter,” he commanded.

Bentley descended the steps and entered the magnificent hall to see Lord Kingsley and Eirwyn conferring with Avarick and two of his warriors. Three of Kingsley's knights were with them as well.

“Has my son returned?” Bentley heard Kingsley ask Avarick, whose back was turned to him.

“Not yet, my lord.”

Bentley's hand flew to the hilt of his sword, and he covered the remaining distance in an instant. Seeing Eirwyn so close to this warrior of evil both frightened and infuriated him.

Kingsley's mouth dropped open at Bentley's aggressive approach. “What is the meaning of this?”

At that, Avarick wheeled about and immediately drew his sword. His two warriors and Kingsley's three knights did the same. Eirwyn and Kingsley were separated from Bentley by a wall of experienced warriors-three controlled by Lucius and three who looked confused, unsure of where the threat might be.

“Step away, Eirwyn,” Bentley told her urgently, but she did not move. She seemed frozen in place. “Lord Kingsley,” he said, “Avarick is not who you think he is.”

“Impossible!” Avarick looked at Bentley as if he were seeing some apparition. “Kill him!” Avarick commanded.

Avarick's two warriors stepped forward to fight Bentley, and Avarick retreated to stand closer to Kingsley and Eirwyn.

“Hold!” Kingsley held up his hand.

The two warriors hesitated and looked at Avarick. Avarick's eyes darted quickly to Kingsley and Eirwyn and then to the three knights.

“What is going on?” Kingsley demanded.

Bentley pointed his sword toward Avarick. “He is a Shadow Warrior, as are his men. They follow the Dark Knight, Lucius.”

Kingsley looked at Avarick and then back to Bentley.

“That means nothing to me. We are under attack by the Lucrums and have no time for this foolishness.” Kingsley waved his hands, as if to brush the conflict aside.

“Avarick is in league with the Ashen Knight,” Bentley said, “and I believe he has called the Lucrums to this attack!”

At that, the three knights turned about and looked at Avarick. Kingsley eyed Bentley fiercely and then glared at Avarick.

“What proof do you have?”

Shouts filtered into the great hall as the battle outside intensified. Bentley assumed that the Lucrums must have already gained entrance to the castle. Eirwyn's eyes flicked nervously in her painted face. She clutched her father's arm. “Father, they're coming!”

Something was wrong. Bentley wanted desperately to reach her, but she seemed uncharacteristically stunned by fear. What had happened to the girl who'd stood toe to toe with the Ashen Knight?

“Move away, Eirwyn!” he shouted once more. Still she didn't move.

The two Shadow Warriors gripped their swords tightly, and Bentley prepared himself, for he could see they wanted to be set loose on him.

“Our tower guards were murdered this morning, my lord,” one of Kingsley's knights said. “And there was no alarm.” His face showed that he and his men were slowly coming to the realization that Bentley's words might be true.

Avarick moved nearer to Kingsley and Eirwyn. “Don't listen to him, my lord. He is a fool, and we are wasting precious time!”

“He tried to kill me this very morning.” Bentley lifted his neck to show Kingsley the mark the noose had left. “He has nothing but evil in mind!”

Kingsley stood straight and firm before his first knight. “Withdraw your men, Avarick!”

The last pretense of servitude slowly drained from Avarick's face, and his eyes filled with dark hate and loathing. His lips curled into an annoyed grimace.

“You are not lord here, fool. I am!” Avarick took a step forward, and Kingsley's visage fell immediately from authority to one of fear.

“For years I have nurtured your greed and put up with your pompous ego so that I could one day utterly destroy you and these miserable people.” Avarick waved his hand outward toward the castle grounds.

The three knights raised their swords as Avarick's wicked heart was revealed.

“Today is that day, for even now my Vincero Knight and his league of Lucrums are destroying your land and the people!”

“No!” Bentley screamed as he saw Avarick initiate a move.

Avarick swung his blade in an arc so quickly that neither Kingsley nor his knights could stop him. Eirwyn screamed as the sword pierced clear through Kingsley's chest.

For an instant, all stood in utter disbelief at what had just happened. Avarick laughed in gruesome pleasure, as if he had waited forever for the deed. He snarled at Kingsley's expression of shock and pain.

“Do you see it now, my friend? I am not just evil. I am one of Lucius's best, for I am the root of all evil!” Avarick looked at his warriors. “I said kill him!” he screamed as he withdrew his sword. The hall filled instantly with the sounds of clashing swords. Kingsley fell to the marble floor, and Eirwyn fell with him in terrorized fear and anguish.

Bentley became fully occupied with the blades of Avarick's two Shadow Warriors. Kingsley's knights immediately brought their swords to bear on Avarick, but he made one powerful slice across their path and grabbed Eirwyn by the hair. He lifted her from the floor and brought his sword to her neck.

The knights hesitated and dared not advance. Bentley's heart screamed against seeing Eirwyn in Avarick's brutish hands. He fought to disengage from the warriors and go to her rescue, but his foes pressed him all the harder. Avarick dragged Eirwyn to the far end of the hall and up the staircase.

“Take them and I will save her!” Bentley ordered Kingsley's three knights, and they exchanged positions.

Bentley ran to Eirwyn, but by the time he reached the bottom of the staircase, Avarick was at the top. He turned and looked down from above, still laughing. Eirwyn fought against him, but his strength was far too great.

“Here, knave,” Avarick shouted. “There's no need to come up here. I'll send her to you!”

Bentley's heart seemed to stop as Avarick's fully blackened soul became manifest by his actions. He cast Eirwyn over the banister, and Bentley screamed against the inevitable with all his might. The moments slowed as her slender body twisted through the air.

Bentley was too far away to change anything, and he turned his eyes away but the sound of her body hitting the marbled floor splintered his heart into a thousand shards. He ran and knelt beside her, casting his sword to the side, hoping against all odds that his Eirwyn was still alive. His eyes filled with tears as he beheld the limp and lifeless form of his beautiful Maiden of Mercy. [image: ]
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[image: ] “No, Eirwyn…no!”

Blood flowed from the back of Eirwyn's head, and her chest was as still as the marble she lay upon.

Avarick's laughter continued to echo off the walls of the grand chamber, and each chortle transformed Bentley's deepest pain into unstoppable fury. He looked up at Avarick's evil form and grasped his sword.

