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THE RIDDLE

 


 Baby Prince
Ashmede

 


Long, long ago, the Kingdom of Sydon was well known
for its spices. Many ships sailed to it to buy them.

The people of Sydon were happy. They lived a good
life.

The land was ruled by King Harald and Queen Una.

The Royal couple had one daughter, Princess
Arianne.The Kingdom was however troubled by an evil Enchanter,
Samabula, who lived in a wooden house in a swamp not far from the
city. The people were afraid to go near the swamp. Strange sounds
were always coming from it, day and night. Strange creatures were
seen crawling, flying or flitting around.

One day, a woodcutter went to the Palace and
complained that young animals were being snatched from the forest
by the Enchanter.

A week later, a baby disappeared from a house not
far from the swamp. His parents reported the matter to the Palace
and said it was done by the Enchanter.

King Harald decided that something had be done. He
called a meeting of his Counselors. The meeting agreed that the
evil Enchanter should be destroyed.

The Palace guards kept a watch on the swamp. One
evening, when they were sure the Enchanter was home, they used
rafts to reach his house. They put torches to it and set it afire.
No one came out of the house as it burnt to the ground. The guards
were satisfied that Samabula had died in the fire. They returned to
the Palace and announced that the Enchanter was dead.

The King was very happy with the news. He declared a
Public Holiday in the land. The people celebrated the end of
Samabula with music and dancing in the streets. They shouted aloud,
“Fire on His Head! Fire on His Head! The Evil Enchanter Is
Dead!”

Princess Arianne was sixteen when her mother had
another baby. The boy was named Ashmede.

When the Prince was one year old, a special birthday
party was held at the Palace.

 


The Enchanter Strikes

 


The Queen sat with Prince Ashmede in her arms at the
Royal Table. King Harald tickled him with his finger while Princess
Arianne poked his little side.

Suddenly, a rustling of wings was heard in the
Banquet Hall. A huge ugly creature flew through the window of the
Hall to the Queen. It had the head and long arms of a monkey but
its body was that of huge black vulture with wide wings and a large
black beak. It snatched baby Ashmede from the Queen and flew out of
the window towards the forest.

Everyone in the Hall was in a state of shock. They
couldn’t believe what they had just seen. The King stared at the
Queen and at Arianne in a daze. The two ladies burst into tears. A
Counselor rushed to the window and looked out. He saw nothing.

The King recovered his senses and shouted for the
guards.

“Call out all the guards and the army,” he ordered
the Captain of the Guards,” and ride immediately to the forest. A
strange creature has snatched the Prince in its claws and taken him
towards the forest. Search every inch of the forest and return and
report to me.”

The guards and the army searched and searched but
found no trace of Prince Ashmede.

Sadness filled the Palace and the Kingdom. The
people also joined in the search but found nothing.

The King, Queen Una and Princess Arianne went into
mourning.

King Harald called a meeting of his Counselors. The
meeting urged the King to offer a reward for the return of the
Prince.

The King issued a Decree offering half the Kingdom
to anyone who found and returned the baby.

Weeks and months followed the offer of the reward.
It even attracted persons from nearby lands. The Prince was not to
be found.

The Royal Family gave up the Prince as dead. A
period of mourning followed.

 


Bron

 


In a clearing in the woods north of the city, a
woodcutter and his wife lived in a small wooden hut with their son
Bron. The boy was born two years before the birth of Princess
Arianne.

Bron grew up in the woods and loved it. He made a
crude bow and strange arrows. He used a vine for the bowstring. He
spent a lot of time with his bow and arrows and became quite good
at it.

Royal soldiers often rode through the woods. They
stopped to eat a meal and drink water at the woodcutter’s hut. They
often chatted with Bron and stayed to watch him shoot his arrows.
One was so impressed that the next time he passed through, he gave
the young man a real good bow and steel-tipped arrows. Bron gave
them to his parents to keep.

On another occasion, a soldier showed the lad a
sword and taught him how to use it. When the soldier left, Bron cut
a branch from a tree and shaped it like a sword. He practised often
with it. The next time the soldier passed by, Bron challenged him
to a duel with his wooden sword. Bron beat the soldier. As a
reward, the soldier gave the lad his steel sword and trained him in
its use whenever he visited.

With his bow over his shoulder, quiver of arrows
hanging down his back, his iron sword in a scabbard belted around
his waist and long blond hair reaching his wide shoulders, the lad
was a sight to see. His father gave him the quiver and the scabbard
and buckle. Bron was very good in hunting. He could follow a trail
and tracks and knew the scent of many animals.

The young man soon came to be known as “The
Hunter”.

One day, while he was hunting in the woods, Bron
heard the sound of a groan. He listened carefully and heard it
again. He looked at where it was coming from. It came from a clump
of bushes.

He walked to the clump and pushed aside the bushes.
He saw a little man dressed in brown tights, a brown tunic, and
brown buckled shoes lying on the ground and groaning. On his head
he wore a round, brown cloth hat with a white tassle on its top. He
was about three feet tall and had large brown eyes, a small nose
and a small mouth on his small round face.

