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I hate it when my breakfast is interrupted. Shork knows this well, I guess that’s why he did not come in to report what was happening at the castle gate. I still heard the shouts though.

Already? I wondered, putting down my coffee cup. This early in the morning? If so, they’ve got some nerve...

I rang the bell, summoning Shork.

“What is that noise about? Don’t tell me someone wants to fight me again.”

“I’m afraid so, my lord,” bowed the lackey. “He is rather insistent, and loud. I told him to wait, I said you’d see him in a half hour, but he won’t listen.”

I shook my head. This was getting to be positively annoying.

“Hero or villain?”

“A hero, it appears. Some kind of knight. White horse, bright red cloak.”

“What’s up with those red cloaks, were they on sale or something? That’s the third one this week.” I rose from the table. “All right, let’s get it over with. Don’t clean up, I’ll finish my breakfast when I’m done.”

“Yes, my lord.”

I went to the watchtower. That’s where I’d always start speaking with these guys when I was not in the mood for physical exercise, hoping to talk some sense into them and save me the trouble. It rarely worked though.

I checked him out before showing myself at the window. The sight made me chuckle: young and skinny, the fellow tried to beef up by wearing oversized armor.

Goodness. Whoever knighted him has a weird sense of humor.

“Who are you and what do you want?” I inquired.

He turned to the window and placed his hands on his hips.

“Arkus, you wicked villain, release the prisoner you are holding or come out to fight me and meet your doom!”

Meet your doom, yeah. I wish I got a penny each time I hear that.

“I thought it was polite to introduce yourself first,” I said, “especially since I’ve asked who you are.”

The fellow jerked his chin up so high I thought his helmet would fall off.

“Too much honor for the likes of you! But I suppose you have the right to know who ends your evil deed – or your life. My name is Zakkeran, Knight of Pure Spring. I give you five minutes to make up your mind!”

“How generous of you. Now, listen to me, Zakkeran, Knight of Pure Spring. I don’t know who sent you and what you’ve been told, but I hold no prisoners. You are welcome to come in and inspect my dungeon, if you so desire.”

He didn’t believe me, of course.

“You’re lying! Everyone knows that you have captured a wounded young lord! Perhaps you don’t keep him in the dungeon, but I know he’s in your castle, and I demand that you release him!”

So this time Jarvi was a “wounded young lord.” He’d been referred to as an injured traveler, bewitched prince, wealthy merchant, wounded knight. Each of his potential rescuers had their own version of it.

“Like I said, I hold no one captive. Come see for yourself, then go home and tell all the others to leave me alone. I do not wish to fight you, Zakkeran, I’ve had too much of that lately.”

He laughed. “I knew you were a villain and a liar, but I had no idea that you’re also a coward!”

Now, that did it. Calling me a coward after interrupting my breakfast? He’d have to answer for that.

It took me all of two minutes to disarm him and knock down those oversized shoulder plates, with slightly more than the force of my personality. Just like I suspected, his real shoulders turned out to be twice smaller.

“Next time pick yourself armor that fits – although I do concede, for someone who likes the sound of their own voice, the acoustics must be sensational. And another bit of advice: learn to respect your enemy. It helps in case things turn out bad for you, like today. Now, get out.”

I used to thank them for the entertainment, but it was no longer amusing.

I returned to the castle. My appetite was gone, so instead of the dining room I went to Jarvi’s bedchamber. I checked on him every morning, as well as several times during the day.

Jarvi’s bedroom was right next to my own. I reached into my pocket for the key, but the door was unlocked. 

Shork must be cleaning up, I thought as I entered. He was the only other person who had a key to the room.

The lackey was there, all right. Only instead of sweeping or dusting he was leaning over the bed, scissors in hand, ready to cut off a lock of Jarvi’s flaming orange hair.

“Shork! What are you doing?”

He jumped, dropping the scissors.

“I, uh... nothing, Your Lordship... I just wanted – just wanted to give Mr. Jarvi a haircut, that’s all.”

I stepped closer, fists clenched. 

“Don’t give me that. You know very well that Mr. Jarvi needs no haircuts, shavings, baths, food or drink. So you’d better tell me the truth while I still haven’t decided between locking you in the dungeon, throwing you into the snake hole, or roasting you slowly over a fire.”

