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  Chapter 1: To the Watch Tower
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As dusk lost the last edges of light, and the heavens darkened to cloudy night, Dan heard his mare’s hooves clack on cobblestone. After many hours traveling on the dirt roads, they must have reached the outer edge of a Watch Guard Tower, but he could only distinguish silhouettes reaching into the obsidian sky. The heat of the afternoon had given up its battle to the evening chill. Weary from the ride, Dan struggled to sit upright. The nearness of the keep’s walls gave him relief. He leaned forward, forced his sore legs to tighten, and his mare picked up her pace to match the strides of the horse ridden by Watch Guard Quinn, the stocky, sandy-haired man who had taken Dan and his two fellow recruits from their homeland. As apprentices to the Watch Guard, they would become set apart from nation or city-state, at least for a time. 
Quinn’s leather armor rustled as he turned to glance over as Dan drew near. He waved toward the shape of the building up ahead. “We’re almost to the outer defenses.”
Dan’s tiredness gave over to nerves and excitement. The next moments could transform his whole life. He had to create a favorable impression and was not sure if he had with Watch Guard Quinn. The warrior had an inscrutable countenance. Quinn carried a blade of power and he had taken them on a day’s journey with no signs of fatigue. Dan had been struggling not to slump in his seat for several hours, and his doubts fell heavy in his thoughts. He knew his blade, while of fine make befitting the son of a merchant baron, was nothing compared to one of the legendary weapons of power. Even so, he hoped. The King had sent them here. If his apprenticeship established his abilities, he could leave his past and join the legendary inter-kingdom agency of the Watch Guard, through which men and women worked to safeguard ancient secrets and protect all the kingdoms of Aramatir from the misuses of power and sorcery.
He cast about for a technique to intrigue Quinn, to impress him. “I did not observe anyone on duty as we approached. Are there magical wards?”
Quinn chuckled quietly. “Your sight is not trained enough to notice our protections.” He clucked at his mount and moved to the lead position again.
Embarrassed, Dan fought to see more in the gloom. How did Quinn maneuver so easily? Was it related to his blade of power? Some swordsmen gifted with such blades had remarkable abilities that resembled magic, although they swore they did no sorcery. Dan could barely discern sufficient details to measure how close the keep was in relation to him. Thankfully, his mare had no trouble trailing Quinn’s horse. Behind him, the other two horses click-clacked onto the stone path, carrying their riders.
The three of them had not spoken since that morning, not since the skinny redhead dressed in tradesman robes had made an attempt at conversation and found both Dan and Alex to be curt. Dan felt bad about that. Farrald, with his freckled face and soft-spoken demeanor, might be an agreeable fellow. But he had no desire to start a conversation with Alex, who had every reason to be angry with Dan, and who traveled at the rear.
Torchlight brightened a barbican ahead, a defensive, walled structure that loomed above the portcullis. They were here, wherever here was. Without having a compass or a map to consult, Dan wasn't sure. Watch Guard Towers were situated in various countries, both within and at the borders, and sometimes doubling as lighthouses along the coastlines. 
Nobody here cared about his background. He would have a chance. Could he prove his worth? He clenched his dark fingers on the reins he held and then willed them to relax. He had to. He would not return to his parents. While his father had ambitions and clever plans to gain more influence within the prestigious court of nobility, Dan would rather live away from such politics and the gatherings full of flattery and manners. He wished for purpose, for time filled with the necessary training to protect others. If he could become a Watch Guard, he would be called to a higher purpose than any single nation offered, and he would be free from his father’s machinations.
Ahead of him, Quinn paused outside the building and tilted his head up to speak to a hooded figure above them. “Three trainees and Quinn reporting.” His craggy face, lit by the blaze of nearby torches, seemed awake and lively, as if they had been out on a pleasant afternoon excursion and not riding from daybreak into the depths of night.
“Marked.” A woman’s husky voice answered him.
Dan strained his eyes and made out an armored silhouette standing on the rampart. She wore a hood that shrouded most of her upper body, and the torch smoke appeared to twist around her.
Before them, the iron grating rose, drawn up by pulleys. The sharp ends of the portcullis reminded Dan safeguards came in many forms, like strong ramparts, heavy doors, guards, and strategic planning.
Quinn beckoned to Dan and the others. “We’ve arrived, gentlemen.” He smirked at his closing choice of word for them, clucked at his horse, and proceeded through the opening.
Dan’s stomach churned with anticipation, hope, dread, and longing, all at once leaking out of him, leaving him hollow. With his fists clenched against his fear, he leaned forward, and his mare stepped through the archway. Dan noted the tiny holes above him, prepared for defensive strategies, and then refocused on the courtyard ahead.
He could hear the other horses following, then the grinding of the portcullis coming down behind them. Ahead, across a wide square, sconces illuminated a high opening that ended in a three-sided stable. Quinn had already gotten out of the saddle and was leading his horse into the building.
Dan prepared to dismount by shifting in his seat. As he swung his leg over and down, his muscles spasmed, and he gripped the pommel of his saddle as his feet landed on the large paving stones. His legs nearly collapsed beneath him, but he held on. When he regained his balance, he led his mount into one of the stalls. She whickered at the sight of the hay.
Quinn tended his own horse with the unhurried grace of someone practiced at doing the chore, his movements smooth and automatic as he took off her tack and saddle, placing them on racks provided for them.