“Come, knave.” Avarick leaned over to antagonize Bentley further. “Come see how I will utterly destroy all of Holbrook… even its weak and crippled children!”

He turned and ran to the castle yard. Bentley's anger drove him up the stairs in pursuit. The thought of Avarick's wicked hands reaching Anya forced him onward, and his rage to avenge Eirwyn would not easily be quenched.

He ran past the four dead guards of the great hall and burst into the courtyard to behold a world of woe. The front gates of the castle gaped wide open, but it mattered not, for there was no safe haven without or within. Kingsley's guards and knights were battling both Lucrums and Shadow Warriors, but mostly for their own survival. This left the unarmed citizens completely vulnerable to the whims of evil men.

Bentley ran to the garden and beneath the tree where he had left Anya, but she was gone. He called and searched frantically for her, but she was not to be found. Bentley nearly collapsed of an utterly broken spirit.

“Bentley!” a voice called out. He looked toward the prison block to see Walsch waving for him through a barred window.

Bentley ran to open the gates to the prison yard. He found the keys to the cells hanging within the guard room and opened the cell door.

“There is no safer place for Luanne and her family than in here,” he said quickly.

“We want to help,” Walsch said, as Luanne's father appeared at the door.

Bentley could hardly bring himself to think of anything that would help this horrible place, for he was still reeling from seeing Eirwyn die and then losing Anya. He found it nearly impossible to care, but the screams of innocent victims continued to call to him.

“Take swords from the dead guards and try to get some of the people into the prison yard. Perhaps we can save some. I'm going after Avarick.”

Walsch nodded, and Bentley left to continue his search. In the courtyard and beyond, the people didn't know whether to run into the castle or away from it. The hopelessness of it all was overwhelming. Bentley's sword flew powerfully and swiftly against the howling, painted Lucrums as he defended hundreds of people. His anger waxed great whenever he thought of his lost love—and this was every minute, for the image of her death was forever etched in his mind. Twice he engaged Shadow Warriors and was victorious, for the power of the Prince was with him. But the castle guards and knights were quickly losing the fight.

When all seemed lost, Bentley heard the sound of another army approaching, and he turned to see a marvelous sight. Sir Demus charged through the castle gates, leading hundreds of Knights of the Prince into battle against the Lucrums. Amongst their forces were dozens of mighty men like the one he had encountered earlier that day. Bentley had heard much of the King's Silent Warriors, but he had never actually encountered one. Now he watched with awe as they took their battle immediately to Avarick's Shadow Warriors.

Both Shadow Warriors and Lucrums alike were surprised to see their massacre of Holbrook turned into a war of matching forces. The people found respite from the attack, since their enemies were now completely occupied with the fight. Still terrified, they scurried to hide from the flying blades.

Bentley fought his way toward Demus. “You've come, old friend!” “Yes,” Demus said between clashes, “as soon as we heard.” “What of the villagers beyond the walls?” “We divided our forces so we could protect them as well.” The two men were forced apart by the fierce battle. As the fighting raged on, it slowly became evident that the Knights of the Prince and the Silent Warriors were gaining the advantage over the Lucrums and the Shadow Warriors. Bentley saw numerous Shadow Warriors begin to retreat toward the rear gate.

He grabbed a stray horse—Silverwood was nowhere to be found—and rode that direction. Then he spotted Avarick; he was mounted and also near the back gate, issuing final commands to the Ashen Knight and his raiders. Fearing he would escape, Bentley rode hard after him, wielding his sword freely upon any enemy who dared stand in his way.

“Avarick!” Bentley shouted just as the Shadow Warrior wheeled his mount toward the gate. Avarick spoke to the Ashen Knight and pointed toward Bentley with his sword, then turned and galloped out of the castle with three other Shadow Warriors.

The Ashen Knight charged toward Bentley, and the two men collided in a fray of steel and armor. The Ashen Knight ignored the castlewide retreat and fought Bentley as though there were no other battle than theirs. Time after time their swords met with a thunderous crash, and Bentley was amazed at the Vincero Knights skill and strength.

At one point, Bentley risked an opening to execute a diagonal cut, but the Ashen Knight thwarted it and quickly countered with a thrust that pierced Bentley's side. Bentley screamed but used the moment to counterthrust. His blade penetrated the lower edge of the Ashen Knight's helmet. He dropped his sword and reached for his neck as he fell from his horse. A moment later the Ashen Knight lay still on the ground, and the few remaining Lucrums made their retreat.

Bentley sat breathing heavily, clutching his side. The wound was not serious, but it made his plan to pursue Avarick impossible. He rode to the front gate and dismounted. Demus ordered knights to pursue and purge the village and surrounding region of all remaining Lucrums. The reign of Avarick was over, but the effects of his terror would last for a very long time.

When the surge of battle subsided, the castle courtyard became crowded with the injured and those trying to help them. Bentley leaned up against the wall of the castle and sank to the ground. Demus came to him, leading Silverwood by the reins.

“Found him wandering in the prison yard. Thought you'd want him.” His mentor began inspecting the wound on Bentley's side. “We've got to take care of that wound.”

Bentley looked blankly into Demus's eyes. Since Eirwyn's death, there hadn't been a single moment to mourn, but now his feelings began to crash down upon him. Besides this, he had searched everywhere for Anya, but she was nowhere to be found. He could only assume the worst. He didn't even want to know how many villagers and farmers had been killed—the thought was simply too much for him to bear.

“Too costly.” He hung his head. “These people would have been better off if I had never come.”

Demus grabbed Bentley's forearm. “Do you really think this wouldn't have happened eventually? If you had not been here, no one would have survived!”

“He's right, Sir Bentley” said one of the Knights of the Prince who had just returned from defending the villagers. “I've seen Lucius's devastation before—and this is nothing compared to what it could have been. Many here live today because you cared enough to come to this place and make a stand.”

Bentley looked at the veteran knight and then closed his eyes, unwilling to accept consolation, for his wounds were much deeper than his flesh. They had pierced his very heart.

“It would have been much worse had it not been for…”

Bentley opened his eyes and looked at the knight. “For what?”

“The Mercy Maiden.” A villager stepped forward, clutching a bandaged arm.

Bentley looked at the man numbly. “What are you talking about?”

“The Mercy Maiden helped us. No one knew she could fight with a sword like that.” He smiled and shook his head. “She rallied us near the river. Got the men to fight off the Lucrums and saved hundreds of families.”

