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            The cow and the bear shall be neighbors,
together their young shall rest;
the lion shall eat hay like the ox.
The baby shall play by the cobra's den, 
and the child lay his hand on the adder's lair.
 
Isaiah 11: 7-8
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Two weeks after surprising Omalof on the bridge and surviving his final test, Anabar was walking down the main street in Beral on a sunny afternoon. He glanced in a few shops and strolled on without rushing. The sun was bright, and a mild breeze blew as many of the city’s residents were out enjoying the day.

Much had happened since the day he had surprised Omalof and earned the honor of being a Scout. Omalof had said he was impressed with the way Anabar had handled the test and that he thought the young man was ready to become a Scout. 

A few nights later, Omalof had taken Anabar to a building near the castle for a ceremony in which Anabar was welcomed into the fraternity of Semdelan Scouts. A dozen other Scouts were at the ceremony, which was led by a man Fortus who Anabar learned was in charge of all the Scouts. Anabar thought the other men there had the same stern, unyielding expression as Omalof, and he wondered if he would start to look the same way. The ceremony had been solemn and serious, and Anabar had been a bit uncomfortable when he had been told to stand in front of the Scouts. He was even more uncomfortable when they had formed a line and walked past him in silence with each man resting his right hand on Anabar’s left shoulder.

After that, Fortus had approached Anabar and handed him a folded Semdelan flag. Anabar had seen the flag flying from various flagpoles around the city and recognized the pale blue color with jagged white line stitched across the center.

“Defend this always,” said Fortus.

The highlight for Anabar had had been when Omalof presented him with a sword. It was similar in design and length to Omalof’s, and when Anabar grasped the handle, he thought it fit his hands as if it had been made for him. 

Other things had happened for Anabar during the weeks after the test. During his training, he had never thought about how he would support himself once he became a Scout. After the ceremony, Omalof told Anabar he would be paid 800 rokunas per month, which seemed like a vast amount to the new Scout. In addition to the salary, Omalof had helped Anabar find a place to live, a large room above a barn owned by an elderly couple, Arthur and Renee Hansen. It was near the west wall of the city. Anabar had also been happy to learn that Omalof had found his horse after he had left it behind during the test, and the Hansens had agreed to allow Anabar to keep it in their barn.

Omalof also gave Anabar a cover story to use in case the Hansens or anyone else asked what he did for living. Anabar was to say that he was a surveyor, and that his job was to travel throughout the countryside seeking and mapping possible sites for new factories and roads. Of course, this had nothing to do with Anabar’s duties as a Scout, but it was an effective story that would explain frequent trips away from the city.

Omalof said Anabar would receive his first assignment in a week or two. He suggested that Anabar enjoy himself and get to know the city and the surrounding territory while he waited. Before leaving, Omalof handed Anabar a small book with a soft gray cover. He explained that it contained a code for Anabar to use if he ever needed to pass on a secret note to Omalof. Anabar opened the book and saw it contained the letters of the alphabet written in a column. Next to each letter was a different symbol. Omalof told Anabar to memorize the code during the coming days and then burn the book before he departed for his assignment. He also gave Anabar final instructions to maintain his fitness and to continue to practice his sword fighting skills.

Anabar had never been on a vacation before, and he felt a great relief to be free from the pressure he felt during the test. He walked the streets of Beral, trying new foods, listening to music, and generally relaxing. Everything was new to him. He received his first payment and spent a portion of it on new clothes, something he had never done before. He also bought a new saddle and shoes for his horse. 

Something else occurred that Anabar had not expected. He discovered that there were a great many attractive young ladies in the city, and some of them noticed him as well. He had grown up isolated in the valley and only a seen a few women in his life before this. He discovered that the idea of talking to a girl was more frightening to him than climbing a mountain. For the first few weeks, Anabar was content to admire the girls without approaching them.

Anabar woke every morning and either went for a run or a long ride on his horse. He found some short, steep hills just north of the city. These were the perfect place for him to run and practice climbing. He spent the afternoons exploring Beral and learning how to make his way through its many twisting streets. In the evenings, Anabar worked with his sword. He practiced all the moves Omalof had taught him and thought about his constant reminders to strike aggressively and quickly when facing an enemy. When Anabar finished practicing with his sword, he made sure the blade was honed to a fine edge.

On one such evening, Anabar was behind the barn exercising with his sword. His wrists and shoulders had become strong from all the training, and he swung the blade with speed and power. He was practicing an attack in which he held the sword over his head before swinging down at an angle when Arthur Hansen came around the corner of the barn.

