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  The Honorable Quest


  By Justine Johnston Hemmestad


   


   


                    Sir Cai ducked his head beneath the door frame as he stormed into Arthur’s palace; he went unchallenged, for he was the King’s knight and had a right to walk in. Deep and complex shadows of the castle interior blanketed him as he rushed through the corridors and threw the doors open of the great hall. Torches were affixed to the walls in four places, but their work seemed futile amid the concealed secrets that fluttered in the corners. He squinted and peered over both shoulders. Earthy, red-toned curtains that flowed unto the stone floor managed to block out the afternoon sun almost completely, yet he was not deterred. He had grown up with Arthur, sparred with him in their youth, and would not be intimidated by him in their manhood; their history ran deeper than the Devil’s Hole in the Morimaru Sea.


                   “Arthur!” he called with fury in his voice, embellishing an echo-filled room with a sense of power. He ignored the cluster of servants that passed through carrying ingredients for that night’s banquet – newly slaughtered chickens and sacks of flour, armloads of cheeses and green apples, all that he could smell more than see. “Come down here and face me like a man!” he shouted. The loud crash of an abruptly opened door sounded nearby. He rushed out of the dining hall and whirled around, glaring up toward the shadowed stairs and the indoor balcony; he reached up toward it, sure that he could almost touch it and swing himself upon it with his height. He heard the shifting of stiff material before he saw anything, thus he raised his voice even louder: “Arthur! You cannot hide behind Guinevere now!”


                  “Who tells you that I am hiding behind my wife?” bellowed Arthur, suddenly appearing on the balcony with heavy footsteps, his purple and gold-embroidered cloak swaying with his movement. His eyes glistened with dark humor that he did not share, a darkness that contradicted the righteousness he projected to the world. “Say what you mean to say, Brother,” he growled.


                  “Brother?” questioned Cai. “Brother is the word our father forced us to use when he found you in the wilderness and brought you into his home. Oh, he was your father, but I was never your brother.” He crossed his arms over his lion-crested cloak, resolute in his stance; his ebony hair brushing upon his ears. He grimaced but stood his ground, trying to remain unaffected as the scents of roasting meats and baking bread crept upon his senses.


                   Arthur sighed, not as though exhausted in body but rather, exhausted in mind. He shifted his royal cloak. “Go home to your own wife and stop worrying about mine,” he ordered. The dismissal infuriated Cai and he thought about calling the havoc of the fairies into Arthur’s life.


                  “It was my father who brought you into our house and made you who you are – do not shun me,” Cai regained his senses and said with narrowed eyes. Then, gripping his sword, he added, “I do not worry about your wife, but I will stop any evil that threatens her.” He raised one hand toward the ceiling of the castle room. “My will is greater than you ever had the time to learn, my magic is passed down through generations.”


                  “You are not worried about her?” the king asked with one eyebrow raised. “Leave the magic to those little creatures that followed you in your youth – you have what you want, and you will pay the price for your deception.”


  “My magic is more powerful than you dream,” Cai raised his chin and announced, his full red lips compressing in anger; his eyes hardening with single-mindedness. “Your thoughts are elsewhere.”


                  “That may be so,” Arthur admitted, “but my thoughts are elsewhere as they have a right to be. I care not for your magic, nor do I care for what your magic can do. My might resides in my faith in Christ.”


                  Cai grimaced, but fought through his anger to speak: “Your thoughts are with Guinevere, as you said they have a right to be, but are your thoughts on rescuing her from Moloas? He is not King of the Summer Country for nothing; he knows how to disturb you in your sleep, he raises the dead to fight in his ranks – his furthest reaches are beyond mine.” Out of the corner of Cai’s eye, shadows danced upon the walls like in a memory, in sync with the flaming torches affixed to the wall. He could easily be enchanted by the shadows as he had once enchanted the afternoon’s heat with a magical breeze, but he commanded his own thoughts to remain steadfastly present in the moment. He would not be confused as easily as he had confused an enemy with manipulation of the weather. He focused his mind.