As he watched, Dan realized there wouldn’t be stable hands or servants here. It was one thing to know that objectively and another to understand what that meant at the end of a long ride. Nobody else would care for his steed but him, so he had work to do for half a candle mark. It was labor he understood how to do, as his Sword Master had taught him, but it was not a task he was accustomed to doing regularly.
As a Junior Lord of Septily, Dan knew he had a lot to learn about living as a common-born individual. Knowing he never wanted to return to the capital of Skycliff as a noble, he could push his fatigue and muscle soreness aside to do what he needed to do.







  
  Chapter 2: Reality Sets In

[image: image-placeholder]

Dan unbuckled his saddlebags, dropped them in the corner by Quinn’s belongings and relieved his mare of the saddle, harness and tack. As he hung them up on the provided hooks, he ran his fingers across the Torren House crest stitched into the saddle flap. While he had no desire to join his parents in any of their intrigues or dealings, he would miss the house insignia. The golden lion rampant above a black storm cloud had always filled his imagination with ideas of courage and nobility. Everything his father was not. Shaking his head, he dropped his fingers from the familiar heraldry. The Watch Guard had their own symbols, which mainly consisted of recurring imagery with a shield overlaying crossed swords, sometimes with a compass rose depicted in the center of the shield. 
Following Quinn’s lead, he found a soft brush and combed his mare’s summer coat. The warmth her flanks had preserved his strength during the lengthy journey. While he brushed out her velvety fur, Dan leaned into her shoulder, savoring the comforting solidness of her presence. The stable was warmer than the outer courtyard, but the sweat of his nerves chilled him. So far, his worries had been for nought. It seemed his true testing would begin tomorrow, and while he should be thankful, he was also worried. Was he truly prepared?
“Horses are wonderful, aren’t they?” voiced Farrald, the lean redhead who had attempted conversation earlier. He brushed his mare with light strokes, swaying back and forth in happy movement. In this torchlight, his freckles were muted against his tan. While he appeared to be someone who would naturally have paler skin than Dan, he had obviously spent many hours in the sunlight, and he had the faint accent of the Desert District of Septily.
“Yeah.” Dan did not want to be rude, but with the war of nerves and exhaustion, he was not sure what to say. He noticed how soft his dark hands were even with the callouses from his sword training. His ancestors had once been traveling merchants of the Southern Continent, but they had moved to Septily and joined the First Champion Elar in fighting against the Dark One, gaining a title and a barony in the process. Generations later, Dan’s family lived sumptuous lives of landed merchant barons, living off the profits of trade deals created by their forefathers. Dan almost felt jealous of Farrald. What must it be like to live a life in which you could be valued for your hard work, and not how you fit into the power plays of your parents?
Farrald did not seem to take offense at Dan’s reticence, as he combed his horses’ mane with loving strokes, running his other hand after the brush in rhythm. He began to sing a hymn from the sanctuaries. “Amazing light, amazing love, God, you are faithful to us.”
Dan cocked his head, surprised. He did not join in with the song. But the tune and the words felt familiar. His family attended worship at the Triune Halls in Skycliff, but they were not devout. His faith was something private, and no one wanted to hear his off-key voice. He wondered what Alex would think of Farrald's open faith. 
Alex had ridden his horse to the edge of the stable and still sat there, not dismounting. He had a sulky look on his pale face, his lips pouting, his eyebrows drawn down, and a lock of his blonde hair drooping halfway over one side of his face. His purple silk shirt and brown leathers were covered in road dust, as all of them were. He peered into the stable. “Is there no one here?”
“We tend our own horses, recruit,” Quinn said, not looking up from where he curried his mare.
Alex shifted in his saddle, frowning deeper. “My father would not approve.”
“He did. That’s why you’re here.” Quinn arched an eyebrow at Alex, and then turned his back on him. He walked over to a water pump, filled the bucket, then filled his horses’ trough.
Alex huffed, then slid down from his horse, wincing as his fine leather boots hit the paving stones. “That was an awful ride.”
Dan shifted to the other side of his mare, continuing to brush her down as she ate her well-earned hay. He glanced back at Alex, wondering if he knew how to rub down a horse.
Alex fumbled with a clasp on the girth of his saddle.
“Here, I can help.” Farrald started to move toward Alex.
“No.” Quinn frowned, deepening the lines around his mouth. “Show him. That’s all. No helping.”
Alex sighed heavily. “Thank you, Farrald.” The saddle slid off his mare and landed in a heap on the ground, including his personal bags. He awkwardly picked it all up and tripped over a dangling strap.
Dan bit his lip. He couldn’t, shouldn’t, laugh or show any pleasure in Alex’s discomfort, but the sight had been satisfying. Even if Alex had every right to be angry at him, he hadn’t wanted Alex to come along on this journey. The King had granted him his hope of being a recruit to the Watch Guard, but he had sent Alex with him. He was not sure which of them was being punished more.
Farrald did not know what Dan knew, and he did not laugh. “If you unstrap your saddle bags and sling the straps over the main saddle, it will be easier to carry. And when you remove your mare’s bridle, be extra gentle and give her a good rub on the cheek, so she knows you’ll be kind. She won’t fight you."
Alex did not thank Farrald for his advice, but he did as Farrald had instructed. Alex glared at Dan when he spotted him staring.