“I see someone has taught you a primitive attacking style,” said Hansen. “That is probably sufficient when fighting barbarians, but it won’t do if you have to face a true swordsman.”

Anabar lowered the sword. He was surprised by the old man’s comments because he thought Omalof’s training had made him quite skilled with his sword. He was also surprised that Hansen knew anything about fighting. He was short and had a slender build. Anabar thought he displayed none of the formidable characteristics he saw in Omalof and the other Scouts. Anabar looked at Hansen and noticed the old man was smiling.

“That actually is a beautiful weapon you have there,” said Hansen. “May I?”

Anabar nodded and handed the sword to him. Hansen then gripped the sword with both hands, drew it back, and then demonstrated a series a series of slashes and strikes. Instead of standing still when he swung the blade, he took short, hopping steps from side to side. Anabar noticed that Hansen moved the blade quickly and he seemed comfortable handling it.

“Where did you learn to do that? That was different from how I was taught.”

“I traveled to the east when I was a young man. I was no warrior, but I had a good teacher,” said Hansen. “It was important to be able to defend yourself. Now, where did you learn how to use your sword?”

“An old friend taught me,” said Anabar. “He also said it was important to be able to defend myself, but he showed me how to attack too.”

“I wish that were not the case,” said Hansen, “but the world is sometimes very dangerous. Regarding your technique, I hope you know that I was poking fun at you. You have very good skills for such a young man.”

“Thank you,” said Anabar. “I am trying to get better.”

“Well, then, would you like me to teach you some of what I know?” said Hansen.

Anabar thought that Hansen’s style was much different from what he had learned from Omalof. He also thought that it might help him to learn more and become even more skilled with his sword. His months of training convinced him he needed to learn as much as could in order to be a good Scout.

“Sure, that would be great,” said Anabar. “Thanks.”

Over the next several weeks, Anabar and Hansen met several times a week to practice sword techniques. Hansen taught Anabar a variety of things such as how to move his feet to avoid an attack instead of using his sword to block an opponent’s weapon. He showed Anabar how to deliver a blow by drawing the blade against an enemy in a long, slicing motion instead of the chopping and stabbing moves he had learned from Omalof. Hanson also taught Anabar how to draw his blade out of its sheath without making a sound; something he was sure would be useful to him. Hansen even produced a sword with a curved, rusty blade that he said he had acquired when he traveled to the east. It was thinner and lighter than Anabar’s weapon. Hansen and Anabar spent several sessions sparring with it and practicing their techniques. 

Anabar was especially pleased one day when Hansen told him he could keep the rusty sword as a gift. He spent hours cleaning and sharpening the blade. It took him several days, but eventually he had it just a sharp as the one he had received at the Scout initiation ceremony. Once he had the blade in good condition, he practiced with it few times but still relied on his other sword as his primary weapon. He eventually placed Hansen’s curved sword under his bed and forgot about it.
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Anabar arrived home one day to find a sheet of paper on the floor just inside his door. On the paper was a message written in code that said: “Bridge, sundown.” He knew the note was from Omalof and he hoped it meant he was going to receive an assignment.  Anabar was enjoying the free time in the city but also wanted to get out on his own where he could use the skills he had been taught. “The bridge” meant the same bridge in the park where Anabar had finished his test. It was late in the day, and Anabar left his room and headed for the park, hoping Omalof would give him the news he wanted so much to hear.

Anabar got to the bridge and waited, trying his best to not look impatient. Omalof arrived just as the sun dipped below the trees bordering the west side of the park. Anabar did not have to wait long to find out the purpose for the meeting.

“I hope you have enjoyed your vacation because now it time for you to get to work. I have your first assignment.”

Omalof explained that Anabar was to go the port city of Sova. Several ships had been recently robbed, and one had been set on fire. Anabar’s task was to monitor the port and determine who was causing the trouble. Omalof added that it might be bandits approaching by sea, and that all of the incidents had occurred at night. He said that there were several small countries on the other side of the Leman Sea that touched Semdela’s eastern border and that they occasionally had difficulties with them.

Omalof told Anabar to deal with any problems he saw at the port. He was to stay away for two weeks and then report back to Omalof, after which he would get to rest for two days before returning to the port for another two weeks. Omalof also told Anabar that Sova was a half-day’s ride from Beral. 