“But”—Bentley hesitated—“she's dead.” He shook his head, utterly confused by the man's report.

“Nay, sir. I just saw 'er.” The man wagged his head toward the castle gate. “She's treatin’ wounds as we speak.”

Bentley was certain either he or the villager was mad. He tried to stand but stumbled because of the pain of his side.

Demus reached and steadied him. “Slowly.”

Just then a mounted woman galloped in through the gates, and Bentley's heart nearly stopped once more. Eirwyn pulled her steed to a halt and dismounted. Bentley's mouth dropped open, and he dared not believe his own eyes. She looked at him with a sweat-soaked countenance framed by dirt and beauty. She ran to him and they embraced.

Bentley put his hands to her face. “Eirwyn, is it really you?” He felt his heart beat once more, believing but not yet understanding the miracle of his love standing before him.

She nodded, but her eyes were full of tears.

“I was told that my father…” She could not finish.

Bentley's surge of joy was interrupted as he realized she had just heard of her father's death. He looked toward the great hall. Eirwyn followed his gaze and broke from his embrace to run that direction. Bentley followed her and caught her arm before she entered.

“Eirwyn, I don't understand. I thought you had been killed as well. I-I saw…”

Eirwyn's eyes spilled tears of great sorrow. “I must see.” She continued into the hall.

Bentley followed her as she ran down the staircase. She collapsed near the body of the woman Bentley had thought was Eirwyn. Eirwyn wept softly as she touched the still form. Bentley knelt down beside her and gazed with wonder at the painted face… the same face as Eirwyn's. There was only one explanation.

“She's your twin sister,” Bentley said softly.

Eirwyn nodded. “Oh, Gwylin.”

“I'm so sorry, Eirwyn. I tried to save her.” Bentley put his arms around her and drew her close. She leaned against his chest.

“Since I was a little girl, I refused to participate in the pomp of the court,” she whispered, “but Gwylin loved it. She chose the court and its riches, but I chose the garden, the horses, and the servants.” Eirwyn seemed lost in memories of the past. “Father was angry at first, then embarrassed.” She looked at the far end of the hall and fought more tears. “I know he loved me, though.”

A few moments later, Eirwyn knelt beside her father, and Bentley tried to comfort her once again. He couldn't begin to imagine how deep her sorrow was for having lost a sister and a father in the same tragic day.

Bentley heard the echo of boots running down an empty hallway and spotted Braith at the top of the staircase. He clutched the banister.

“Eirwyn!” His voice was full of fury, and his eyes looked wild.

Eirwyn gazed up sadly at her brother. “Braith,” she called as he ran down the stairs. He knelt briefly near Gwylin and then ran across the great hall. He came to Kingsley's body and fell to his knees. Eirwyn put a hand on his shoulder, but he pushed her away.

“You brought this to us!” He jumped to his feet, sword in hand, and shouted at Bentley. “You killed my father!”

Braith swung the sword wildly, slicing toward Bentley's chest. Bentley jumped backward, narrowly escaping the deadly blade.

“Braith!” Eirwyn screamed.

“Avarick killed your father—and your sister,” Bentley said and drew his sword for defense, wincing from the pain in his side.

“Liar!” Braith launched a volley of cuts and slices toward Bentley. “He said you would betray us, and I believe him!”

Bentley defended without making any offensive counters.

“Braith! Stop!” Eirwyn stepped in front of Bentley just as another wide slice ripped through the air toward him. Mad with rage, Braith made no effort to divert nor slow his cut, and a moment of terror once again filled Bentley's heart. He grabbed Eirwyn's arm and whisked her back as he raised his sword to meet Braith's blade. The swords collided a fraction of a second before the sharp edge of Braith's sword would have torn into Eirwyn.

Bentley wasted no time advancing on Braith this time, for he would not lose Eirwyn again. The pain in his side was forgotten in the rush of battle. Braith retreated as Bentley brought two quick slices at him followed by an upward diagonal cut that blasted Braith's sword from his hands.

Bentley held his sword at Braith's chest.

“Stop!” Eirwyn screamed. “I can't bear to lose another.”

“I didn't kill your father, Braith,” Bentley panted. “Avarick brought this destruction to Holbrook.”

Braith's features contorted into a visage of anger. “He taught me… he loved me…even more than…” He looked down at Kingsley's body on the floor, then at Eirwyn. Then he slowly backed away from Bent-ley's sword and ran across the great hall and up the staircase.

“Braith!” Eirwyn called after him, but he did not look back.

Bentley and Eirwyn followed behind him and arrived in the courtyard to see Braith already mounted on his steed, galloping out of the castle gates. Eirwyn ran after him beyond the gates, calling his name, but he would not stop. Bentley came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. They watched Braith ride across the bridge of the Crimson River and up the grassy hills of the land. Along the green ridge line, Bentley saw the form of a dark warrior waiting for Braith to join him.

Eirwyn fell to her knees and wept bitterly at the gates of Holbrook Court. Bentley knelt beside her and placed an arm of comfort around her. Many long moments passed as Eirwyn grieved and Bentley struggled to console her. Oblivious to all but her grief, she did not notice the people of Holbrook gathering about them.

“I have lost everything,” she said.

“Not everything, my lady,” said a voice from a crowd of people.

Bentley and Eirwyn looked up to see a man with his wife in one arm and a child in the other.

“We are here for you, just as you have been here for us all these years.”

“That's right, my lady,” a woman added. “When we saw you fightin’ the Lucrums, we realized you were the Mercy Maiden…and then we heard you were Lord Kingsley's daughter.”

Bentley reached for Eirwyn's hand and lifted her up. She wiped tears from her eyes as she looked into the faces of the hundreds of people gathering. Word of Lady Eirwyn was spreading quickly, and it seemed as though all of Holbrook was coming to see if the “ugly” twin daughter of Lord Kingsley truly was the Mercy Maiden, the one who had given them help and hope over the past years.

“You risked your life to save us,” another said. “We owe you our lives…and our thanks.”

Shouts of gratitude and adoration rang out from the people, and Eirwyn felt the years of love she had given return to her.

“These people you've cared for need you, Eirwyn,” Bentley said.

Eirwyn was overwhelmed by the support the people showed her. She smiled at them through her tears, and the bitter tragedy of the day lightened just a little for her.

“Eirwyn! Bentley!” a small squeaky voice called out from the crowd. Hearts pounding, they craned their necks to find the little girl it belonged to.