                  “We are leaving upon twilight and will ride through the night,” Arthur said as his robe rustled. He backed away from the balcony’s edge as though he would turn and leave Cai’s presence, but instead he looked back and added, “Moloas will not expect us in Glastonbury, and he shall not disturb us in our sleep because we will not sleep.” 


                  “No, he will not,” fronted Cai more forcefully than he should, for his hair shook beside his eyes. “You give no credence to magic when you should. You were raised in the house of my father, you were nursed by magic, and yet you do not see what is before your eyes. How could you have lived with us, from your most distant memories, and still not believe in what we ourselves believe? You make no sense to me, and further, you would destroy a kingdom.”


                  “I am a Christian,” Arthur asserted. “I believe in Jesus Christ, our Lord, as the only power in the world.” He raised his chin and continued, “For Him, I and my knights will find the grail that he used to drink on the last night of his life in the world. The power in the grail will bring in the power of Christ. That is how we will win the fight against evil. I will search for it until my dying breath; you will search for it with me if you are a knight of my kingdom.”


                  “I am, and I am too Christian,” answered Cai, “you know that. I have felt the spikes driven through Jesus Christ in my own hands,” he held his palms toward the king. “You have seen the blood run from them. You remember the things that happened in our house, in our youths; you remember the testimony we uttered. Magic arises from the spoken word, as Jesus Christ himself entered the world as the word.”


                  “I remember everything, Cai. I remember the nights in search of relics, the secrecy and the disguises we used to accomplish our mission. I remember the places we went to acquire the sacred relics; the dust clung to my shoes as it clung to yours. I remember searching for your mother and father, and how that search took us to lands we had never imagined. I remember the fairy beings that swarmed around you between the trees, how they caressed you with their wings and whispered spells into your ear. But there is no room for magic in Christianity.”


                  “There are fringes to that belief, as fringes cling to every belief, and the fairies dwell on the fringes,” argued Cai, unconsciously brushing his hair back with his hand. “Jesus himself intended his relics to be found through magic – fairies are the embodiment of that magic. If he did not, they would not have been found. Jesus Christ is the magic. There is nothing ‘dark’ about magic, except for the dark thoughts you bring to it. There is no room for magic in true Christianity since Christianity is magic. I am of one belief.”


                   “Christ’s power was endowed by God, the Father,” Arthur said, clutching the railing with wide breadth.


  Cai shifted upon his boots as he answered, “He does not denounce the magic we will call upon to rescue your wife, for there is no ill will or pride in it.”


                  “We will not use magic,” promised Arthur. “We will get her back by the power of God alone.”


  “I am telling you that God is the magic! I shift the weather and my own appearance; I fly with fairies; I harness dragons. This is by the power of God.”


                  “You slay dragons, which is different from harnessing them. Killing and death run through your veins, not mine – fairies are as blood-thirsty as you. Christ has no place for your dragons, nor your shape-shifting, in His kingdom.” His down-cast gaze was clearly one of disapproval, and his wringing hands spoke to his overwrought mind.


                   “We can use the stealth of the fairies to save your wife,” Cai said, “and so too the power of magic – you will see. We can shift the world until she falls back to us; we can invoke the weather and Nature herself.” He began to turn toward the castle entrance then and sighed, saying in parting, “I will go now, to allow you to think on these things that I have said, as you must. Hear the truth, Arthur, and stop being the judge of Christ, for it will save your wife. I will be back here at twilight, prepared to leave on our quest. Stop your petty jealousies from preventing her safety.” Cai left Arthur standing on the balcony and departed the castle into the brightness of daylight and the relevance of his quest.


