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      “Oh father, he’s magnificent!” the young Lady Athena cried, as she gazed upon the prancing, snorting grey stallion being led in front of the royal gallery. “Is he really mine?”

      “Of course, my dear.” Lord Meriaus smiled warmly at his daughter’s joy. “What better present for my eldest child on her twenty-first birthday than a stallion from Andalar. His name is Patron.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Athena exclaimed, jumping up and hugging her father. “Do you see him, mother? Isn’t he gorgeous?”

      “Indeed,” replied Lady Amadalia, seated next to her husband. Her smile was grim. “Is he safe, darling?”

      Lord Meriaus snorted. “Do not worry, my queen. This horse is of the purest bloodlines and has been trained by the best. No harm will come to our heir to the throne.”

      Lady Amadalia nodded and said nothing.

      “Devartes, Sinsron, do you see him? Isn’t he grand?” Athena kissed her mother on the cheek and looked at her two younger brothers, grinning.

      “Can I ride him, Athena?” asked Devartes. “You know how well I am doing with my lessons.” A few years younger than Athena, his black hair swept over his eyebrows, framing his startling brown shining eyes.

      “Me too!” added Sinsron. “I can ride, too! I’m tired of riding the Wederland ponies. I can ride him.” The two older siblings laughed kindly at their eight-year-old brother, a shy boy with dark hair and a serious face.

      “Yes, Devartes. Yes, Sinsron. You both may ride him but after me. May I, Father, Mother?”

      “You may,” answered Lord Meriaus and nodded his head towards the prancing stallion’s handler. “Take him to the stables.”

      “Don’t be out long,” said Lady Amadalia. “Dinner starts in two hours, and you will need to get washed and ready.”

      “We will be, Mother. Thank you, Father.” Athena jumped down, off the stand, accompanied by her two brothers, and followed the stallion to the barn.

      “Why did you not tell me?” asked Lady Amadalia.

      “Ah,” said Lord Meriaus, waving his hand. “I had the horse commissioned last year. I knew you would not approve.”

      “Hardly appropriate, I think, for our daughter to be galloping all over the countryside, especially with the rebels moving in so much closer. Better she remains within the grounds attending to her studies and learning how to conduct herself as a proper heir to the throne.”

      “You worry too much, my dear. The rebels are no threat to our daughter or my kingdom. They are disorganized riff-raff with a misguided cause.”

      “Some would say their cause is very ancient and quite guided.”

      “Really? And who would these ‘some’ be?” inquired Lord Meriaus. “Surely you are not listening to town folk gossip.”

      “Not at all, my Lord.”

      “Then what do you think of the rumours? You, of all people, should be aware that the power to rule legitimately, and without challenge, resides with me, with us.”

      Lady Amadalia stared across the grounds and beyond into the hills of Gramadon. She clenched her jaw and avoided looking back at her husband. “Rumours, my Lord. Just rumours, as you say.” She turned to him and was able to muster a half-hearted smile, “I shall take my leave and prepare for the banquet.”

      Lady Amadalia stood and kissed her husband’s hand. Meriaus looked thoughtfully at his wife as she walked away. He quickly dismissed the uncomfortable feeling that had settled over him and turned back to watch his children happily running after the horse to the stable.

      “I am not to be disturbed,” said Lady Amadalia, as she passed by the guards stationed stoically outside her quarters.

      “Very good, Madam,” nodded the senior.

      Inside her room, Lady Amadalia settled herself at her ornate wooden writing desk. Taking out a roll of parchment, she pulled the quill from the ink well and began writing. After a few minutes, she rolled the document. Removing her seal, she fastened the letter with hot wax and walked over to a golden eagle standing on a crossbar in the corner of her room. “Gladius,” she said softly, stroking the bird’s soft feathers. “I need you to fly.”

      There was an intelligent gleam in the eagle’s eye as he squawked softly in acknowledgement of her words. Amadalia prided herself in training her pet, making it reach a potential that other eagles could not even dream of. She undid the clamp and chain on its left foot. Holding out the parchment, the bird grasped the parchment in its strong talons. She put on a brown leather eagle glove and held out her arm. The eagle obediently climbed onto her arm, and she escorted it to the window. “Fly, Gladius, fly!” The sunlight shimmered off the bird as it jumped through the window and spread out its mighty wings. With a final scream, the bird flapped its wings and took off into the sky. Lady Amadalia watched the bird for a moment and then turned back into her room, shutting the window once again. On second thought, she left one side open. Gladius might return before the banquet was over, after all.
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      “Are you sure you’re ok, Sinsron?” Athena knelt down beside her brother and wiped away another tear rolling down his cheek.