“Anya!” Eirwyn called out, “where are you?”

The crowd opened up for little Anya, and she ran to them. Bentley and Eirwyn scooped her up, and both embraced her as if she had come back from the dead.

“Thank the King you are all right!” Bentley asked. “But where did you go? Who brought you here?”

Anya twisted her little body around as they held her tightly, and she pointed into the crowd. “He did.”

They followed her finger to a man who was walking away from them into the crowd.

“Who is he, princess?” Bentley strained to get a better look.

The man was now fifteen paces away and surrounded by thousands of people pressing in to thank them.

“He's the gardener.” Anya turned to look Bentley straight in the eyes. Her eyes sparkled with delight. “I knew I'd like Him.”

Just then the man turned and looked briefly at Bentley and Eirwyn. Bentley's eyes locked with His, and Bentley felt as though he had looked into the future of the kingdom of Arrethtrae. He wanted to fall to his knees, but then the man turned and was lost in the mass of people. Eirwyn looked up at Bentley, and he saw the spark of hope return to her eyes.

Bentley saw the hurting yet hopeful faces of thousands around them and knew that his mission had just begun. Together they would bring freedom to Holbrook by the ways of the Prince, the only One in the entire kingdom who could truly give it. [image: ]



[image: ]


COURAGE AND
MERCY

[image: ] And thus you have heard the tale of Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court. Would you not agree that his heart was indeed clad with zeal for the Prince? He gave much, yet received much as well. In his passionate quest to give up the pleasures of men and follow the path of the Prince, Sir Bentley found more than one kindred spirit who had been forged by the same Smith. He even found a love he hadn't been seeking.

Together, Sir Bentley and Lady Eirwyn brought hope and a new life to the people of Holbrook. They taught them of the Prince and His ways. Freedom flourished in the land, for when the Prince sets people free, they are free indeed.

The stronghold that Avarick established had scarred the people and the land, but the love of the Prince made all things new. Sir Bentley and Lady Eirwyn worked hard to restore the people of Holbrook. Havens in other regions of the kingdom heard of their need and rallied to their cause. It was a labor that the Knights of the Prince found joyous to accomplish.

Bentley's and Eirwyn's love for each other grew with each passing day, and it was not long before they married. They brought Anya into their household as their first child, and they loved her as their own. Her sweet spirit enriched and blessed them and all of Holbrook.

Bentley's father, Sir Barrington, eventually could not live with a conscience that would not allow him to consider the courageous actions of his son, and he left the Noble Knights. He and his wife, Lady Deonne, joined their son and his new wife at Holbrook, and they loved Eirwyn greatly.

Sir Demus was overjoyed at being reunited with a friend from his past but even more joyful over Sir Barrington's decision to fully dedicate his life to serving the Prince. At the new haven of Holbrook, Demus trained the Knights of the Prince to defend the people against the attacks of Lucius and to live honorably for the Prince according to the Code.

The days of rebuilding were difficult, but the joy that Bentley and Eirwyn conveyed to the people of Holbrook far surpassed the challenges. The people loved them and learned to live in the freedom of the Prince, a freedom that knew no bounds of social or economic class—a freedom that frustrated the plans of darkness and brought hope to all. They experienced the goodness of the Prince and waited together with great anticipation for His return.

I, Cedric of Chessington, must now be on my way, for my inkwell is nearly dry and the parchment all but gone. But I beseech you before I leave that you would hold the story of Holbrook in your heart and mind forever.

The courage of Sir Bentley and the mercy of Lady Eirwyn are far too great and noble to cast aside without fair attention. They have inspired my own heart to seek out the Prince all the more, and I pray they have done the same for yours.

Perhaps you can join me once more when my inkwell has been replenished and my parchment supply is refreshed. I make a promise to you that my pen shall not rest if your ears grow not weary of hearing tales of such valiant knights.

Their stories are different, but their King is the same. It is for the King and His Son that they live and I write.

For whom do you live? [image: ]





DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


Review Questions from the Kingdom Series



Much of the allegorical symbolism in the Knights of Arrethtrae originated in the Kingdom Series. Here are a few questions to review this symbolism:


	Who does the Prince represent?


	Who are the Knights of the Prince?


	Who are the Noble Knights?


	What is Chessington? Arrethtrae?


	Who is the Dark Knight/Lucius?


	Who are the Silent Warriors and the Shadow Warriors?


	What is a haven?


	What is a Vincero Knight?





Questions for Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court



CHAPTER 1


	Bentley asks York what it was like before the Followers. What, more than curiosity do you think Bentley's question conveys?


	Several times during and after the knighting ceremony Bentley feels a “tug” on his heart, which seems to cause tension with his comrades. What is the root of this tension? Have you ever felt this tension in a similar situation?


	The Followers come to the Noble Knights’ aid in spite of their fierce persecution. Explain in your own words why they do this. Why is it important for us as Christians to approach people with this same perspective?




CHAPTER 2


	Bentley's thoughts are drawn to the King and the Prince by the vibrant sunset. Find a Bible verse or passage that shows that God's creation speaks of Him to all people.


	Barrington has obviously been wrestling with the truth of the Prince. What has kept him from seeking out the truth? What other kinds of barriers keep people from seeking out the truth of Jesus?




CHAPTER 3


	Bentley knows that the substance of all purpose and existence in life lies in the answer to this simple question: “Is He real?” Why is this true? Do you know anyone who is wrestling with the answer to this question? What are some things you can do to help someone find the answer?




CHAPTER 4


	Bentley confesses that this experience isn't the quest for truth that he had imagined. Can you think of a time in your life when God worked in a way that was not what you expected? Why do you think He does this? See Isaiah 55:8–9.




CHAPTER 5


	Sir Demus's life shows Bentley that discovering the truth and following the truth are significantly different. Read James 2:17–20. How does this describe Bentley's realization?


	Sir Demus demonstrated great courage by choosing to follow the Prince in spite of the cost. Being a believer in Jesus Christ takes courage, especially when persecution is a possibility. What did Jesus say in Matthew 10:32?


	Demus tells Bentley that the Prince is the truth. Can you find a Bible verse that tells us the same thing about Jesus?


	Find a Bible verse or passage that supports Demus's statement that the Dark Knight is the father of all deception in the kingdom.


	Bentley ponders the courage of the Followers and calls them “an odd mix of mighty and meek, rich and poor, citizens and Outdwellers.” (Outdwellers are symbolic of Gentiles.) Why is this true also for Christians?