Shork, pale and shaking, fell to his knees.

“Please, my lord! I only wanted to help!”

“Help? How?”

“It’s Mr. Fernig, he said he can cure Mr. Jarvi if I bring a lock of his hair!”

“Fernig the wizard?”

“Yes! Just one small lock, he said, and he’d use it to break the spell.”

I still wasn’t buying it, but this was probably closer to the truth.

“And how many times did I tell you that Mr. Jarvi is neither sick nor under a spell? He’s...”

I looked away. Jarvi’s condition was my fault, but no one in the castle knew the details, and I certainly wasn’t going to share them now with this traitor of a servant.

“He is what, my lord?” Shork asked with caution, still on his knees. “You never did tell me what exactly is wrong with Mr. Jarvi.”

“Never mind. Give me your key to this room.”

“Oh, please, forgive me, Your Lordship! I am so sorry, I –”

“I won’t hear your excuses. Even if what you say is true, which I doubt, you should have told me about it instead of sneaking in here behind my back.”

“But that’s what Mr. Fernig told me! He said I must do it in secret!”

“You know better than to trust him. And loyalty to your master should have come first. Give me the key and get out. You are no longer my personal lackey. Go to the stable, you will work there from now on.”

Shork rubbed his eyes as he handed over the key, but I felt no pity. I was almost certain that Fernig had paid him to bring that lock of hair. As to the wizard, he wanted it for his own purposes, there could be no doubt about that. Most likely to use in his witchcraft. Who knows what he’d do and how it would affect Jarvi, myself, and everyone else.

I sighed. Heroes and villains alike, they wouldn’t leave me alone. Neither knew who Jarvi was, but they were all after him. I had no peace since the day I brought him to the castle. Taking care of a helpless sparkling turned out to be much more challenging than I thought.

I walked up to the bed. Jarvi was the same, lying still with his eyes closed, as if asleep.

“Hello Jarvi. Are you any better? Try doing something, squeeze my hand or at least move your fingers.”

There was no response. His hand stayed lifeless in mine. It had been several months, and his strength was not coming back. Not yet, anyway. Ellar said it would take years. Years... Will I be able to protect him that long? The way things were going, I doubted it. It was becoming more difficult each day, and now I no longer had a loyal servant to rely on. I had to do something, but what?

“I’ll go back to the library. There are still some books left I haven’t gone through, and there should be more coming tomorrow. I will assign a new man to watch over you, probably Garfin. He won’t be allowed to enter the room, I’m not giving him the key. He will be guarding the door.”
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I had been buying books about sparklings, anything I could find, since the day we returned to Arkusville. Yes, Ellar had said there was nothing I could do, but I still stubbornly hoped to find some kind of remedy that would restore Jarvi’s strength. I paid several booksellers to search every bookshop and library they knew of. They did their job well, bringing me dozens of books and scrolls. At first, I plunged into them with enthusiasm, but my zeal quickly faded. There was nothing there. I studied book after book and learned a lot of new things, yet there was no word, no hint about what I wanted to know. Frustrated, I’d give it up for a day or two, then go back and start again. At least it felt better than doing nothing at all.

The few books I had left were old but not very promising, mostly legends and tales. I needed facts, not fables.

I sighed and picked up the thickest one, Sparkling Tales. The first couple of chapters only confirmed my suspicion that, once again, it was going to be a waste of time. There was a silly story about a king who wanted to see sparklings dance and offered them different costly gifts to perform, but sparklings refused them all and only agreed when he made a thousand pies and five thousand toys for poor children. I did not know whether sparklings ever danced, but I doubted that they would do it to entertain a human, even if he was a king and even if he decided to be nice to poor kids. The next one was even sillier – about a knight who found a sparkling lost in the woods, helped him and was rewarded by a special cup that always had wine in it. Now, this one was clearly made up by some ignorant alcoholic. First off, sparklings don’t get lost, and secondly, why would they give a reward that could turn a hero into a drunk?

However, I was determined to finish the book. I turned the page and started reading about another knight. This one broke his spear and sword fighting a dragon, and...

Wait a minute. Was I finally getting close to something?