      Devartes stood over Sinsron and Athena, laughing. “I told you to watch out for that branch, Sinsron.”

      “I didn’t see it,” sniffed Sinsron, sadly. His pride was hurt more than anything, to have fallen off his sister’s new horse in front of Athena and Devartes. “Patron was galloping so fast.”

      “I think you were very brave, and you are an excellent rider. Patron is probably not used to having someone so light on his back,” Athena hugged her little brother and glared up at Devartes. “I remember someone else being bucked off into a pond when he was older than you, Sinsron. Don’t you pay any mind.”

      “Hey!” objected Devartes. “That mare was wild and mean. No one could ride her.” He crossed his arms huffily and kicked at the dirt with his black boot.

      Sinsron let out a giggle, and Athena helped him up to his feet. She smiled back at Devartes. “Don’t sulk, Devartes. You are much more handsome when you smile.”

      Devartes frowned at Athena, but after a moment, he broke out into his usual boyish grin. He loved his sister dearly and he could never stay mad at her for more than a minute. “Come on, Sinsron,” he said, tousling the boy’s head. “We had best head back to the castle and get cleaned up for the banquet.”

      “Can we come back and see him tonight, Athena?” asked Sinsron, taking Athena’s hand.

      “I don’t know,” she replied and bit her lip. “It might be too late, and he might go to sleep.”

      “What? No. I think he might be lonely without his family tonight,” said Sinsron.

      “He’s a horse, silly,” said Devartes. “He doesn’t have a family.”

      “Of course, he does,” said Athena. “We’re his family. I’ll tell you what, Devartes. I think it would be very kind to come check on him after the banquet and make sure he feels safe. Don’t you?” She winked at Devartes and tilted her head toward Sinsron.

      Devartes smiled. “It’s your birthday, sister. If you want to sleep in the barn, I won’t stop you.”

      “Yay!” exclaimed Sinsron. “Goodbye, Patron. We’ll see you tonight,” and he patted the content horse who was mildly crunching on some alfalfa.

      The trio started to make their way back to the castle. Overhead, a cawing sound caught Athena’s attention. She looked up into the sky. “Look, Devartes. It’s Gladius.”

      “It looks like he is carrying something,” said Devartes.

      “I wonder, could it be?” said Athena, puzzled. “Everyone we know is already here for the banquet.”

      “I don’t know,” said Devartes and shrugged. “Maybe Mother has another surprise for you.”

      “Maybe,” said Athena, doubtfully. She watched as Gladius circled overhead a couple of times and then glided off towards the far hills.

      “Come on, Athena,” said Sinsron. “I’m hungry.”

      Athena looked back down at Sinsron holding her hand and smiled. She loved her brothers so much. This had been her best birthday ever. She couldn’t ask for any more than what she had been given. “Me too, let’s go,” and she raced with Devartes and Sinsron back to the castle. Being the caring sister that she was, she slowed her stride and let her younger brother Sinsron win. She knew the pride of her family would eventually rest on her shoulders as ruler of the land, so why not make her siblings also feel like winners and rule the land together?

      That evening, Athena sat beside her father at the head of the banquet table. Her brothers sat beside her and her mother sat on the other side of Lord Meriaus. Over three hundred family and guests joined them in the banquet room, eating, drinking and celebrating the twenty-first birthday of their future queen. Athena was a sight to behold, a younger portrait of her refined, elegant mother. Her mane of mahogany hair was swept up and held high with a bright blue-jewelled clasp her father had given her.

      However, the shimmering purple pendant on her neck was the main attraction on the young lady. Amadalia had gifted it to her earlier before the celebrations,

      “This belonged to my mother, her mother before her and so on,” murmured Lady Amadalia, as she presented a beautiful purple pendant to her daughter. “It is a reminder of the architects and what they stand for and mean to our descendants.”

      “Thank you, Mother,” Athena gasped when she beheld the dazzling jewel in her hands. “It’s beautiful!”