	At the end of this chapter, Demus knights Bentley as a Knight of the Prince. What does this symbolize?




CHAPTER 6


	Bentleys new perspective as a common peasant causes him to realize past actions that now make him ashamed. He also begins to see people as valuable—as the Prince sees them. Have you ever experienced a change in perspective that helped you realize things about yourself that you might want to change or that helped you begin to see others as the Lord sees them? If not, would you like to? Discuss some ideas about how you might be able to discover a new perspective.




CHAPTER 7


	Each book of the Knights of Arrethtrae Series deals with a specific set of vices and virtues. One of these virtues in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court— mercy—is demonstrated by the Mercy Maiden. When she generously gives Creighton's family bread, potatoes, carrots, greens, fresh fruit, and a bag of meal, Anwen is overwhelmed. How do you define mercy? How is the Mercy Maiden a picture of Christ's mercy toward us? Discuss some ways that you and your family can show Christ's mercy to the world.




CHAPTER 8


	Bentley reflects on his encounter with the Mercy Maiden and finds himself amazed at how wonderful it felt to have been even a small part of her efforts to help the peasants of Holbrook. Have you ever had a chance to help someone in need? If so, what was it like? If not, consider doing some research on volunteering in your town or city What organizations exist that help the people that Jesus called “the least of these” (see Matthew 25:31–40)? If there are no organizations, how might you reach these people?


	Bentley and Creighton's discussion about dying free or living as slaves illustrates an important point about following God's call on our lives and recognizing and utilizing the specific gifts He's given us. Bentley realizes that even though Creighton, because of his responsibility to his young family, cannot fight to change the burdensome system that the evil Sir Avarick put in place, the King has called Bentley to do it. Find a passage in Scripture that teaches about different giftings and callings that God has given us and how they all work together.




CHAPTER 9


	When the children ask Bentley to tell them a story, he says he will share a story that no one there has ever heard before—the true story of the Prince. During the story, Bentley tells his listeners that anyone who chooses to follow the Prince and believe Him becomes a gallant Knight of the Prince. We've established that becoming such a knight represents the instant transformation at salvation—being born again. Find two Bible verses in which Jesus offers salvation to anyone who believes in Him.


	When Anya asks Bentley if he is the Prince, Bentley knows that in spite of how short he falls in being like the Prince, Anya still sees the Prince in him. As Christians, we have the potential of representing Jesus to everyone we meet. Do you think this potential carries responsibility with it? Why? List some of the responsibilities we have as ambassadors for Christ.




CHAPTER 10


	Bentley realizes that allowing his anger and frustration to overcome him would result in grave consequences. What does Proverbs 16:32 say about anger?


	Have you ever let a negative emotion determine your actions? What happened? What might be a better way to make decisions? Can you think of some ways to keep your emotions from ruling you in the heat of the moment?




CHAPTER 11


	Imprisoned in the stocks, Bentley begins to long for his easier life—before he started following the Prince. What is it that calls him back to being satisfied with his new life? (John 16:33 is an excellent verse to memorize, for it gives us strength when circumstances are difficult.)


	Bentley tells Kingsley “I have had much and now I have little, but I am content, and my life is abundant. The purpose for which I live transcends wealth and comfort.” Paul expressed a similar statement in one of his epistles. Can you find the passage? Why did Bentley and Paul feel this way?




CHAPTER 12


	Toward the end of this chapter, Bentley becomes discouraged after concluding that Lord Kingsley cares only for his money and not at all for the people. Read Luke 19:1–10, and describe how Lord Kingsley and Zacchaeus are similar. How are they different?


	What does Bentley remember that gives him encouragement?




CHAPTER 13


	“By the ways of this kingdom, some may think me to be nobility. But by the ways of the Prince, I am just as common as the peasants of Holbrook—and as royal as the Prince.” How would you explain Bentley's statement to Walsch? Find some Scripture passages to support your explanation. Have you ever felt this way? Why or why not?




CHAPTER 14


	Describe a place, if you know one, that draws you into its beauty and leaves you refreshed and invigorated as the waterfall does for Bentley Why do you think God's creation can have this effect on us?


	Often we judge people by what they look like, but as we discover with Eirwyn, sometimes people are very different from how they initially appear. Have you ever made a judgment based on how someone looked and then found out later that you were wrong? Read 1 Samuel 16:7. How does God look at people?




CHAPTER 15


	Eirwyn's mentor and friend, the gardener, taught her that whether peasant or nobleman, every person is precious. What does the Bible say about this? How did the gardener's mentoring change Eirwyn's life and her relationships?


	Braith's mentor and hero, Sir Avarick, teaches him greed and heartlessness. How has Avarick's mentoring changed Braith's life and his relationships?


	In chapter 1, we touched on the division that the Prince can bring. Now read Luke 12:51–53. How are these verses demonstrated by Kingsley's family?




CHAPTER 16


	Another virtue that is addressed in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court is courage. Even when confronted by the evil Ashen Knight and his frightening Lucrums, Eirwyn is strong and courageous. Why is it important for us as Christians to courageously stand against evil? Find one Scripture verse that gives us a reason for being courageous and one that promises victory over evil.




CHAPTER 17


	Demus's statement that Bentley was his mission just as Holbrook was Bentley's indicates that Demus knew something about Bentley that Bentley did not. Has a friend or a mentor ever guided you to a calling or a direction in your life that you did not see at first? Find a verse in Proverbs about receiving the counsel of wise people.


	As Demus hands Bentley his sword of the King, he says, “It is time, my brother. The Prince has called you to defend the weak and tear down the strongholds of Lucius.” Read Psalm 82:3–4 and Isaiah 55:11. What does the sword of the King symbolize, and how does it accomplish God's command?


	Just as Bentley is about to depart in his mission to save Eirwyn, Demus tells him, “Be careful, Bentley. We are battling forces of wickedness in high places.” What is the Bible verse upon which Demus's words are based?


	Upon close examination of the Lucrums’ primitive village, Bentley sees that it is filled with the gold and silver trappings of many raids. The name of this ghastly people comes from the word lucre. Look up this word in a dictionary. What does it mean? What does the Bible say about lucre in the King James Version of Titus 1:5–11? How has the Lucrums’ lust for lucre affected them?