A sparkling gave the knight his shining sword. The knight defeated the dragon, refused a chest of gold the king offered to him as a reward, fell in love with the king’s daughter and asked for her hand in marriage. When he learned that she was already engaged, the knight lost his temper, attacked her fiancé and killed him with the sparkling’s sword.

Yes, this was very close. I held my breath and kept reading.

The shining sword was spoiled by that wicked act, and the sparkling turned into stone. Only one thing could bring him back to life, and only the guilty knight could do it. He had to cleanse the sword by using it in three valiant deeds. The first one is the Deed of Pure Hand; the second is called the Deed of Cool Mind; the third, and the hardest, is the Deed of Noble Heart. When all three are accomplished, the sword would be purified, and the sparkling would be restored.

Slowly, I lowered the book and leaned back in the armchair. Here it was, the answer I searched for – if I could trust the source. That was the big question. From what I had read so far, this collection was pure fiction, full of fibs and inaccuracies. Sparklings don’t turn into stone, at least not in my case; yet the other part of the story seemed to be based on truth: the spoiling of the sword, and the fact that the sparkling would suffer because of it. Did that mean that the offered solution, the three valiant deeds, was true as well? And if so, what exactly were they? 

I went back to the book, but the story ended without giving out any specifics. It only said that the deeds were to be searched for, yet they would “come by themselves” in the right time. 

Great. Deed of Pure Hand, Deed of Cool Mind, all that sounded nice and fancy, but how was I supposed to know what to do? What to search for? And what is “the right time”?

“Your Lordship! Your Lordship!”

The terrified scream was accompanied by running footsteps, and in a moment Garfin burst in, pale as paper.

“There’s a ghost in Mr. Jarvi’s room!”

I closed the book. Ellar. I thought we had agreed that he’d stop scaring my staff.

“Calm down, Garfin, it’s not a ghost. I forgot to tell you that once in a while you might see this green light, and if that happens...”

“It’s not green, my lord, it is blue!”

Blue?...

I leapt to my feet and ran to Jarvi’s bedchamber, fumbling for the key with one hand and snatching the sword with the other. If it was what I feared, it might already be too late.

A tall slender figure stood at Jarvi’s bed, emanating cold blue light. Its head turned to me, and a contemptuous smile curved the thin lips.

“Ah, here comes your human friend,” said Ragnar, the gormack. “Like I said, I’ll kill him first. Too bad you can’t see it, but I will tell you exactly what I do, and how he dies.”

I knew I stood no chance against him, but I didn’t care.

“Get away from him!” I shouted, swinging my sword. “Get out!”

Ragnar barely moved, yet something hit me in the chest, hard, sending me flying back to the door.

“Would you look at that, he wants to fight me!” The gormack laughed and drew a sword, which also glowed in blue. “All right, go ahead. It’s going to be fun.”

I threw myself at him again. When I struck, he met my sword with his. It felt like I hit solid rock, and my blade broke in half.

“Well? What are you going to do now?”

I did not have that many options, but I’ve always been known for inventiveness. Better do something than give up, that’s my motto. So, having frantically looked around and seeing no suitable weapon, I jerked off my left boot and hurled it at the gormack.

Foolish, I know. I caught the look of insulted surprise on the spirit’s face... In the next moment the boot lit up with green and knocked Ragnar over.

I stared. What in the world?... Those were regular boots, as far as I knew.

“Good throw,” came Ellar’s voice from behind my back as his hand clapped my shoulder. The green sparkling looked like he was trying to suppress a laugh.

Ragnar was back on his feet, and he was furious.

“It’s your doing, not his!” he yelled at Ellar, clutching the sword. “You sent your power!”

The sparkling’s grin widened. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I might have reinforced the blow, but it was his hand that threw it. That’s how it will go down in history, I’m afraid.”

Ragnar fumed, his glow darkened to bluish-black. I thought he’d tear us both to pieces.

“You will pay for this, Ellar of Ravaron!”

Ellar gave a slight nod. “I am at your service, as soon as I return to our realm. Now, leave.”

The gormack obeyed. Either he was too humiliated, or perhaps there were certain rules about fighting in the physical world, but he gave us one last glare and disappeared.