   


  *** 


                  The night stood as a silent witness to the power and invincibility of Arthur’s army. Sir Cai thundered his steed forth beneath great oak treetops, his chain mail armor stiffening his body but the cross and lion, embroidered upon his vest, strengthening his will. Arthur had made the decision to attack in the very early morning hour, as darkness still tossed a heavy cloak of secrecy over the knights. The plan afforded them the edge they needed; they would leave the sorcerer frightfully aghast. Cai could see only shadows in the obscurity, but he sensed that something familiar raced along with his horse. He felt the horses beside him trample the ground in his soul, for his very heart trembled, yet flashes of light caught his eye as though what he sensed did not truly wish to become visible. 


  Smells of fresh rain on the countryside threatened to pacify him in his lack of sight, but he girded himself and led his fiercely courageous soldiers toward the castle that lay beyond the field. Wind rushed past his ears and melded his hair back, though the natural breezes were still accented by something more he could only hope for. Moonlit crickets sprung out of their path, as though the insects were truly surrendering enemies. A thought dashed across his mind that perhaps they were not crickets at all, and perhaps their radiance led to a treasured world Cai once knew and wished he could know again.


                  Grass crumpled beneath horse hooves like Moloas’ castle and kingdom would crumble in the presence of Cai’s knight brothers. A surge of power rushed through his body and surrounded his armor as though Christ Himself were his battle shield. Cai’s heart was a sharpened blade in his quest, for his will to save Guinevere overcame his anger. Padded armor would provide his last defense beneath the chainmail, and so too the many knights riding beside him, their swords and lances held at the ready, reflecting glimmers and dashes of familiar light. He recognized the marshes they thundered beside, but he could not allow himself to be distracted. He knew Moloas’ castle, which sat on a hill cast aglow by torch flame and sporadic moonlight, relentlessly beckoned. He felt his heart tugged by the moonlight...and something within the moonlight.


                  “Cai!” shouted a small voice amid the chaos of stampeding horses. “Cai, do not go without us!” Cai caught his breath. He felt as though he had been struck by a bolt of lightning; his eyes widened, and he let up on the reins in shock. “Cai,” said the tiny voice, “do not go into Moloas’ castle without us! We live there and know every crack in every stone. We will help you like we used to.”


                  “Why,” he began, pulling the reins back slightly on his horse, “who are you? I am a King’s knight. I fear nothing.” Like the sky unleashed rain drops, countless glowing fairies fluttered around him, and his horse, and he looked over his shoulder to see that they surrounded his men as well. Fine ribbons of gold swirled around them and streamed through their skin as though beholding the grace of a life force, and their golden hair flowing beyond their narrow shoulders with the power of a lion. Their eyes glowed so brightly they may have been diamonds possessing ether worldly sight. Their magnificence struck his memory in the most profound places. “Fairies of old…” he breathed, “I have waited for you to come back.”


                  “Go forth,” a hundred voices coaxed into his ear. “Come with us. You need us again.” 


                  With renewed determination, Sir Cai raced his steed before his men, as the steam of golden, illuminated fairies flowed behind them. A few of the other knights seemed stunned when they saw the fairies, but Cai deeply ordered them, “Onward!” and they followed. An enormous, deep silhouette in the distance rapidly grew nearer and more defined, for the knights seemed to fly as they approached. The castle’s stone walls were haunting and imposing, and ominous shadows seemed to shift from one cornerstone to the next. Castle towers struck into the sky as though lances mercilessly pierced the heavens, as though the stone was darkened by evil rather than the hour.


                   Cai tightened his grip on the leather reins, his horse’s legs moving as swiftly as his breath. Still no obvious stir arose from life within the castle walls…and only one, small but empty boat floated through a moonbeam in the moat. He pierced his gaze to recognize that a torch flame was raised upon a castle ledge, then another and another. He clinched his teeth, his jaw firmed, for he knew they had been seen. Stirrups, specially made for his long legs, struck his horses’ sides. He felt his own fortitude like the fairies were themselves giving him strength.  