CHAPTER 18


	The Yagormoth, the lake leviathan, gets its name from the Hebrew word yagor, which means “to fear.” One of the vices discussed in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court is fear. How does fear try to overcome courage? How could fear become a stronghold in a Christian's life? What does the Bible say about fear in 2 Timothy 1:7? Can you find some other verses about fear?


	Bentley exhibits the virtue of courage while facing the Yagormoth. What inspires him to do so? Have you ever been inspired to be more courageous than you thought possible? What inspired you to do so?




CHAPTER 19


	Although Kingsley is able to see the nobility and worth in the “peasant” Bentley Kingsley did not raise his son, Braith, in a way that enables him to see it. Kingsley's rules include not speaking to servants or peasants because they are a lower class of people. This shows something significant about what we teach and model to children. Why is it important to make sure that children are raised on biblical principles and not just rules?




CHAPTER 20


	Bentley finally realizes that “Sir” Avarick is actually one of Lucius's Shadow Warriors. Avarick tells Bentley, “Don't you get it, boy? You've been taken in by a fairy tale. Lucius always wins. He's the real prince of Arrethtrae!” We know that Satan, the father of lies, and his demons often speak in twisted half-truths. Find a Bible verse (or verses) that confirms that while Satan is referred to as the “prince of this world” (in a negative way, of course), he is not victorious.




CHAPTER 21


	In spite of Anya's physical disabilities, she somehow is able to climb the tree and cut the rope that is taking Bentley's life. What does the Bible say about “impossible” things?


	Bentley wonders if it was his desire to follow in the steps of the Prince that caused the darkness of Lucius to scream against the invasion of light. Find some Scripture passages about Christ, the light of the world, dispelling darkness.


	When Avarick is finally revealed to Holbrook Court for who he really is, he proclaims, “I am not just evil. I am one of Lucius's best, for I am the root of all evil!” The main vice that is dealt with in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court is hidden in Avarick's name. Look up avarice in the dictionary. What does it mean? What does the Bible say in 1 Timothy 6:10 (KJV) about the love of money? What does it say is the result of such greediness and materialism? How does this happen to Kingsley?




CHAPTER 22


	Even after Kingsley's death, Bentley observes the devastation of Avarick's influence on Lord Kingsley as the battle rages both inside and out of Kingsley's castle. As we've just read in 1 Timothy 6:10, the end result of the love of money will be many sorrows. List some of the sorrows that greed and materialism caused Kingsley's family and his people. Next, discuss some of the many sorrows that occur today in peoples lives as a result of their love of money.


	Just when the battle looks hopeless, many Knights of the Prince arrive with Demus to help defeat Lucius's forces of darkness. What does this symbolize for believers? How do we battle against evil?


	We learned that each book in the Knights of Arrethtrae Series deals with a specific set of vices and virtues. Review the two vices and two virtues that are addressed in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court. What are they? Which characters represented these traits? What circumstances developed these vices and virtues in the characters you identified?


	Have you realized anything new or thought about changing anything in your own life because of the tale of Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court?








ANSWERS TO
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


Review Questions from the Kingdom Series




	The Prince represents Jesus Christ.


	The Knights of the Prince represent all Christians.


	The Noble Knights represent the Jews who were hostile to Jesus and His disciples (the Pharisees, for example).


	Chessington represents Jerusalem, and Arrethtrae represents the whole world (earth and terra are combined backward to make up this word).


	The Dark Knight, also referred to as Lucius, represents Satan.


	The Silent Warriors are God's angels, and the Shadow Warriors are Satan's demons.


	A haven represents a local church where believers are trained, discipled, and sent out to share the gospel with others.


	A Vincero Knight is a person who has been personally trained by one of Lucius's Shadow Warriors to spread and cultivate evil. Vincero Knights are ruthless and twisted by the evil that has mentored them.





Questions for Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court



CHAPTER 1


	Bentley's question conveys a positive interest in the Followers and the Stranger instead of disdain. It also subtly demonstrates that Bentley feels something is amiss in the order of the Noble Knights, that he wonders if their lives made more sense before the appearance of the Stranger.


	The root of the tension is the Prince! Read Jesus’ words in Luke 12:51. The word division (used in most Bible versions) means “disunion of opinion and conduct.” When a person's heart begins to incline toward the Lord, his or her opinions and conduct will begin to change, and this often causes tension with those who don't follow Him. The rest of the answer will be based on personal experience.


	The Followers realize that the Noble Knights are not their enemies, and even though they are treated harshly by the Noble Knights, they willingly protect them from the true enemy because they know that all people are important to the King and the Prince. It is important for us as Christians to approach all people with this same perspective, regardless of how we are treated by them, because we know that God loves all people, that Jesus died for all people to be forgiven, and that people are not our true enemy (see Ephesians 6:12). Also, as we see in Bentley's case, this apparent contradiction—caring for and protecting those who oppose or persecute us—has the potential to cause hearts to turn toward the Lord.




CHAPTER 2


	Romans 1:20 is one choice. Another is Psalm 19:1–3.


	Barrington's commitment to the oath he took and his sense of responsibility to provide a good life for his family are what have kept him from surrendering to a search for the truth. Other barriers to seeking God wholeheartedly include pride, love of comfort, fear, self-reliance, stubbornness, desire for other people's approval, busyness/distraction, ignorance of God, and so on.




CHAPTER 3


	All things were created by Jesus and for Jesus (Colossians 1:16), so He is our existence and our purpose. We can help people find the answer to this question by praying for them, sharing the Word with them (Romans 10:17; 1 Peter 1:23), and living life so that they can see the goodness of God (Matthew 5:16).




CHAPTER 4


	Answer based on personal experience. God's ways often surprise us, but they undoubtedly work out better than what we could have planned. God is always trying to teach and develop us, and bring us to maturity, and He knows the best way to do it.




CHAPTER 5


	Discovering the truth can be likened to simply believing there is a God (or even that there is only one God), which James 2:17–20 tells us is not enough—even the demons know that! Following the truth means stepping into the truth that has been discovered—there must be action involved. A person receives salvation when he or she confesses Jesus as Lord and believes that God raised Him from the dead (Romans 10:9–10). We turn toward Him (repent) and submit our lives to Him as our Lord. Then our faith will give evidence of itself by the good works that flow out of it. We don't do good works to get faith (Ephesians 2:8–9). We are granted faith first, and then the good works naturally follow.