Ellar turned to me, chuckling. “I don’t know how you came up with the idea, but it was brilliant. News of this kind travels fast in the realm of spirits. Getting whacked by a boot, by a human! That will teach him a good lesson.”

“And put me on top of his hit list, I suppose?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks a bunch. A ticked off gormack is all I need.”

Ellar arched a brow. “Hey, aren’t you glad I showed up?”

I was. I did not want to think how it would have ended without his interference.

“Your timing was good, I admit.” I picked up the boot and put it back on. “Have a seat, Ellar, I need to talk to you. And stop glowing, would you? There are already all kinds of ridiculous rumors about my castle – that I’ve got ghosts here, and ghouls, and I don’t know what else.”

“Isn’t that the kind of reputation a villain would want?” Ellar quipped, sitting down. His light did fade away though. “All right, all right, no need to frown. What did you want to talk about?”

I told him what I’d just read.

“Is that true? Can I restore Jarvi’s strength if I do these three deeds?”

The sparkling shook his head. “I have not heard about anything like that. If I knew it was possible, I would have told you right away, back when it all happened.”

“Yes, I remember what you said. So you think it’s just a fairy tale?”

“Very likely, but, on the other hand, my knowledge is limited. There are many things I am not aware of, and some fairy tales do contain grains of truth.”

“Now you make it sound like there might be a chance.”

Ellar shrugged. “All I’m saying is, I don’t know. You can try if you want, but you must realize that there’s no guarantee.”

“Nice.” I took a walk to the window and back, thinking. “What about your king, Faradin? Can you ask him about this?”

“I can,” Ellar nodded. “I’ll do it right now if you wish.”

“Go ahead.”

He lit up with green light and vanished. I waited, much longer than I thought it would take. From what I remembered, sparklings’ trips to the spiritual realm and back took only about a second.

When Ellar finally returned, his expression was serious and impenetrable. I couldn’t tell whether he brought good or bad news.

“Well?”

“Faradin is silent.”

I didn’t get it.

“You mean, he does not know either?”

Ellar gave a condescending smile. “Unlike me, Faradin knows everything. But he has not answered your question. You must decide by yourself whether it is worth trying or not.”

Now, that was beyond frustrating.

“Well, if it’s just a story, of course it is not worth doing! I mean, we’re not talking about taking a stroll here, we’re talking about going on a long quest, and I wouldn’t even know what to look for since the book does not say what those deeds are. Why should I waste time and effort if it’s not going to work?”

Ellar shrugged. “Nobody says you should. Nobody asks it of you.”

“Oh, that’s just great!” Unable to contain myself, I started pacing around the bedchamber.  “Nobody’s asking me, sure. I can just forget the whole thing and do nothing. Just keep fighting off heroes, villains and now gormacks. Keep seeing Jarvi like this every day.” I halted and turned to the sparkling. “Well, you know that I can’t just forget it! I won’t be able to stop wondering whether it would have worked! And Faradin knows it, too!”

Ellar said nothing. He just watched me, standing still in the middle of the room, waiting for my outburst to end. What could he say, anyway? He was just a messenger.

“Fine.” I sat down on the bed. “Fine, I’ll do it. Jarvi, give me your sword.”

Ellar stepped up to me. “Do you mean it?”

“No, just kidding! Of course I mean it, why do you question me? I don’t know what these stupid deeds are, and I’ll probably ruin my reputation doing them, but the way I see it, I don’t have that much of a choice. Will you look after Jarvi while I am gone?”

The sparkling shook his head. “I have told you before, I can’t stay in the physical world very long. Take him to Ulkaria. King Osmund knows who he is, and he will be happy to watch over him for you.”

I didn’t like the idea.

“That means I’ll have to pose as the Lakeland Knight again.”

“You’re worried about your reputation, this would be a perfect solution. Do it as the Lakeland Knight, not Lord Arkus.”

“Well... I suppose you are right.” I looked at Jarvi. His sword was not there. “Jarvi? You hear me, don’t you? Give me your sword, I’ll try to cleanse it through this whole charade.”

Nothing happened.

“I think he does not want you to risk your life,” Ellar said. “You do realize it is going to be very dangerous?”

“I kind of thought valiant deeds included some danger, yes. Come on, Jarvi, don’t make it even more complicated. Just give me the sword.”