      “Never forget where you come from, Athena, and who you are. Your destiny is pre-determined.”

      “Of course, Mother. I am the heir to the throne of Gramadon. Someday, I will be a ruler as just and powerful as Father.”

      “Just,” said her mother and looked coolly into her daughter’s eyes. “I hope you will be even more ‘just’ than your father one day.”

      “I don’t understand, Mother,” Athena frowned.

      “Never mind, dear. All parents wish for their children to excel beyond their parents. A parent’s greatest legacy is their children, after all.” She kissed her daughter’s forehead and left the bedroom.

      Now, at the table, Athena reached down and felt the beautiful pendant at the base of her neck again. She was still puzzled over her mother’s words, but then decided she would probably understand better when she had children of her own.

      “A toast!” bellowed Lord Meriaus, rising to his feet and beating the table with his golden goblet. “A toast to my daughter, my heir, on her twenty-first birthday!”

      “Hear, hear,” the crowd yelled back and raised their own goblets.

      Lord Meriaus waited for the hall to grow absolutely calm and still. “Family, friends and honoured guests,” he looked down at his gleaming daughter. “Thank you for coming tonight and sharing in the celebration of our daughter’s, and your future queen’s, twenty-first birthday. This is a glorious occasion. Athena, you make your mother’s and my heart proud. I know that I can entrust you with the safekeeping of the people and the land we rule,” he glanced over at Amadalia, who was staring into her goblet. “I know you will look after your brothers and your people. You will be loved and revered, and the poets shall write songs about you as long as there is ink for their quills. Happy Birthday, my dear daughter. To Athena!”

      “To Athena!” hundred of voices echoed. Goblets were raised and downed. Cheers and clapping broke out across the hall. Athena looked out into the smiling faces and grinned back up at her father. Standing up, she hugged him. “Thank you, Father. I love you.”

      Devartes clapped her on the back, and Sinsron chanted out his sister’s name. “Athena! Athena! Athena!”

      Later that night, Athena bathed and hung up her handmade dress that had been made just for this occasion by the nuns of St. Monique, a small monastery near the western border of Gramadon. She ran her hand across the soft cream-coloured silk, admiring the needlework and design. Truth be told, she was tired from the day’s festivities, and was hoping that Sinsron had forgotten about Patron’s perceived loneliness. As if to answer her question, there was a soft knock on her door.

      “Athena, are you ready?” whispered Sinsron, sticking his little head inside the door and looking around for her. Athena walked over to the door and opened it. Sinsron and Devartes stood outside her door dressed warmly in their outdoor clothes. Devartes held a bundle of blankets, and Sinsron clutched his pillow.

      Athena sighed and tousled Sinsron’s head. “Yes, I’m ready. If Patron is sleeping, we need to let him rest and come back to the castle, ok?”

      “Ok,” nodded Sinsron. “But I bet he’s waiting for us. He probably doesn’t want to sleep in a strange place yet. I bet he’s scared.”

      “I bet you’re scared,” teased Devartes.

      “Am not,” pouted Sinsron and bit his lip. “I’m not,” he insisted.

      “Stop teasing him, Devartes,” scolded Athena. “He’s going to be bigger than you one day, and you’ll wish you had been kinder to him.”

      Devartes laughed. “If he’s bigger, I’ll be faster,” and playfully punched his brother in his arm. Sinsron kicked him back in the shin.

      “Hey!” protested Devartes.

      “Enough, both of you! You’ll stir up the entire castle,” snapped Athena, “and then Patron will be sleeping by himself tonight.”

      Sinsron lowered his head. “I’m sorry.”

      Devartes put his arm around his brother and they waited quietly while Athena put on her stable boots and jacket. “Let’s go,” she said, and the trio made their way down the vast corridors to the great outer door. They waited in the shadows for the guards to march past and then scurried to the small outlook window at the end of the front wall. Hoisting Sinsron up, Devartes and Athena scrambled through after their little brother, and the three were out in the cool night air. The sky was cloudy and a crisp wind blew through them as they made their way to the royal stable. Taking a blanket from Devartes, Athena wrapped it across the shoulders of a shivering Sinsron.