	Jesus tells us that if we are willing to proclaim that Jesus is our Lord in front of anyone who asks—no matter what the outcome—then we will have the great privilege and gain the eternal benefits of having our majestic Prince call us His friends who are worthy to be in heaven with Him and the Father.


	In John 14:6, Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.”


	One possibility is John 8:44.


	Really, the only common factor between all of the Christians in the world is Jesus. Christians can be mighty or meek, rich or poor, and from any nation or ethnicity. Jesus made it possible for all people, not just the Jews, to be God's chosen people.


	This symbolizes receiving salvation from Jesus and becoming a Christian—one of His followers.




CHAPTER 6


	Answer based on personal experience.




CHAPTER 7


	Mercy is not a theory or a principle; it is an act. Mercy is love and compassion that leads us to do something for others that they cannot do for themselves. The Mercy Maiden is a picture of Christ's mercy toward us in that she willingly goes to the needy people not because she is required to, but because she wants to. She loves them and knows they need help, and she does not expect any repayment for what she's done—she knows they simply cannot repay her. Christ willingly came to the world not because He was required to, but because He wanted to. He loved us and wanted a relationship with us, and He knew we needed help in order to have that relationship. The payment for it was too high for us, so He paid it, and He doesn't expect any repayment from us. All we have to do is accept His gift, just as Anwen had to take the food from the Mercy Maiden and use it. If she had left it in the wagon or in the yard, it would have gone to waste. There are many creative ways that we can show Christ's mercy to the world—including giving money, food, labor, or quality time to people who need help!




CHAPTER 8


	Answer based on personal experience.


	See 1 Corinthians 12.




CHAPTER 9


	In John 3:16–17, Jesus said, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.” In John 6:47, He said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life.”


	In truth, the potential of representing Jesus to the world does carry huge responsibility. Individuals may end up in heaven or in hell based on what they see in our lives. That responsibility sounds too burdensome to bear, but the Word promises us, in 1 Thessalonians 5:24, that “He who calls you is faithful, who also will do it.” Our responsibilities as ambassadors of Christ include proclaiming the gospel; loving our neighbor; demonstrating kindness, mercy, and humility; providing food and clothing for the poor; respecting authority; obeying our parents; and much more.




CHAPTER 10


	Proverbs 16:32 basically tells us that it is easier to be mighty and take control of a city than it is to take control of our anger. It also tells us that this is something we should aim to attain, because he who can do it is “better than the mighty.”


	Answer based on personal experience. Although it is difficult, it is better not to let our emotions determine our actions, because emotions can be fickle. Allowing the truth to guide us is wise. The Word of God—the truth—has the best answer in every situation, so keeping our minds on the Word and the Lord in times of tension is the way to make good decisions.




CHAPTER 11


	The purposefulness of his new life in the Prince, even in spite of all the difficulties he has encountered, gives Bentley true satisfaction. Knowing the truth and helping others to find it as well gives life meaning.


	See Philippians 4:11–12. Paul expressed why he felt this way in the very next verse, Philippians 4:13.




CHAPTER 12


	Kingsley and Zacchaeus are similar because they are both rich and have used their position to gain their wealth from others, often through unfair means. They are different in that Zacchaeus quickly had a change of heart, whereas Kingsley didn't seem to be affected at all by Bentley's efforts to convince him to be compassionate.


	Bentley remembers that it is the Prince who brings true change to a man's heart. The Bible says in 1 Peter 3:15 that we should be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks why we are full of hope. Therefore we are responsible for being a witness for Jesus, but He takes the responsibility for changing a person's heart.




CHAPTER 13


	Even though Bentley knew the world had once considered him nobility, high above others in status, his eyes had been opened to the truth of equality of all people… as well as to his new position of true nobility in the Prince. Just as the Son of the King came to Arrethtrae as a pauper and lived among the commoners until His true royal identity was revealed, Jesus came to earth in a low position. He came as a baby born in a stable and laid in a rough-hewn manger (Luke 2:4–16) and lived as a common peasant until the time came for Him to reveal that He was the Son of God. The Bible tells us in Galatians 3:26–29 that in Christ we are all God's children and we are all one and all equal—that there is no slave or free, male or female, Jew or Greek. As children of God, we are heirs along with Christ (Romans 8:17). First Peter 2:9 tells us that we are a royal priesthood, and 1 John 4:17 says that “as He is, so are we in this world.” What Christ has done for us is an amazing gift! The rest of the answers will be based on personal experience.




CHAPTER 14


	Answer based on personal experience.


	Answer based on personal experience. God looks at the heart of a person, not at his or her outward appearance.




CHAPTER 15


	The Bible definitely teaches that every person is precious. We are all precious because the precious blood of Jesus (1 Peter 1:18–19) was spilled for us. Also, 1 Peter 2:4–5 tells us that as Christians we are living stones, chosen of God and precious to Him (if we have tasted the Lord's grace by being born again). The gardener's mentoring changed Eirwyn's life by helping her to see people in this way. She is able to show love to all people, and most of the people in Holbrook love her back and are grateful to her. Even though she hides it, she has become a beautiful, merciful woman, inside and out.


	Braith's life has become all about himself. He is rude, selfish, and mean, and as a result his relationships have suffered. His reputation among the people of Holbrook has been ruined. They don't trust him, and they especially don't like him.


	The gardener was really teaching Eirwyn the ways of the Prince, and just as Bentley felt that tension, Kingsley's family slowly started to feel it too. This ultimately resulted in the rift that Eirwyn described to Bentley When the ways of the Lord begin to change one or just a few of the members of a family that division (“disunion of opinion or conduct”) begins to cause tension and can ultimately split the family The untouched members don't understand the change and don't want to. More than likely, their hearts begin to condemn them about the righteousness they can see in the lives of the believers, and they struggle against the realization that their lives are full of darkness instead of the light of Jesus.




CHAPTER 16


	No one can stand against evil with the proper authority but Christians. It is our responsibility. Some choices for Bible verses include Deuteronomy 31:6; Joshua 1:9; and 1 Chronicles 28:20 (for courage); Romans 16:20 and 2 Corinthians 2:14 (for triumph).




CHAPTER 17


	Answer based on personal experience. Two choices are Proverbs 11:14 and 12:15.


	The sword of the King represents God's Word. Isaiah 55:11 promises that God's word accomplishes His will (as shown in Psalm 82:3–4, which Demus's speech echoes), and it does it by changing the hearts of men. Second Corinthians 10:4 tells us that through God's Word and Spirit, we have been given the power to destroy the strongholds of Satan.