Dan filled his mare’s bucket with more grain and filled her water trough, as a way of continuing his work and ignoring Alex. It was not Dan’s fault Alex was here. Well, maybe it was, but this was better for Alex than what he could have been doing. Even if Dan did not want Alex here, he knew Alex needed to get away from the capital as much as he did, even if Alex did not understand that.
After they had finished giving their mounts their much-deserved rubdowns and all the care they needed, Quinn guided them into the structure behind the stable. It was a long, low room between stone walls, not really part of the castle proper, but an adjacent building between the stable and the castle. A row of slim beds took up one wall, with an open walkway on the other side.
With a touch of a smile, Quinn waved at the beds. “Here’s where new recruits stay until we sort them into their cadres before their induction to the Watch Guard as apprentices. The privy’s down at the end. There’s a washbasin by the castle wall. Extra blankets are in the chests at the end of the beds.” He locked gazes with each of them in turn, ending with Dan.
Dan rooted himself solidly under the man’s measurement. “Understood, Quinn.”
Quinn pivoted on his heel and left them there.
“This isn’t so bad,” Farrald said, and he immediately placed his leather helmet on the bunk closest to the door of the stables. 
Dan shook his head at him. “Don’t sleep there, there’s a draft.”
Farrald shrugged and opened the trunk at the foot of the bed he had already claimed. “I can be closer to my horse this way.”
“I will take the bunk closest to the castle,” Alex said. He opened the chest at the end of his chosen bed, and then opened the chest for the cot next to his. Once he had four extra blankets on his bed, he shucked off his boots, helm, breastplate, and weapons’ belt, then curled up under the covers with his back to them. His saddlebags were still in the stable.
Dan chose a cot in the middle of both. He used both the extra blankets from his chest, and he carefully organized his helm, boots, bags, breastplate, and belt in the chest before closing the lid. He did not want spiders or bugs in his things. As he lay down with his sword tucked under the thin mattress, he noticed Farrald gazing at his trunk. Farrald got up and placed his belongings in his chest. “Good idea and good night,” Farrald said. He snuffed out the torch in the barracks.
The dim light from the stable yard flickered through the small window shafts by the roof. Dan heard Alex breathing raggedly like he was crying, but he did not get up and check. He was sure Alex would not appreciate it. For a time after that, he could hear Farrald murmuring a prayer, but then his words became deep breathing. No one stirred. Dan’s mind whirled, but the depths of his weariness finally overwhelmed his worries.









  
  Chapter 3: A King's Dilemma
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Shedding his bejeweled royal robe which weighed on his shoulders nearly as much as his ostentatious court crown, King Xandros retreated to his private suite with only his oldest friends, Sword Guard Theran and Shepherd Jordan. They wore their early middle age with grace, as they continued to train with each other and instructors daily. Even with his hectic agenda of meetings with the Triune Council, the Court of Nobles, and the Court of Commoners, Xandros maintained his training schedule to stay fighting fit for self-defense. Like his father before him, he wore the trappings of royalty, but always with fabrics and tailoring meant for ease of movement. 
With his ornate purple robe draped on a custom stand and his twinkling crown safely placed in a designated case, Xandros relaxed and reclined heavily in his cushioned chair, releasing the tension in his back. What he did here in this private space often had a greater effect on the citizens of Septily than anything else, and yet, he felt more at ease here than he did in court. Tonight was the same, and he needed a moment with his closest friends before he had to send them away on dangerous missions. After the recent tense meetings with the Court of Nobles, and the accusations of political manipulations by various factions, both Theran and Jordan stood stiffly on the other side of his mammoth desk, as if they had forgotten they could relax with him.
Xandros found his focus shifting to the portrait of his son which sat near his elbow. His son’s blonde hair, blue eyes, and open smile reminded him of more carefree moments. He believed innocence still resided in his son, even after his recent debacle. The boy reminded him of his late wife, and that had been his undoing when it came to raising him. Whenever he looked at his son, his sorrow at the loss of his beloved wife overcame him. So, he had allowed the boy to be raised by others, and that was pure foolishness.
In his discomfiture, he shifted his thoughts to his friends again. Their jaws were tight. Their brows furrowed. Seeing them distraught brought the tension back to his shoulders and he closed his eyes. 
After the discovery and closure of the Red House, a vile brothel filled with slaves, he could not fault his friends for their stiff demeanors. The insidious infiltration of their society by those who traded in human flesh had been growing over the recent years, with several of the Red Houses opening in different locations about the city, and none had been able to put an end to it. If he guessed correctly, both Theran and Jordan blamed themselves for thinking they had fixed the issue already, while he was certain the responsibility fell solidly at his feet. Out of the three of them, he was at the top of the Courts of Law, while Theran and Jordan owed their first allegiance to the Triune Council, and their respective areas of expertise, the Swords of Defense and the Shepherds of Faith.
He missed their youth, despite the solid measures of training interspersed with all their play. They had always been together. Their parents had not only been friends, but all had been firm believers in the Triune God, and so raised their children as close to the faith as they could, with Theran trained in Sword Mastery, Jordan brought up to Shepherd, and with Xandros educated in the Law. When his parents had sought out children to be his closest companions, they had chosen Theran and Jordan, with the aid of the Triune Council, so all had received cross-disciplined schooling. 