Anabar did not sleep at all that night. He lay awake, thinking about everything that had happened since that day when he had climbed to the top of the ridge in his valley to see what was outside. Everything that had happened was because of that day. He felt he had done a good job during his training with Omalof, and he felt he was ready to be a Scout. Still, he admitted to himself that he wondered how he would fare if he faced real danger. Omalof was ruthless in dealing with trouble, and Anabar was not completely sure how he would react when facing trouble. Giving up any hope for sleep, he rose well before dawn, strapped on his sword, loaded a pack on his horse, and rode out of Beral.

The road leading east to Sova was wide and smooth, and Anabar put his horse into an easy trot. The sun came up a short time after he left the city, and he was surprised by the amount of traffic heading to and from the port at such an early hour. Wagons and carts of all sizes, most fully loaded with food and building supplies, traveled on the road.

As Anabar rode, he thought about what he had seen in Beral in the weeks since he arrived there. One thing he noticed was how much the people worked. Many men and women went to work early in the morning and returned late in the day. In the evenings, he saw families out strolling in the streets and parks. There were many broad parks and fields for children to play in, and Anabar wished he could have gone to such places with his own parents. 

He also noticed the people’s homes. They reminded him a bit of Pompor’s house, well built and sturdy, although without the glittering initials decorating the walls. Many of the families also had neat gardens, which reminded him of Pompor’s garden.

The thing that struck Anabar the most, however, was that the people in Beral seemed almost universally nice. Wherever he went in the city, he was greeted with smiles and kind words. Anabar realized that he liked living among these people, and that realization led to a new thought. It came to him that as a Scout, he was responsible for the safety of these good people. This concept of responsibility for others was new to Anabar. Up until this point in his life, he had only been accountable to himself, but suddenly it was his duty to protect these people. As he approached Sova, Anabar vowed that he would not fail to protect the people of Beral and Semdela.

All at once the sight in front of him interrupted Anabar’s thoughts. The road had gone up a slight incline and at the top, spread out below him, was the port city of Sova. The buildings did not catch his attention as much the rows of boats docked to the many piers and seawalls on the east side of the city. Anabar had read about boats and Pompor had told him stories about them, but he had never seen one before. He stopped on the road and stared for a few minutes. He saw a forest of masts decorated with sails mixed with gray clouds of steam rising above several larger ships. He also saw a multitude of smaller vessels, some powered by men with oars and others with single sails. Beyond the harbor, he saw the Leman Sea, a dark sheet disappearing into the distance.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three



[image: ]


Instead of riding into the center of Sova, Anabar went around the south edge of the town. He followed a path that led into a thick stand of trees where he set up his camp, which would be his home for the following two weeks. The site had water from a nearby stream and provided plenty of cover. There was also a small meadow where his horse could graze. Anabar dismounted and allowed his horse to drink. Then he went about the routine details of clearing a space for his blanket and gathering stones to surround his fire. Satisfied that he had prepared the camp sufficiently, Anabar hopped on his horse and rode back toward the town.

As Anabar entered the town, he concentrated on what he had learned from Omalof. Reminders to stay in the shadows, unnoticed, and to carefully examine every part of the terrain, came to him as if Omalof had been standing next to him. Anabar stayed on narrow side streets and approached the waterfront. He stopped at an intersection that opened out onto the main docks at the port.

The first thing Anabar noticed was the noise. An untold number of wagons, carts, and horses passed in front of him. He saw crates and casks filled with oranges, bananas, sugar, coffee, rum, pumpkins, nails, tools, boots and saddles and other things in unmarked containers. Many of the ships tied to the dock were far larger than his cabin back in the valley. Men climbed high in the rigging, tying ropes and adjusting sails. Men shouted to be heard over the tumult of the wagons. To his right, Anabar saw a long row of short buildings, which were the port’s warehouses. Men were driving wagons to and from these building and the waiting ships. 

Anabar watched all this for a long while and then turned back the way he had come. The port was vast, and he realized just how difficult his job would be to protect it. He decided to return when it was dark. He rode back to his camp and took a nap.

The sun was below the horizon when Anabar awoke, but there was still enough light for him to see. He made a small fire and boiled some coffee. He moved his horse closer to the stream where it would be able to drink when it wanted to. Anabar had decided to go to the port on foot, as it would be quieter. He then sat by his fire and ate some bread and raisins he had brought in his pack and waited for the last rays of the sun to disappear.

A short while later, Anabar approached the waterfront the same way he had earlier in the day. When got close enough to hear the wagons and shouts of the sailors, he turned down a side street in the direction of the warehouses. He stayed in the shadows of trees and buildings and made no sound as he moved.
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