      The stables emerged in the shadows, and the smell of hay and horses wafted in the breeze. No light or sound came from within, but even so, Athena looked for any sign of someone inside. She knew that her father would be furious for going along with this idea and sneaking out of the castle at night. They mustn’t be caught. Truth be told, Athena and Devartes had snuck out many times before because Devartes was fascinated with the night sky and the array of stars. He was convinced that the ancient stories were true and many other planets with different civilizations existed far away in the heavens and that they could not see them with just their eyes. “Don’t you think we’ll meet them one day, Athena?” he said one night. “People like us, but different. Do you think they know the same history as we do?”

      “I don’t know, Devartes. I don’t even know if what mother says is true. Father never talks about it, and the sages don’t teach us the same history.”

      “Well, you don’t think she’s just making it up, do you?” Devartes had replied. “What would be the point?”

      “I don’t know that, either. Sometimes mother is hard for me to understand.”

      Athena knew that Devartes had been unconvinced. He worshipped his mother. In many ways, they shared the same faraway look and tended to think deeper about things that Athena generally disregarded. For Athena, her father was the vessel of wisdom, and everything she needed to know to be as good a ruler as him was being laid before her at his direction. She loved her mother too, of course, but she worshipped her father, just as most girls did.

      They reached the stable door, and Devartes stepped ahead and grasped the handle. He pushed it open and stepped inside as the others followed.

      “I’ll get the lantern from the stable boy’s room. He won’t say anything if he wakes up. We’re friends.”

      Athena shivered and pulled Sinsron close to her, shutting the door quietly behind her. Within a minute, Devartes was back with the lantern. He knelt down, lit the wick with a Rada lighter, and put the glass cover back on. The small gadget worked on dust made from Rada stones. They were strongly incandescent when exposed to open air and low light, and people had found a way to direct their heat and use them when needed. Rada was a magical substance and was much rarer now than in the times of the Architects. Though the King, mistrustful of all things magical, had originally frowned upon its use in the Kingdom. Nonetheless, he understood its practicality and allowed its operation by certain officials within his court and military.

      Devartes was not one of those officials, but he a knack for acquiring things he thought would benefit him in any situation.

      Athena gasped and clutched Sinsron’s shoulder. Ahead, in the hallway, was a shadowy figure standing in front of them.

      “Who’s there?” yelled Devartes, standing up and holding up the lantern.

      “You children are quite predictable,” said a familiar voice walking slowly towards them.

      “Mother,” sighed Athena, letting out the breath that she had been holding. “Please don’t be angry. Sinsron was afraid Patron might be scared and lonely. We just came to check on him.”

      Lady Amadalia emerged out of the darkness and smiled at her children. Her crown glistened in the light of the lantern. Her duties as queen to the dominion in her mind never ceased even after hours, so she wore the headdress as if it was a part of her. She cupped Sinsron’s chin in her hand and placed her other hand on Devartes shoulder. “I’m not angry, my dears. I am glad to have raised such considerate children. Come, I expected you. I brought hot cocoa for this cold night.”

      Devartes grinned at Athena, and they followed their mother towards Patron’s corner stall at the far end of the barn. At the side of Patron’s stall, Lady Amadalia reached down and picked up her little son so that he could see over the wall.

      “You see, darling,” she whispered, as she held the boy up and kissed his cheek. “Patron is sleeping soundly. He feels quite safe and loved.”

      Sinsron gazed down at Patron, lying in the straw with his nose touching the ground. His eyes were closed, and they could hear his soft breaths as his nostrils quivered. Athena smiled and looked at Devartes, who grinned back. Suddenly, an arrow flew over their heads and pierced the sleeping stallion in his left shoulder. The horse roared awake and struggled wide-eyed to get up. Blood began to pour from his wound, staining his grey coat a crimson red.

      “No! Patron!” screamed Athena, whipping around. A figure jumped from the hayloft behind them and hit the ground as more figures emerged rapidly from the stall across the hall. Athena turned to run but was hit hard on her back and fell to the ground. A man quickly jumped on her and pinned her arms behind her back. She could feel a rope being wound quickly around her wrists. She struggled and kicked, but the weight on her back was too much to take, so she floundered, helplessly. She tasted blood in her mouth from her split lip and tears burst from her eyes.

      “Get off her,” Devartes yelled and ran towards her, but strong arms grabbed him and hoisted him up off the ground. Sinsron screamed in Amadalia’s arms.