“Let me talk to him.”

Ellar leaned over and whispered into Jarvi’s ear. I don’t know what he said, but in a few moments the thin orange sword appeared at Jarvi’s side. I remembered it in its full shining glory, and I remembered how the glow faded. It was still very dim, barely noticeable.

I took the sword and sheathed it; since I’d just broken mine, the empty scabbard was waiting. Just like the last time, the blade fit right in, quickly adjusting to the size.

“Well, I guess I’ve got to start packing.”
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My journey to Ulkaria was not very pleasant. I couldn’t believe I was going back, I thought it was over and I’d never hear the ridiculous nickname of Lakeland Knight again. Yet there I was, heading right into it. It was going to be even worse this time, with these three valiant deeds I had to accomplish.

“I bet you are happy now,” I grumbled at Jarvi, who lay by my side in the carriage. “You got me into this hero business again. Well, don’t get your hopes up. As soon as it’s over, it will be over – for good!”

I did not want them to go all crazy about their beloved Lakeland Knight coming back, so I traveled in a plain carriage, wearing a hooded cloak. I managed to make it all the way to the royal palace unrecognized. There, however, I had to remove the hood to gain access.

The guards instantly lost their severity.

“Sir Lakeland Knight!!”

“Yes, the one and only. Go tell your king that I’m here – him and no one else.”

King Osmund came running from the dining hall, as I could tell by the napkin still tucked behind his collar.

“My dear friend!” he exclaimed, grabbing and shaking my hand. “Come in, come in! What a wonderful surprise... Still, why didn’t you write? I would have prepared a much better welcome! We’d have a feast! And a ball!”

Exactly. That’s what I was afraid of.

“That would be unnecessary, Your Majesty. Your sincere joy is the best welcome.”

“You will not refuse to dine with us, I hope?” the king went on, leading me inside. “The queen will be delighted to see you, and so will my daughter and son! We were so saddened by your unexpected departure... I’m sure you had your reasons, and I make no reproach, but it was quite a shock, for everyone.”

“I apologize for leaving so suddenly and without notice,” I answered. “As Your Majesty says, I did have my reasons. May I request a private audience before I have the pleasure of seeing the royal family? I have a big favor to ask of you.”

“Anything, my dear Lakeland Knight. Whatever it is, consider it done.”

We stepped into the king’s study. I told him what I was getting myself into. Just like Ellar predicted, King Osmund gladly agreed to look after Jarvi, thanking me for the honor and praising my bravery to high heaven.

“How noble of you to undertake this!” he raved. “Not even knowing whether completing these deeds would help! This is so like you, my dear knight! I can’t wait to tell the queen, and everyone else... but I suspect you would wish to keep the endeavor secret?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will be much obliged if it stays between you and me.” I looked at his miserable expression and sighed. “Very well, between me and the royal family.”

That made him happy again.

“Thank you, my friend! It would have been torturous to keep it from my wife and children. Now, don’t you worry about a thing, your sparkling will be in good hands. Is there anything else I can do to help? Any tools or supplies you need?”

Yeah, how about a magic wand to have it over with?

That’s not what I said, of course. However, I did hope that King Osmund could offer some assistance.

“Perhaps Your Majesty can suggest something for me to begin my quest with. Is there any trouble in the land?”

He thought for a few moments and shook his head.

“Ulkaria is peaceful as ever, even more than before – the power of your name still guards us, no one dares to make mischief. So I’m afraid there are no valiant deeds for you here.”

Darn. Was I ever going to start making progress?

“Nothing at all?”

The king spread his hands. “I’m sorry. Even the gang of highwaymen that used to cause trouble up north disappeared... Oh, wait a minute!” He brightened up. “I’ve got an idea. You need to talk to Triar, the wise hermit. Of course! He always knows what’s going on, he can advise you.”

“A hermit?” I was skeptical. “How can he possibly know what’s happening in the world?”

“He has his ways of gathering information. Believe me, he is the best! He’ll tell you who needs help, where, and of what kind. He might even know what exactly these valiant deeds are!”

Well, it sounded like this fellow was worth checking out.

“Where does he live?”