Bron lifted the elf up and took him to a nearby
stream. He gently wiped his face with water and gave him some to
drink. He rubbed his arms and legs. The elf stopped groaning and a
smile spread on his face.

“Fiddle Dee Dum, Fiddle Dee Dee,” said the little
man, “I do thank thee, whoever ye be, for helping me.”

“Who are you?” asked Bron.

“Fiddle Dee Dum, Fiddle Dee Dee, I am an elf that
lives in yon tree. I fell from the tree onto where you found me.
Alas, woe is me, I so did hurt my knee.”

The young man had never seen an elf before but he
had heard his parents speak of them.

He helped the elf to his feet and they both walked
to the tree in which the elf lived.

“Do come and visit me whenever you come into the
woods Bron. Just call out when you arrive and I will join you.”

Bron called on the elf often. The little man taught
Bron many things.

Bron was celebrating his twentieth birthday at home
when two guards passed by. They joined the celebration. They told
Bron and his parents what had happened to Prince Ashmede. The King
offered a reward for his return but the baby was never found.
Persons from Sydon and from other lands searched in vain for the
infant. It was now six months since it all happened. The Prince was
given up for dead. They also described the creature that snatched
the Prince. Bron was moved by what he heard.

The next day, he went to the elf and told him what
the guards had said. The elf knew all about it. A mouse in the
Palace told it to a field mouse who told it to a mouse in the woods
and soon all the animals in the forest knew about it. He had
overheard them talking about it.

Bron told his friend that he was moved by what had
happened to the baby Prince and felt duty bound to find him even
though no one was able to do so.

“I have made up my mind to go in search of the
Prince,” he said.

“I am proud to hear you say that,” replied the elf,
“for I have come to care very much for you. I not only know what
happened but who did it and where the baby is. We elves see many
things, hear many things and know many things.”

“Then please, my good friend,” begged Bron, “please
tell me who stole the baby and where I can find him.”

The elf told the young man that some time ago there
was an evil Enchanter, Samabula, who lived in the swamp near the
city. He did many evil things and the King decided he should be
destroyed. Soldiers set his house on fire with him inside. When it
was burnt to the ground, the soldiers reported that the Enchanter
was dead. The Enchanter did not die in the fire. He changed himself
into a raven and flew from the house as soon as the fire began. He
hovered near the guards while they watched the burning house and
heard them say that they acted on the King’s orders. Samabula swore
to get even with the King. It was the Enchanter who, disguised as
the evil creature, stole the Prince. He had got his revenge.

The young man had not heard of Samabula nor of the
soldiers ‘action at the swamp. He asked where the Enchanter and the
baby were to be found.

“First you must go to the Palace and present
yourself to the King. Offer your services to find Prince Ashmede
and to claim the reward when you do. From the Palace travel south
until you come to the forest. At the other end of it is a small
mountain. Samabula lives in a cave at the bottom of the mountain.
You must remember that the Enchanter is evil and knows black magic
so you must be very careful. I have a brother who lives in that
forest. I will ask him to help you. I must tell you however that to
slay the Enchanter you have to believe that you could do it and
tell yourself that the forces of good will always defeat the forces
of evil. You are on the side of good. May the forces of good be
with you, guide you and aid you,” said the elf.

Bron thanked his friend and returned home. He told
his parents of his decision to go in search of the missing Prince.
His parents were not too happy. They knew that some of those who
did so never returned. Tears came to their eyes for Bron was their
only child but they knew that he must do what fate had in store for
him.

The next morning, Bron armed himself with his sword
and bow and arrows. He hugged his parents and they wished him good
luck.

He rode to the Palace and there he saw the same two
guards who had told him about the Prince. He greeted them and shook
their hands. He told them that he was going in search of the
missing Prince and wanted to tell the King first.

The guards clapped him on his back and called an
usher.

“Take this brave young man to the King,” one
ordered.

The King and Queen were on their thrones in the
Great Hall when Bron entered. Seated next to her mother was
Princess Arianne. He walked to the Thrones and bowed. He looked at
the Princess and was struck by her beauty from the moment he set
eyes on her. He kept looking at her and their eyes met. The
Princess felt a strange emotion and she blushed.

“Well young man,” said the King, “are you here to
speak to me or stare at my daughter. It is not polite to stare at
someone.”

Bron took his eyes from the Princess, coughed to
find his voice and managed to say, “Your Majesties, Princess
Arianne, my name is Bron and I live with my parents at the edge of
the woods near the city. I am known as The Hunter and for good
reason. I am skilled in the use of the bow and arrow and very good
with the sword. Living in the woods, I am very good at tracking.
Some of your guards and soldiers know me and can confirm what I
say. I only just heard about your missing son and as someone who is
loyal to you, Your Majesty, and to Sydon, I am here to offer my
services to find Prince Ashmede and claim the reward.”

Princess Arianne kept looking at him as he spoke.
She admired his poise, the way he spoke and his friendly manner. He
was also very brave to have offered his services.

“What can you do to find my son that others before
you have not done? And perhaps you have not heard but we have
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