As he reminisced about their childhood, he pondered his son’s life. Alex had not undergone the same training, not developed the same friendships, and he was suffering for it. Sending Alex to apprentice with the Watch Guard was Xandros’s attempt to make up for a childhood of soft living among the nobility and the bad training of foreign governesses who did not understand the ways of the Triune Halls or Septily.
Xandros fixed his attention on the painting of their family hanging on the wall. It had been created when his beloved Roseanne had been alive. Her blue-eyes held fathomless depths. Roseanne, a lady of the Ryssorrian Court, had not understood the Triune Halls’ traditions and how they affected the monarchy of Septily. Believing he would rectify this lapse when Alex got older, Theran allowed her to raise Alex in the Ryssorrian way. When she had passed, he had been consumed with grief. This enabled the kingdom to become weak.
Furthermore, he had consented to Alex being pampered by his wife’s old governess, without proper instruction as his heir. The Watch Guard could provide a base for Alex to learn what Xandros had been unable to teach him. With Dan and Farrald at his side, Alex might find the close friendship he needed with those of other disciplines to succeed as King of Septily, who was legally held in check by the Triune Halls’ Council.
His friends had remained at attention as he ruminated. Theran’s tan, middle-aged countenance remained somber, with his keen hazel eyes fixed on the maps on the desk. His fitness for duty was pronounced by his trim and muscular appearance, despite the mix of gray and dark hair at his temples. His black and purple uniform designated his role as the Head of the King's Guards, and of course, it was impeccably kept. The breastplate of hammered steel gleamed in the light of the room’s lamp and firelight. Theran was a rare fighter who fought with both hands and carried two blades, a sword of power and a long knife. He preferred a two-blade fighting style over the usual kind featuring a sword and shield. While taller than most men, Theran had a natural and trained ability with incredibly fast reflexes. 
Next to Theran, Jordan was a study of contrasts. While his face remained youthful and luminous with inner joy, his hair had gone prematurely white. Like Theran, his purple and white tunic, pants, and robes of the Hall of Shepherds were impeccable, and marked him as the King’s Shepherd, only second to the High Shepherd on the Triune Council. His lean figure wrapped in his loose attire fooled some into believing he wore the blade belted at his hip as decoration, but he was a keen and intelligent fighter. In addition to his sword, he carried a copy of the sacred scriptures and a plain staff. Jordan’s sharp blue eyes concentrated on a tapestry map of the known world of Aramatir, with Septily depicted at its center.
Directing his attention to the map, Xandros knew he did not have the luxury to enjoy the evening with his friends. They had work to do, but perhaps they could at least enjoy a good repast. He waved at the sideboard filled with a buffet of finger foods his steward had brought earlier, and then the comfortable chairs opposite to him. “Please, take sustenance. We have serious matters to discuss, and none of us do well on empty stomachs.”
Theran checked the lock on the door before turning to face him. “Majesty, I am your protector here, as always, and the recent events make me uneasy, even here in your private study. We must remain vigilant to stop the Red Hand from creating more of their Red House establishments in Skycliff.”
Xandros sighed. “I agree, but please stop standing at formal attention and calling me ‘Majesty’ in the privacy of my study. This room is secure. You have placed layers of security between me and the rest of society. If I am confined like this, I will never know what it is like to truly live in Septily or feel the freedom I hope our citizens have.”
Theran’s hand drifted to his helm, which hooked to his belt during his most relaxed moments of guarding Xandros. “The freedom that allows assassins to lurk close to you? Or the freedom your son Alex had when he went to the very criminals we keep trying to erase from Skycliff and attempted to procure more than conversation from a woman in the Red House, provided by that cruel organization the Red Hand?”
Jordan tutted in disagreement, crossing his arms over his chest. “We cannot judge Alex. We do not know he went to the Red House for such ill purposes. He loved his mother, and he has never treated any woman poorly.”
Theran snorted. “There is only one motive for someone who goes to the Red House. You know that, Jordan.”
Jordan held up his hands. “I have never been there for any purpose than to shut one down. Even if we assume Alex went there to do something unworthy, we can hope he did not truly understand the circumstances in which those women are brought to the Red House.”
Theran scowled. “He cannot be so naïve.” He walked over to the sideboard and snatched up a few slices of cheese and some brown bread.
Xandros had heard enough of their conjecturing. When he had learned of Alex’s foolishness late in the evening a few days prior, the two of them had been retired for the evening. His other Sword Guards had done their jobs and had kept his confidence. He knew Theran and Jordan would be angry, for he had created arrangements that they did not know about, and feared the parting he must endure. He dropped his head to his hands for a moment in a wordless cry of prayer for his friends, for his son, and for his kingdom.
He felt someone touch his hands, and knew from the softness of that touch, it had to be Jordan. This was confirmed by his friend’s words.
“Lord of Light, we need your guidance.”
“Amen.” Theran said in response, his voice grim.
Sitting up straight with a determination not to let them down, Xandros tapped the papers on his desk. “Alex could be so naïve, and that is why I decided on the punishment I gave him. He has been too sheltered and does not truly understand the traditions of our kingdom or this office. I have sent him to train with the Watch Guard. They prepare him for the right path. Instead of focusing on his punishment, I would like us to consider the methods in which he discovered the Red House, and how the establishment opened again, in a new location, after we closed the last one.”