                   “At arms!” called a distant voice from within the castle walls. The glow of torch flame within the castle hinted to where the inhabitants were. Though he heard more yelling from within the castle boundaries, Cai failed to distinguish the words. Some knights dismounted by the moat to quickly set up the trebuchet they would use to pummel the castle. Heavy, flaming projectiles were launched into the night, striking the walls of the castle and ripping through the great door. He, a number of his knights, and the fairies rushed over the bridge and burst through the enflamed wooden door. 


                  Cai could not distinguish words from screams amongst the scattered people inside. Maidens and ladies in waiting, their plain night dresses flowing in the stirred breeze, held onto each other as though protection could be had; young men and old, clad only in their long shirts and breeches, stood in front of the women in a futile effort to guard them with drawn knives and bare fists. The torch glow projected shadows upon stone walls like giant, hideous beings from Moloas’ manipulation, even as the fairies seemed to strike sparks among the stones to wage war with the shadows. A dog barked whilst women shrieked; men growled in anger as swords and knives clashed in battle. The thought shot through Cai’s mind that Guinevere would be held in a dungeon, amongst spiders and the old bones of those who had perished before. “Come with us,” the fairies called to him as though aware of his thoughts, swirling their glow upon the stone path that led deeper into the castle. “This way,” they chimed. 


                  The glow of flame honored Cai’s surroundings like a crown and stood a ready sacrifice for his knights, while the fairy glow unlocked the door to the unknown. The hooves of his horse were thick and clumping upon the stone floor; he swung his sword toward a castle-dweller, as the fairies hissed, “Man of Moloas.” Cai’s blade struck the man’s unarmored throat chest and he watched the man’s blood flow from the wound and seep into his white shirt, as the fairies swiftly shifted their light down the stairs. He reined his steed deeper into the unknown to find Guinevere, the balance of his horse upon the stairwell had by sheer skill.


                  Cai caught sight of the molded dungeon door by the light of his fairy army and dismounted from his horse to rush toward it. He found the steel lock and, with great force and a silent prayer, used the handle of his sword to break it off. The fairies leapt in the air for joy, fluttering and flashing light. He threw his weight into the door and shoved it open, then was overcome by darkness and dank air. “Guinevere!” he called, unsure of where to turn. However, the fairies had not flowed in after him, leaving him confused. Cold air stabbed him with a million unseen blades.


                  “Cai?” sounded a faint whisper from somewhere deeply beyond. “Do not come toward me. The ground disappears,” a delicate voice warned. “Moloas has cast an enchantment upon the stone.”


                  “Say something else so I can follow your voice,” he requested. “I will get you out of here, my love. By my life, you will be subject to Moloas’ sorcery no more.” He pulled off his helmet and threw to the stone floor with a loud, echoing clank.


  “How?” she pleaded, her voice hoarse and dry. “Do not risk your life. There is no way for you to get me out, even if our love were promised after this day. My love, if only to see you one last time, I would be fulfilled.” He heard her sigh deeply, for she had seemed resigned to her fate.


                  “No Guinevere, our love will not die – it can never die,” he assured her, his mind steadied as he carefully shifted his weight to determine the sturdiness of the floor. “We will have each other again, body and soul. Tell me where you are held…what lies there?” He had only his own keenness of senses to rely on. “God be with me,” he said under his breath as he listened for her words.


                  “Come no further!” she pleaded. “You will be killed in the abyss that I hang above – Cai! I cannot live if you become victim to Moloas’ sorcery. You must stay where you are!”


                  “Who told you there is an abyss below you? How do you see it?” Cai asked, tenderness intertwining his concentration. He felt prompted to stop and look over his shoulder toward the door in search of the fairies; he needed their glow before he could move any further. “Friends,” he said into the darkness, “come back and show me what I have come here to see. You said you lived among the stones, you said you knew how to free my Queen.”