      “Make that boy shut up,” a voice growled in front of Lady Amadalia, a crossbow pointed at her chest.

      Amadalia quickly put her hand across Sinsron’s mouth. “Be quiet, Sinsron. Hush, now.” Panicked, she looked from Devartes, who was still struggling in the man’s grip, to Athena, who was held to the ground. Straightening herself up, she stared at the arrow pointed at her chest. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      The hooded figure stepped closer in the dark. Behind her, she could hear Patron whine and fight to get up. Finally, she heard a groan and the horse was quiet.

      “You are coming with us, my queen,” the gruff voice growled.

      “I order you to release us, immediately,” Lady Amadalia demanded as Sinsron cried quietly in her shoulder.

      “I give the orders here,” and he reached out and slapped her across the face. She dropped Sinsron, who fell to the ground.

      “No! You son of a bitch,” yelled Devartes, and bit hard on the arm of his captor who was holding him across the chest.”

      “Damn it,” yelled the man and released Devartes. He grabbed Sinsron and pushed him towards the open hall. “Run! Run Sinsron.” The little boy took off. Devartes remembered the lantern was in his hand and swung it at the man holding the crossbow. The lantern shattered on the man’s arm and the flames ignited on his sleeve. The man wailed and dropped to the ground, slamming his arm onto the ground extinguishing the fire. In his panic, he only managed to spread the flames further, igniting the hay around him.

      “Run, Devartes, run! Get the guards. Run now!” Amadalia shrieked at him. Devartes hesitated. The man had finished tying up Athena and was now on his feet. Three more figures that had stopped to stomp out the flames from the lantern were now rushing at him in the darkness.

      “Run, Devartes,” his mother screamed. Devartes panicked and looked at her and the approaching men. Athena was lying still on the ground, bound and gagged. He was outnumbered, and he knew it. Devartes turned and ran, screaming for the guards. The man, who had captured Athena, rose up to chase after him, but Athena kicked up with her legs and he tripped over and fell hard to the ground. He turned back and kicked at her. His foot struck her on the side of her face, and her world turned slowly to black. The last thing she saw was the man with the crossbow walk up to her mother and pulled a hood over her mother’s head.
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      Ruil Golen, the stable boy, stood terrified in the corner of his darkened room. Athena’s scream had jolted him from a deep slumber. He wondered what could possibly be happening on the outside of his usually quiet abode. He rushed to his door and cracked it open to see what was going on. He had counted seven men in the darkness, armed with swords and one with a crossbow. In the dark, Sinsron, and then Devartes, had rushed past him. He knew that soon the guards would be coming, and he just had to stay hidden and alive until then.

      Ruil may have been peasant help, but he knew the hooded figures were the rebels, and they had come for the queen and her children. Now the king would have to listen to their demands. Ruil feared the mighty war that was now coming upon his home. He felt helpless and weak in the dark. There was nothing that he could do, as he watched the men rush out after Devartes and Sinsron, carrying Athena and Lady Amadalia.

      He opened his door and carefully stepped out into the darkness. Fires were being lit in the overwatch windows of the castle and guards were shouting. He ran across to the tack room and grabbed another lantern off the shelf above the grain bin. Lighting it, he ran to Patron’s stall. He saw the blankets and pillow on the ground and could smell the burnt straw that was still smouldering. Ruil paused to stamp at it some more, and when he was sure that it would not flash again, he peered over the wall into Patron’s stall.

      “Oh god,” he said. Anguish filled him as he saw the majestic animal lying on its side, breathing heavily with the arrow sticking out of its muscled shoulder. Unlatching the door, Ruil set the lantern down and approached the suffering animal, slowly and carefully.