Xandros unrolled a map of Skycliff. Red marks dotted the map, showing all the previous sites of the Red House within the city’s walls. He was warming up to his revelation. He hoped his friends would forgive him for waiting to share it.
Jordan poured himself a glass of mead and picked up a piece of bread. He fixed his attention on the map. “They have a system of transporting their slaves into the city that we are not seeing. At first, it seemed the port must be vulnerable, but we have not found any leads there. I’ve had apprentices working on it.”
Theran leaned over the map, tracing his fingers from one red mark to another. “My people, in disguise, have not seen a pattern or a transportation method for this operation either, and I had hoped they would be more effective than the Shepherd apprentices. No disrespect to you, Jordan.”
Xandros pointed to the unofficially named Inner Circle, which surrounded the palace grounds. “Have you searched here? I have reason to believe our problems may be coming from those closest to the palace.”
Theran stepped back and glared at the door which led to the main hall and court. “You have reason to believe those who step and fawn at your every whim would do such a thing?”
Xandros ran his hands over his face and sighed. “The nobles and the merchants always have a handful among their number who are greedy for more and more money and power.” Opening the drawer of his desk, he withdrew the missive he had been given the same night he had his son arrested and sent to the Watch Guard. “This, gentleman, is a handwritten note by one of our city’s most powerful nobles, given to his son who thwarted his father’s plans. Because of this young man, Alex was saved from a long-running plot to blackmail me and force me to be this noble’s puppet.”
Theran and Jordan stared at the paper and then exchanged a glance with each other and spoke at the same time. “Torren?”
Xandros gritted his teeth and gave a slow nod. How had they known? Had he been so blinded by his grief he could not comprehend the threats against him?
Theran’s brow furrowed again, and he held out his hand. “Lord Torren is behind the Red House, and this proves it?”
Xandros handed him the slip of paper. “Not exactly.”
Jordan read the missive over Theran’s shoulder. “There are no names. Not even Prince Alex is mentioned by name.” He put his hand on Theran’s shoulder. “We can’t act yet.”
Theran crumpled the paper in his fist. “Where is Junior Lord Dan, now? Would he testify in court against his father?”








  
  Chapter 4: From Guard to Spy
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Theran’s fist remained clenched around the paper, as he struggled with the bitterness and grief that assailed him at every mention of the Red House. The criminal group was responsible for the loss of one of his nieces. He loved his country. He loved his friend the King. And at the same time, he wanted to speak to Junior Lord Dan and force every bit of information out of the upstart noble. He recognized the urge was not worthy of his calling as the Master Sword Guard responsible for the King’s protection, but he still felt hard anger building in his chest. 
Xandros shook his head. “I sent him with my son to the Watch Guard. It was his wish, and I hoped he would continue to protect my son as you protect me, old friend. In addition, there is a young man whose father forced him to join the Watch Guard who will also train with them. He is yearning for the path of Shepherd, and I hope the three will form bonds like we share.”
Theran took a slow breath, wrestling with his feelings and understanding Xandros had a duty to uphold, to keep the country of Septily on the right path to justice for the safety of all citizens. If Junior Lord Dan Torren was truly worthy of the Watch Guard, then he had already told them all he knew about his father’s association with the Red House. While the Watch Guard did not share the same calling as the Sword Hall of the Triune Halls, they served as Guardians against evil across inter-kingdom borders and had a good alliance with the Triune Halls of Septily. If the young man passed his training with them, then Theran would speak to him as a colleague. The pain in his chest eased and he tried to think clearly. 
Jordan steepled his hands in front of him. “Bonds like ours do not always do well when they are forced upon young men.”
Theran hadn’t considered that problem, but it was not the one that most concerned him. He wanted to get information on the Red Hand’s operations and shut down all their Red Houses, which trafficked women and men, children and adults, by force or with poisons which rendered the victims helpless and unable to fight back.
Xandros bowed his head. “It is the best I can do. We must focus on the Red House.”
That, Theran agreed with, but he still needed to say his piece. “Without Junior Lord Dan, we have no evidence we can take to the Lawgivers, and we cannot prosecute or imprison anyone without their help. I commend you for being a good king, but there are times when you could rule much more efficiently. We need to shut down the Red House.” His anger built again as he spoke, but it was followed immediately by remorse. None of this was Xandros’s fault. He dropped his head. “Forgive me, my King, my friend, I speak out of pain.”
Xandros rose from his chair. “I understand your grief, Theran, I do. Your niece was stolen from you and was never found. We need to act on this urgently, and it is why I am asking you both to help me with the next steps. I plan to trap Lord Torren and all those involved.”
Theran ran a hand through his hair and paced in front of the fireplace. While only embers burned in the hearth, his frustration and pain boiled under his skin. He swiveled to face his friend and King. “What can we do that we have not already tried, Xandros? It has been going on for years, and our efforts have failed to create a meaningful dent in their organization, especially if they become so bold as to try to trap young Alex via blackmail.”
Xandros leaned forward and placed both his hands on the map. “We do the unexpected. We trap them, and we hunt them on their ground, not our own.”
Theran stalked over to stare down at the map of the city, not sure how they would find anything new on the parchment.
Jordan placed his hand on Theran’s arm in a placating gesture. “We will help, in any way we can, King Xandros. As your friends, and as your subjects. What do you want us to do?”