	Demus's words are based on Ephesians 6:12.


	Lucre is defined as “gain in money or goods, profit, or riches—often in a negative sense.” The Bible tells us that lust for dishonest gain is not a characteristic that we should possess and that we shouldn't trust people who are “given to filthy lucre” (Titus 1:7, KJV). The Lucrums’ lust for lucre so darkened their hearts and minds that they had no respect for life. In addition to killing people in their raids, they regularly engaged in human sacrifices.




CHAPTER 18


	Fear tries to overcome courage by diverting our attention away from our strength—the Lord Jesus Christ. Fear can become a stronghold in Christians’ lives by keeping us from being obedient to God. Often what God asks us to do seems frightening because it takes us outside our comfort zone. If we get in the habit of ignoring God's promptings because of our fear, we will soon find it very difficult to follow His lead at all. The Bible tells us that “God has not given us a spirit of fear” (which comes from the devil). Instead God has given us the spirit “of power and of love and of a sound mind,” and with that we can courageously do whatever He asks of us! Other verses about fear include Luke 12:32; Romans 8:15; and 1 John 4:18. Note that the “spirit of fear” from the devil is different from the fear of the Lord; also remember that some natural fear we experience is healthy for keeping us safe.


	Bentley's love for Eirwyn inspires him to be courageous in the face of Yagormoth. As you just read in 1 John 4:18, perfect love casts out fear. Bentley's rescue of Eirwyn is a picture of Christ's rescue of humankind. He loved us so much, He was willing to give everything to save us. Rest of answer based on personal experience.




CHAPTER 19


	It is important that parents implement biblical principles in their homes and that they model those principles for their children. When this is compromised, the children usually respond as Braith did, and often to a much greater degree. It is also important for parents to have strong relationships with their children, for rules without relationship breed rebellion.




CHAPTER 20


	See John 14:30; Ephesians 2:2; and Colossians 2:13–15.




CHAPTER 21


	Jesus is recorded in the gospels as telling His disciples that things that are impossible with men are possible with God. See Luke 18:27 for one example.


	Some verses include Psalms 18:28; 107:10–16; Isaiah 9:2; 42:16; John 8:12; Acts 26:18; 2 Corinthians 4:6; and 1 Peter 2:9.


	Avarice is excessive or insatiable desire for wealth or gain-greed. The Bible tells us that the love of money is the root of all evil. People who immerse themselves in greed and materialism eventually find themselves pierced through with many sorrows, just as Kingsley was pierced through with Avarick's sword.




CHAPTER 22


	The biggest sorrow that greed and materialism caused Kings-ley's family was broken relationships (Braith thinking that Avarick loved him more than Kingsley did, Eirwyn having to live with her family's embarrassment about her, the deaths of Kingsley and his daughter, Braith's abandoning his sister, his home, and his people). The character and integrity of most of the family members were also significantly—and very negatively-affected by Kingsley's greed. In terms of the sorrows of Kings-ley's people, there was great physical suffering (malnutrition, illness, injury, and death from the Lucrum raids) and emotional suffering from dealing with the physical effects of the oppression that Kingsley's greed caused them.

Today, greed and materialism cause many of the same consequences. The love of money can become an idol and replace God as a priority. Focusing on the accumulation of wealth and earthly treasures (stuff) will negatively affect our relationships with other people and especially with children. It is tempting to replace time and affection with material objects. This dangerous attitude is easily “caught” by children and can be passed on for generations. Families can be completely torn apart over attitudes about money and especially inheritances.


	The arrival of the Knights of the Prince symbolizes Christians uniting in Christ in order to reach the lost and to stand against evil. We battle against evil not with worldly weapons but with the Word of God and the power of prayer in the authority of Jesus’ name. Personal and corporate prayer is one of the most powerful and effective weapons to use against Satan. Acts 2:42–47 is an excellent example of the power of prayer, fellowship, and unity in the cause to further God's kingdom.


	The vices portrayed in Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court are greed (avarice) and fear, while the virtues are mercy and courage. Lord Kingsley Sir Avarick, and the Lucrums represent greed. The Ashen Knight, his Lucrums, and the Yagormoth represent fear. Sir Bentley and Lady Eirwyn represent both mercy and courage (Eirwyn, the Mercy Maiden, represents mercy more strongly, while Bentley more strongly represents courage). Kingsley already had a weakness toward greed, which Avarick then fed and grew into a stronghold. Sir Avarick trained his Vincero Knight, the Ashen Knight, to be a fierce and ghastly warrior, who in turn capitalized on the Lucrums’ lust for gain by training them to be greatly feared warriors, able to raid villages and paralyze the people with fear. Eirwyn's mercy was developed in opposition to her fathers greed, with the help of the gardener (who was actually the Prince). Bentley's courage was borne out of his quest for truth and developed both by Demus's example and by his being thrust into situations that required courage for success.


	Answer based on personal experience.
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AUTHOR COMMENTARY

Unlike the Kingdom Series allegory, whose characters and events are based on people and events taken directly from Scripture, The Knights of Arrethtrae is a set of allegorical stories based on biblical principles. Each book attempts to teach about virtues and vices conveyed through the truth of God's Word. Sir Bentley and Holbrook Court teaches about the virtues of courage and mercy and warns against the vices of greed (avarice) and fear.

Today we are immersed in a culture of materialism. Never before have so many had so much. However, the love of money—avarice—is no respecter of persons, for it can become a stronghold in the hearts of the poor and the wealthy alike. It is a very dangerous stronghold that can easily seize youth unless they learn to carefully guard their hearts.

The antithesis of avarice is mercy, for the greedy think only of themselves, whereas the merciful put others before themselves. It is the power of the Holy Spirit alive in our hearts that helps us to put away our sinful—and greedy—desires and live victoriously in away that yields fruits of the Spirit and reveals the gifts of the Spirit, such as mercy.

The courage that spurred Sir Bentley to abandon the comforts of his life and seek the truth is one of the loftiest pursuits a man or woman can engage in. It is the essence of God's desire for each of us. He asks us to seek Him, and we shall find Him (Jeremiah 29:13). It is my hope that all who read this story will find the courage to do the same by exploring the unchangeable truth of God's Word.


For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.

—1 TIMOTHY 6:10, KJV
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