      “Easy, boy. Easy now,” he held his hands up in front of him. Patron raised his head up and looked nervously at Ruil. “I’m not going to hurt you, easy now.” Ruil got down on his knees and scooted next to Patron. Reaching out, ever so gently, he placed a shaking hand on the side of the horse’s head and stroked his soft face. He murmured quietly and heard Patron let out a deep sigh and relax his body. He looked down at the arrow and grasped the fletching. Closing his eyes, he began to chant. His tongue slipped over words and syllables that were rarely heard in Gramadon anymore. As the moments passed, he felt warmth grow inside his body and a small glow began emanating from his hands. As the warmth turned into a deep burn, and his hands took on a crimson hue, he deftly pulled the arrow out and threw it to the side. Patron winced and snorted, and Ruil dropped both his hands on the bleeding wound. With his eyes still closed, he continued to chant and light burst from his hands, into the gaping shoulder of the horse. Skin began to fold over the hole and hair grew rapidly in its place. The shoulder closed, and all that remained of the brutal attack was a slight ripple under the skin, only noticeable to the touch.

      Sweat poured off of Ruil and he opened his eyes. A faint smile crossed his face and he stroked the now sleeping horse. “There now, Patron. You’re going to be fine. Rest easy now, boy.”

      “What is going on here?” a voice bellowed behind him.

      Ruil jumped to his feet and spun around. Behind him, at the stall door, stood Lord Meriaus flanked by his Kingsguard. His face was dark red and his hands were shaking. “What happened? What did you do?”

      “My Lord,” said Ruil and fell to his feet. “Sir, the rebels, sir. They took Lady Amadalia and Lady Athena. I was asleep in my room, sir. I’m sorry, sir. I woke up too late.”

      “How did they get in here? Did you let them in?” roared Meriaus. He reached down and grabbed Ruil by his collar and jerked him to his feet, slamming him against the stable wall. Ruil looked young to be of twenty-two years of age, but he was still well built and well-muscled from years of taking care of the horses, mucking stalls and stacking hay. But Meriaus was well over six foot two, powerfully built and ignited by rage. He jerked Ruil around like a rag doll that offered no resistance.

      “No Sir, No. I would never do that. I am loyal to the throne, sir!” Ruil begged, holding his hands up that had now returned to normal colour.

      “Father, stop!” Devartes said, standing beside his father with his sword drawn. “Ruil is my friend. He would never betray us.”

      “Then how did those bandits get into my barn?” Meriaus growled but released Ruil with a last shove against the wall.

      “Sir, I don’t know,” said Ruil, straightening himself up and pulling down his shirt. “Lady Amadalia arrived here first. She said that she was waiting for her children and that I should go to bed. I don’t know how they got in, sir. I checked on all the horses and went to bed. Lady Amadalia was waiting by Patron’s stall the last I saw her.”

      “What did you do to Patron?” asked Devartes. “He was shot. I saw it.”

      “Yes, yes sir,” said Ruil. He bent down and picked up the arrow. He turned it over in his hands. “I… I couldn’t do anything to help Lady Amadalia or Lady Athena. It was too late. I heard Athena scream for Patron, so I came to see what I could do. I knew the guards had been alerted and would be on their way to rescue Lady Amadalia and Lady Athena.” Ruil hung his head in shame. “I’m a healer, not a fighter, sir.” He looked up at the king, his green eyes miserably sad. “I did what I could to help Patron, for Lady Athena, sir.”

      “Why have you never told me you’re a healer?” said Devartes, amazed. He looked back to his father who was staring at Patron sleeping in the straw. Ruil stood silent, not knowing what else to say.

      Meriaus let out a deep breath and clamped a hand on Ruil’s shoulder. “Thank you, my boy. Thank you. I believe you. No healer has ever betrayed the throne. Come back to the castle with Devartes and me. We have much to discuss.”

      Meriaus turned and started back towards the stable door at the end of the hall, flanked with guards.

      “Is Patron going to be ok, now?” asked Devartes, once Meriaus had left.

      “Yes, he needs to rest, but he’ll be fine,” said Ruil and then staggered. His hand caught the side of the wall and his head wobbled.

      Devartes reached out and grabbed his friend. “Are you ok? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m just a little weak. Healing takes a lot of effort for me. I’m still learning,” replied Ruil.

      “Come on, now. I’ll help you,” said Devartes. He placed Ruil’s arm across his shoulder and helped the man down the hallway and out the stable door. “Thank you, Ruil, for what you did for Patron. You’re a good friend.”

      Ruil sighed, “I wish I had been able to do more.” He thought to himself that it was very strange that Lady Amadalia had been waiting in the dark by herself. Why hadn’t she just come in with her children? But he didn’t want to voice that question out loud.
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      Lord Meriaus paced at the head of the long wooden table where his generals now sat. “What do we know right, now?” he demanded. “Are they still alive?”