Xandros reached into his desk again and withdrew two more missives. “I received news from the Watch Guard about a slave route of the Red Hand in the Southlands. I need you, Jordan, to take a platoon of Sword Guards from the Triune Halls to intercept a caravan of kidnapped children, men, and women.”
Theran shifted in his stance, not sure he heard correctly. Jordan, to intercept a slave caravan? It was unexpected, but was it wise?
Jordan took the paper and opened it, pressing his lips together as he read it in full. “Are you sure this is the best fit for me, Xandros? I am capable of defense, but I am not a warrior.”
Xandros tapped his desk. “The man in charge of this particular unit was assigned as a favor to a noble in my court, and while the unit is available on a moment’s notice for this mission, they are not the most experienced, nor is the commander. I need someone with your steady influence and discernment in charge. I believe your voice of gentleness will be healing for the captives, once they are freed.”
Theran could understand Xandros’s reasoning, but what if Jordan and the upstart Sword Master he referred to failed? Since his wife’s death, Xandros had been struggling to rule. For the first time in years, Theran could see some of the renewed confidence Xandros had once had. Maybe the trouble with Prince Alex had caused Xandros to reawaken to the tasks at hand, but, this seemed like a strange plan. “Are you set on this, Xandros? It seems that I would be best suited to taking out my anger on the Red Hand in a battle.”
Xandros held the other letter close to his chest. “While it will not put you in a fight, this assignment will bring you closer to the root of the problem here in Skycliff, and it is only you who I trust to do the task. Jordan would not be suited for it. You will need to pretend to be disavowed from my service and will work as a guard for Junior Lady Leandra Torren, Dan’s sister. I met with her, and she is, like her brother, discomfited and unhappy with her father’s attempts to rule her life and to ruin Skycliff. She will help you gain access to the Torren family affairs.” He slowly held out the letter. “You will need to tread with care, but if you need to strike, you will retain full authority to cut the head off the snake.”
Theran thought over his friend’s words and wondered at the sensibility of the plan. Would Lord and Lady Torren truly believe he was disavowed? What would that entail? And who was this young woman who would betray her parents? Yet, if it put him in a position to finish the Red Hand’s activities, he would take it. He held out his hand for the missive.
Jordan held up one hand. “My friends, the shepherds and the lawgivers do not countenance vigilante justice.”
Theran sighed, knowing he was radiating the kind of anger that caused Jordan to speak as he did. “I will do the matter justly.” He bowed his head to Xandros, and then to Jordan. “I promise, I will not strike unless there is no other option.”
A moment of silence passed over the room.
Jordan held out his hands. “Hope in the Lord is all we truly have.”
Theran closed his eyes as Jordan prayed, but he struggled to hear the words of the prayer. Time for prayers were over. They needed to act. He would do all he could to understand the plans of his King and do his best to begin the necessary work, but inside, he felt torn between rage and a need for justice. They were headed into late evening, but he couldn’t imagine sleeping. It was time to be awake and actively pursuing the Red Hand. 







  
  Chapter 5: Morning Chores
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Dan startled awake because of a strange noise and fumbled for his blade. When his fingers closed around the leather-wrapped pommel, he relaxed and took in his surroundings. 
Early morning light shone across dusty cobblestones and the outer room. The stable had been full of a variety of horses, at least a few dozen. That meant somewhere beyond this area, presumably through the door at the end, there were more rooms, possibly more barracks.
It dawned on him that he did not know how the Watch Guard lived their daily lives in their Keeps. Were they all bachelors? Did they have families? Was he cut out for this life of service?
No. He pressed the questions away. He couldn’t doubt this now. It was the best choice he had.
A cock crowed outside. That might have been what awakened him. He had heard chickens at the Lake District estate his parents owned, but he had forgotten how rousing the birds could be. Last night, they had ridden across the dark, flat stones of the courtyard before they had entered the stable. How much did he miss of the Keep’s structure? He ran his hand over his lightly stubbled chin and sighed. He usually over-worried things, but for a time he had acted almost as impulsively as Alex.
In his bunk closest to the castle door, Alex was curled under a lump of blankets with the top of his blonde hair sticking out. Dan contemplated waking him, then decided against it. Dan knew the next time they spoke, Alex would have some harsh words for him. No, he was not waking up Alex.
After he dressed in a clean tunic and pants, he made his bed, mostly because he saw Farrald straightening his covers and pillow and he did not want to look like a slouch. He did not know how Farrald got the corners tucked in so tight and he did not ask. He was almost as helpless as Alex. It was an uncomfortable assessment.
Dan sat on the chest at the end of his bed to put on his boots and stared down at the floor. The stones were worn and uneven, but clean. As he stared at the grooves between the stones, he realized he knew who probably washed the floor, but he did not like the idea. And if he did not like it, he was sure Alex would be furious.
With that thought, Dan rose and followed Farrald into the stable area. If he sincerely wanted freedom from his past, he had to learn to live like a common-born man, like Farrald, well, except not exactly like Farrald.
Farrald was grooming his horse again and singing to it. He pivoted to nod at Dan and kept singing with a big smile on his face.
Dan stood there momentarily, taken aback by Farrald’s ability to sing with such cheer this early, then grabbed one of the other brushes and started combing Alex’s mare. The horse hadn’t had proper grooming the night before and it leaned into him appreciatively, snuffling his hair.