                  In an instant, the musty smell of a dungeon transformed into the scent of English roses as the fairies overwhelmed the room with their glow and their colorful grace. “We do,” they sang. Cai’s eyes widened, his jaw lowered, and he heard his beloved gasp in her cage. His hair blew back with the wind created by the flutter of fairy wings over the gentle, green field of tall grass at his boots. Even the stone walls appeared to be a tranquil blue sky with few wispy clouds, gliding from horizon to horizon. There was no sun, but the light of the fairies was the sun. An essence of peace cast throughout the scene as a pink glow cascaded over the field. Small, yellow birds chirped in the sky and swooped down to perch on the top of Guinevere’s iron cage.


                  He remembered his mission and looked into her eyes, in the midst of fairy magic, as she sat hunched in a locked cage that hung from the ceiling of the dungeon, cloaked as the illuminated sky. Her long dark hair clung to her tattered, white gown, and tears streamed down her gaunt cheeks. He glanced again to the meadow below her cage, as she stared to it as well, her jaw lowered in obvious surprise. “Moloas told you there was an abyss below you to force you to serve as your own lock to his cage,” he uttered.


                  “Moloas told her there was an abyss because hopelessness held her captive -” fairies darted to and fro like butterflies, saying, “this is our magic. We are hope.” Cai watched their glow in the land of their own creation, inhaled their peace and hope, and felt humbled to their guidance. They flowed toward Guinevere’s cage and landed upon the iron rods, leaving only the lock empty.


                  Grass shifted as Cai stepped toward the dangling cage, heaving his sword over the lock; the fairies fluttered into the sky in a great wave. He crashed the sword down and broke the lock off with great force – pieces of iron flew to both sides of the cage. “You are free, my love,” he said as he reached inside to lift her and take her out of the cage. He knew that regardless of finding himself in a fairy wonderland though, he had to move quickly. “Never let the unknown rule your life,” he breathed into her ear as he held her in his arms; her small, bare feet pressed upon his armored boots as he towered over her. Gently stroking her split lip, he warned, “Arthur is here with his knights.” She shuttered in his arms. “I believe now that he is aligned with Moloas.” The fairies gasped so profoundly that the sky rippled. “His knights do battle for him, but he has no intention of rewarding any of them. Rather, he will abandon them and reign


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
                                


  Walk With Me, Will-o-the Wisp


  By Fred Gerhard


   


   


  Walk with me


  I am still walking


  With you


   


  Our feet leave no mark


  The forest floor


  Keeps falling


   


  Branches, twigs


  Pine needles


  Bodies and ribbons


   


  Seasons and songs


  You spoke


  As we searched


   


  A path out of the


  Deeper wood beyond


  The breath on our lips


   


  That earthy scent


  Long after the tune


  Turned dark


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Forest Cemetery


  by Vonnie Winslow Crist


   


   


  In the chill of frequent showers, persistent lichen


  clung to encircling fieldstone walls,


  chiseled monuments, headstones, brick walkways.


  And they thrived.


   


  Encouraged by wet leaves and tree shade:


  fungi flourished and carved minute niches,


  mushroom spores etched a bright swath across rock,


  mosses rooted among bricks.


  And they multiplied.


   


  Then, rain trickles eroded avenues in mineral.


  Sunken burial plots collected moisture,


  filled with pine needles, nurtured wild flowers.


  Termites and skittish black beetles feasted


  on tree bark and winter-kill branches.


  Sapling roots pried apart baked clay.


  And they persevered.


   


  Yesteryear, elegant figures 


  and pristine markers with readable inscriptions 


  stood in orderly fashion,


  bands of bricks separated graves


  into a tidy grid,


  and family by the hundreds frequented this place.


  But passing eons allowed Nature's artisans


  to make their mark.


  And they conquered.


   


  Gone now the people, the names and dates,


  the paths, the sculptures...


  Only wild bees, spirits of the dead, woodland creatures,


  and faeries visit this tangled thicket


  where the trees reign.
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