“Up in the Sarwean mountains. You’ll need to hire a guide to lead you to his house, it is not easy to find. Now, Triar is not the friendliest man. He doesn’t help everyone, but I think I can take care of that. He owes me a favor.”

The king walked to his desk and picked up a carved wooden box.

“Here, take this,” he said, taking out a golden medallion shaped like a shield, with a crown neatly engraved in the middle. “Triar made this for me. Give it to him, and tell him that I personally ask him to help you. There is no other medallion like it, so the hermit will know you speak the truth.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” I took the gift. “This is very helpful.”

“I’d do more for you if I could. Well, let us go to the dining hall, I bet they are all dying of curiosity, wondering what’s going on—I ran off without saying a word when the messenger told me you were here. Let’s go surprise them! The queen and the princess will be overjoyed, and Philip – he’ll probably jump and dance when he sees you!”

I had no doubt that Prince Philip would be happy to see me, but it did not make facing him any easier. He was the only person in Ulkaria who knew my true identity. He’d promised to keep it secret, and I was certain he’d kept his word. Nevertheless, I couldn’t begin to think how I would explain things if he ever asked me to.

Before agreeing to dine, I carried Jarvi inside and made sure he would be well guarded, placing him into a room next to the king’s own quarters. King Osmund was right, my appearance before the royal family was a big hit. Not only Philip, everyone jumped from their seat, and it took quite a while to calm them down enough to continue the dinner. The queen wished to know where I had been and what I’d been doing these several months (as if I was ever going to tell her); Princess Litinia wanted to cancel her upcoming trip to Mellenburg, and Philip – Philip acted as if nothing had happened. The boy looked at me with the same sincere admiration, smiling and clinging to every word I said. When the king shared about three valiant deeds, the prince’s eyes lit up, and he showered me with questions, pretty much taking over the conversation.

“Now, Philip,” King Osmund said, laughing, “while I certainly understand your fascination with Sir Lakeland Knight, you can’t have him all to yourself. You must share with the rest of us.”

But Philip wasn’t going to share. When the dinner was over, he begged me to go with him to the fencing hall.

“I now have a sword as well!” he said. “And I exercise three days a week to learn how to wield it. The swordmaster says I am pretty good, but I want you to see and tell me whether it’s true!”

I looked at his father. The monarch laughed again, shaking his head.

“Oh, very well, go. He won’t leave you alone, anyway.”

It was very tempting to ignore the subject and accept Philip’s “let’s-pretend-nothing-has-changed” attitude, but I knew I had to address it. As soon as we were alone, I turned to the boy and looked him straight in the eye.

“Prince Philip. You know who I am.”

He looked back in his disarming open manner and brushed a lock of dark hair off his face.

“I sure do. You are Lakeland Knight, our hero and protector, and my dearest friend who saved my life.”

So he insisted on avoiding it. Well, I wasn’t going to go for that. It was time to face the truth.

“I am Lord Arkus of Blackriver Castle, quite a prominent member of the Villains League. Granted, I have not done any serious business lately, but the fact remains.”

He didn’t bat an eye.

“If it’s true, I don’t care, because what I said is true as well. Did you not save my life risking yours? Did you not protect our land and help our people? Did you not save my sister?”

Yeah, only my original plan was to kidnap her. He didn’t know that; nobody did—that is, nobody human – and for some reason I did not feel inclined to share that bit of info. But the rest was true, I had to admit.

I looked at the prince, not knowing what to say.

“Listen.” He stepped up to me. “I see that this whole thing is not easy to grasp, and not easy to talk about. You probably don’t understand it yourself very well, how it all happened. So let’s just forget it and be friends. I hope you don’t mind being friends with me?”

“Of course I don’t mind, if you still wish it...” I paused, not finding words again. “I want you to know one thing, Philip: I never tried to pose as a hero with ill intent. I did not mean to deceive you in any way.”

“I know that. Here, let’s shake hands and never speak of it again.”

I took his hand. The issue was far from settled; the truth could come out at any time, reach King Osmund, and who knows what would happen then. But for the moment, we were good.

Philip smiled, changing the subject. “There is something I want to ask of you.”

“Uh-oh, I suspect I know what it is.”

“Please take me with you on this quest!”

“Yes, that’s what I thought. I can’t, Philip.”

“Please, please, 
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