Farrald stopped singing when he went to fetch fresh hay for the horses. “So, I never did catch your name?” he asked.
Dan sighed, embarrassed that he’d been so rude to Farrald, who had done nothing wrong the day before. “I’m Dan Torren, but call me Dan. The rest doesn’t matter anymore.”
Farrald paused in his work. “So, you’re a noble and Alex is, too?”
Dan opened his mouth, then shut it. What could he say about Alex? He was not sure. He reflected on all the ways they both stood out as nobles to Farrald and knew he couldn’t hide his identity. His clothes were city clothes, the kind of tunic and pants the nobility wore in Skycliff with decorations up and down the sleeves of his shirts, and with piping on his dark pants. He continued to brush his mare as he collected his thoughts. “My family is influential at court, or at least my father tries to be. I don’t want that life. Where are you from, Farrald?”
“The Desert District. It’s dry there.” Farrald shrugged.
Dan smiled, then chuckled. “That’s an understatement—‘dry’—I think I’ve heard tell it can suck the moisture off your bones.”
Farrald scoffed. “Only if you’re foolish to be out at midday with no protection.”
“What do you do during midday?” Dan asked.
“We sleep, meditate, or study,” Farrald said, his eyes lighting up. “The Sanctuary library has the most insulated corners where one can stay cool in the heat and is one of the best places to spend midday. I understand they have an even bigger library here.”
“You came for their library?” Dan asked, shaking his head in puzzlement. His tutor Reg would have loved Farrald, as much as he was frustrated by Dan. He imagined Reg regaling Farrald with dry, dusty facts and Farrald soaking in his wisdom. Dan enjoyed reading entertaining stories, but he hated regimented studies.
“Of course, the Watch Guard holds more knowledge between its towers than any place outside of the Triune Halls in Skycliff, if not even more than that. Have you been to the library at Skycliff?”
“Yes.” Dan finished brushing down Alex’s mare and started grooming his own mare, who lipped at his shoulder until he patted her neck. “My tutor took me there every week. I was supposed to do research in several areas to keep my mind sharp and help me understand the vast responsibilities of my family.”
“What’s it like?” Farrald had grabbed one of the brooms but stood there, leaning against it.
“Rooms and rooms of books, tall windows, enormous tables, and small ones. There is a section I like on the top floor, where there are books on the legends of the Champions, and you can see magnificent views of the harbor.”
“Our library did not have any views, but I like books on music, worship, and philosophy. It is where we can truly learn who we are in relation to the Lord. Do they have a good section for that in Skycliff?”
Dan shrugged. “That was not somewhere my tutor Reg took me, and I did not seek it out.”
Farrald's face sobered and he started sweeping. After a few moments, he began humming a tune in time to the sounds of the broom across the floor. Dan did not recognize the song. It was pleasant, but Dan was glad he was not expected to join in. He picked up another broom.
When they had finished sweeping the stable and had bestrewn hay in the stalls, Dan considered cleaning the tack, but he paused at the doorway to the barracks room. Should he wake Alex yet?







  
  Chapter 6: Rude Awakenings
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The problem of waking Alex was solved when Quinn came bellowing out from the barracks room with Alex by his elbow. “Up, up, up. You have chores to do.” 
Alex was barefoot, his shirt hung loosely around his hips, and his hair was sticking up in every direction. He glared at Dan, then Farrald, and yanked his arm out of Quinn’s grip. “Unhand me. I am–
“A recruit. Not even an apprentice. That’s what you all are,” Quinn reminded them. “Nothing else matters here. So far, you aren’t passing muster, Alex.”
Alex clenched his fists. His shoulders tightened, and so did his jaw. His face reddened.
“Master Quinn, would it be all right if we broke our fast? I’m awfully hungry.” Farrald said, interrupting the scene.
Dan gave Farrald a small nod. “I am hungry, too, Sir Quinn.”
“I am no one’s ‘sir’ or ‘master,’ ‘Quinn’ will do. We don’t stand on ceremony here unless you speak to the Sergeant of Arms, the Lieutenants, or the Captain.” Quinn puffed up his chest as he spoke and pushed Alex’s shoulder. “There are no titles for anyone else.”
“Of course, Quinn,” Dan said. He tilted his chin downward, not in an actual bow, but as deferential as he could manage, with Quinn manhandling Alex. He tried to keep his eyes focused on the flagstones below their feet, but still watched them both out of his peripheral vision.
Alex visibly forced himself to relax with a deep breath. “May I get my boots, Quinn, and my vest, before I help with the chores and have breakfast?”
“Yes. Farrald will demonstrate how to fold your bedding, and Dan will show you how to clean tack. Then, you will have breakfast. Tomorrow, you had all best be done with these basics by the seventh mark.” He pointed at a large candle on a metal stand with a metal cover over it that stood outside the stable in the courtyard.
The candle had a wire running through it at evenly marked intervals. Candles like this for marking the time were common in Septily and in the world beyond. Each mark matched an hour of the day, if the candle were lit and kept burning. He guessed somewhere inside the keep a larger time candle was used to keep the time as accurate as possible. The seventh mark came seven hours after the darkest part of the night; the larger time-candles were replaced at midnight.
Thankfully, Alex did not gripe at Farrald or Dan when they showed him how to do the chores assigned to them, and he stopped glaring at Dan midway through cleaning the horse tackle.