      General Mortus, the eldest and wisest of Meriaus’ generals, spoke first. His snowy hair was still thick on his head, but hard lines of many years of battle framed his hard grey eyes. “Sir, we have no reason to suspect that they have killed them or plan to kill them, for that matter. If that had been the case, I’m sorry to say, they would have been dead in the barn.”

      Those words stopped Meriaus from pacing and he ran his hands over his face. He was a strong man, but the thought of his wife and children being slaughtered in his own stable while he slept, rattled him deeply.

      “I agree,” added General Titus, general over the eastern border of Gramadon. “This is most likely retaliation for cancelling the talks that had originally been set up before the blue moon, two months past.”

      “We agreed that those ‘talks’ were going to be a waste of my time, and unproductive!” Lord Meriaus snapped.

      “Yes, sir, and that fact remains,” answered Titus. “We didn’t anticipate the rebels would be so bold, or even capable of retaliating in such a manner.”

      “Damn it! That’s your job! To anticipate and prepare!” Meriaus roared, pounding his hands on the table. “Your incompetence has gotten my wife and oldest child captured. My two sons only barely escaped, you fools!”

      “Lord Meriaus,” began Mortus cautiously, “we must proceed immediately on a course of action.” He hoped that Meriaus would realize that assigning blame and dwelling on what happened was a pointless venture at this point. There would be plenty of time for blame and punishment once the queen and princess were returned and safe.

      Meriaus sighed. Mortus and Titus relaxed. “Yes, alright, Mortus,” Meriaus replied, sitting back down. “Let’s discuss our options. We should send out the army and end this rebel foolishness once and for all.”

      Titus shook his head. “Sir, I would caution against that. Releasing the army to chase after the rebels could be exactly what they are expecting. It would leave the castle and town gravely exposed and vulnerable.”

      “What about sending a division or two then? That would be enough to crush this riff-raff,” replied Meriaus, gruffly.

      Now Mortus shook his head. “No sir. Besides jeopardizing the security of the castle, and town, by risking a flank attack, a sudden inevitable onslaught could provoke the rebels to simply execute the queen and princess. The assumption to be made is the rebels have taken them to provide leverage, to force your hand to talk, negotiate. If that appears to have failed, the queen and princess will no longer be of any use to them.”

      “Talking or negotiating with the thugs who have kidnapped my wife and daughter is out of the question!” snapped Meriaus. “What do you suggest we do then?”

      “A small extrication team,” answered Titus, and Mortus nodded. “We will form a team of the best fighters and trackers, dispatch them on the trail of the rebels, and they will extricate the queen and princess. The overall security risk is much less with this approach.”

      Meriaus leaned back in his chair. He felt the weight of the past few hours ageing him immensely. Had his own pride and stubbornness led to this? If he had at least listened to the rebels' demands, would his beloved wife and treasured daughter be here with him now, sleeping and safe? Just hours ago, he had watched his daughter’s delight at the presentation of her birthday present, Patron. Wait a minute. Patron. That’s it, he thought.

      “Ruil Golen,” said Meriaus, pounding one fist on the table again. “Ruil Golen will be a part of the rescue team.”

      “The stable boy?” asked Titus, shocked. “Sir, we have the best-trained fighting men ready to handle this.”

      “The boy is a healer,” answered Meriaus.

      “Are you sure?” responded Mortus, forgetting his place for just a second. He thought, like most others, that healers were all but extinct. He, himself, had never met one in his lifetime, that he was aware of.

      “I saw it with my own eyes,” nodded Meriaus. “Patron was hit high in the shoulder with a crossbow, and the boy healed him. If my wife and daughter are injured, he will be needed. He will go. That’s an order.”

      “Sire!” The doors to the inner war room burst open and three men clad in dark riding clothes strode quickly into the room. Titus stood and waited for Stylor, his lead scout, to report. “What have you found out?”

      Stylor nodded to Titus and then locked eyes with Meriaus. “Sir, we tracked the rebels to the eastern border of Gramadon. They passed through and continued towards Stalwart Keep. We have long suspected that is the main rebel encampment, even though we are aware that they have several roaming bands around the borders.”

      Meriaus glared at Titus. “Passed through the border, eh?”