“This can’t be fun for you, either,” he said, as he ran a polishing cloth over one of the stirrups.
Dan glanced around to see if Farrald was listening to them, but Farrald was humming over his work, sitting on a bench several feet away.
With a careful hand, Dan rubbed more cleaning oil into his saddle. “The head of our house guard was a retired Sword Guard from the Triune Halls. He made me learn how to care for my horse, my tack, and my blade after every lesson. I’m not saying I liked it, but he promised to show me how to fight like him if I did my chores without complaining.”
He paused in his work and stared out at the blue sky above the courtyard beyond the stable. He missed old Thorn. He wondered what the old man would think of him now when he couldn’t even make a bed as well as Farrald.
“I see.” Alex winced as he rubbed the cleaning cloth over the last bit of tack. He finished it and gripped the cloth tight in one hand. “I had the finest tutors, the best servants. I envied others their freedom. But I did not know what I was wishing for.” As Alex gathered all his cleaning cloths, Dan showed him the basket on the side of the stable where the used cloths were stowed until they were washed for their next use.
“You must believe I am a fool, even more so than you did the other night” Alex said bluntly. He gave Dan one of his specific looks, a studied gaze which meant he was ready to judge anything Dan said.
Dan shook his head. He did not want to remember the garish party where they had both been two nights ago. “I do not believe you are a fool for wanting freedom.”
He thought about telling Alex about a spot he had missed on his tack, then noticed a blister on Alex’s palm. “Let’s get washed up for breakfast.”
Hanging his tack up on the hooks on the stable wall, he watched out of the corner of his eyes to make sure Alex did the same. Then he walked over to where Farrald sat resewing the edge of his worn saddle. “We need to find where we eat breakfast.” His stomach grumbled as he spoke.
Farrald laughed as his stomach whined. “It is time, isn’t it?” He finished his stitching with a precise knot, then slipped the supplies for tack repairs into a trunk.
Alex frowned as Dan and Farrald both washed their hands under the pump at the same time. Then he joined in the fray. By the time they were done, they had chilled hands and water spray dotting their clothes.
As Dan dried his hands after Farrald and Alex, a sense of contentment washed over him. The Watch Guard offered him a chance at a life beyond the political machinations of Skycliff. He knew he was lucky. The citizens of Septily would never really care what happened to a Junior Lord. He could join the Watch Guard or get trained to do something else. The only individuals who would miss him from his past were his parents and his sister, and his parents had made it clear they wanted him for only one thing: to be their political pawn because he was the same age as Alex.
It would not happen. He would not return to Skycliff with Alex at the end of the year. That would effectively ruin his father's plans.
As they made their way toward the kitchen door, Dan's mind wandered to the stories he'd heard about the Watch Guard. They weren't just protectors of borders; they were guardians of ancient secrets and powerful artifacts. He recalled tales whispered in the corners of Skycliff's grand halls, stories of weapons that could command the elements or change the course of battles.
"What do you think we'll learn first?" Farrald's excited voice broke through Dan's reverie.
Dan glanced at his companions. Alex wore a mask of indifference, but Dan could see the curiosity burning in his eyes. "Combat training, probably," Alex said with a shrug.
"Maybe," Dan agreed, "but I hope we'll learn about the artifacts the Watch Guard protects too." He lowered his voice, pausing outside the kitchen door. 
Farrald's eyes widened. "My gran used to tell stories about a bow that never missed its mark, no matter how far the target."
Even Alex looked intrigued now. "My mother told me stories about a staff that could control the weather. Always thought it was just a myth."
Dan nodded, excitement building in his chest. The Watch Guard served beyond the borders of any nation as protectors of the known world of Aramatir. But now he realized it might be so much more than that. They could be the last line of defense against powers beyond imagination.
 Here, he could learn not just how to fight, but how to protect the world from threats most people couldn't even comprehend.
Whatever challenges lay ahead, whatever ancient and powerful forces they might encounter, Dan wanted to be ready to face them.
The legends of the Watch Guard were about to become his reality.







  
  Chapter 7: Breakfast
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Dan, Farrald, and Alex returned to the barracks and entered the wooden door that separated the barracks from the rest of the castle. The door swung open to reveal warm light and the smell of fresh bread. 
At the stove stood a brown-skinned man with a tattoo on his arm of an owl holding a sword in its claws. He wore an apron over his Watch Guard uniform, and he beckoned them toward a table. “There you are! I’m Kaipo. The other recruits are in the practice field. Eat up and eat quickly. You’ll join them soon.”
Alex frowned as if he might say something, but Dan nudged him.
“Quinn told us to clean our tack,” Farrald explained as he grabbed a hunk of bread and a bowl, which Kaipo filled with a mash of cheese, potatoes, and sausage. “We did not know there were any other recruits here, yet.”
“You’re likely the last, although there were rumors of more arriving, they are from an unpredictable people.” Kaipo poured more food into two more bowls and handed them to Dan and Alex, who took seats around Farrald on the bench by the long, wooden kitchen table.
Dan grabbed a piece of bread and used it along with a spoon to shovel the steaming food as quickly as he could, forgoing all the noble manners his mother had painstakingly taught him. Farrald was doing much the same. Alex dipped his bread in the mash, took a bite, and
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