      “Are you sure?” snapped Titus. It would not be acceptable for rats to be among his border patrols. He would need to look into the matter himself immediately.

      Randor, a dark-haired, dark-eyed ranger, regarded Titus thoughtfully. He had long suspected the borders had been infiltrated, but attempts to pass on the information had been fruitless. No one in the chain of command liked to consider traitors in their midst, no matter how credible the suggestion. Now was not the time to discuss the security breach. Their mission had been to track the assailants and report back as quickly as possible with news of their whereabouts and, if possible, the status of the queen and princess. “Yes, sire,” replied Randor. “We are sure. About ten kilometres east of the border, we could see Gladius circling overhead. The distance and direction would put him in the proximity of the keep.”

      “It seems, most likely, that the rebels have taken the queen and princess there for safeguarding, Sire,” agreed Theus, the third of the scouts. He was the oldest and most experienced of the scouts but chose to stay generally in the background. Although Stylor outranked him, none was more respected for his tracking and hunting ability than Theus. He refused to be controlled, did not take orders well, and he had volunteered for this mission. Capturing the queen and princess from right within their own walls was an embarrassment that he was not willing to live with, or let go.

      “Very well,” said Meriaus. He paused for a moment. The tension that filled the war room almost drowned out the slight panting of the three scouts who had raced back to the castle with their news. “Form the team. With Ruil,” ordered Meriaus. “I want them dispatched immediately to the border, and they can cross tomorrow in the cover of night. My wife and daughter are to be returned, unharmed. Tell me immediately when it is done.”

      Mortus stood and bowed. “A wise decision, Sire.”

      Titus drummed his fingers on the table, apparently lost in thought.

      Meriaus stood slowly. He felt and looked quite weary. There was nothing for him to do now but trust his generals to bring his wife and daughter home. Without a word, he left the war room and retired to his chamber. After the king had left, Mortus ordered the guards to find and bring Ruil Golen to him. The three weary scouts sat down at the gigantic table and awaited orders.

      “Titus, we will form a team of six. Assign your best archer. Wodin and Pytheon, my two best swordsmen, will go as well. Theus, you will lead the team.”

      Stylor started at this. “Sir, I will…” he protested.

      “You will follow orders,” snapped Titus. “You and Randor will begin a sweep of the surrounding lands immediately. Obviously, the rebels were able to walk right up into our own backyard once. This will not happen again. I want the location and movement of every roaming band at once.”

      Stylor glared at Theus, but said nothing more. He resented the older scout for his arrogance and ability. Stylor was the leader of the scouts, and he should be leading this mission. Randor sat quietly. He trusted Theus, but something was still wrong. Titus had ordered the eastern border guards to halve their numbers just days ago. The order was to send teams to investigate the possibility of roaming bands forming larger groups to the north of the castle. Normally, this would be Mortus’ territory to cover. But such matters were also above Raydor’s pay grade. At the time, he had just finally dismissed the order to thin the borders, as a perception of a greater threat forming from within.

      The rebels had been gaining popularity among the poor working villagers and farmers. A third poor year of harvest, and another threateningly cold and brutal winter, lay just around the corner. Already the northern winds had chilled and picked up considerably. The threat of food and fuel scarcity fueled the rumbling bellies of the peasants and villagers. Their shivering children forced them to look to the warmth and abundance of the castle as the cause of their suffering. Years ago, Lord Meriaus had been a benevolent and generous king. But the years had changed him. He rarely ventured out beyond his castle walls anymore, except to hunt. And so, he had lost touch with his people. His absence was noted and perceived as a lack of caring. Hungry farmers with suffering children began to grumble and organize. Lord Meriaus had only waved his hand in disgust at the rumours and dismissed, exclusively, without regard to their complaints. Unlike the king, Randor saw all this forming as he scouted the kingdom. He and Theus had discussed the growing momentum of the rebel forces but, as scouts, their job was to inform only. Decisions regarding action were up to the generals. At one time, he thought he knew General Titus quite well. He certainly admired the man’s fighting ability and strategic planning. Titus was not a leader found at the back of his men but always in the front, the point of his sword and charging of his horse leading his men forward. He was a man of decisive action, loyal to Meriaus. But, as the chill in the air grew, Randor had felt that it was
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