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​​Chapter One

Twenty-three years ago ...

Screams of pain and fear tore through the Low Woods, only to be quickly silenced by mad laughter and the sound of metal cleaving against flesh. A woman was begging for mercy from the rogues killing her and her companions, only for her cries for mercy to be immediately silenced by the sound of a sword cutting through flesh.

And a baby was crying, crying in fear, and it kept crying long after the last of the rogues had left ...

The young hermit known as Tiram suddenly awoke. He looked around at his surroundings, at the tall and ancient trees on every side, but he saw and heard nothing except for the chirps of the birds in the trees above. He yawned and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, wondering if he had simply had a very vivid dream. He almost always did whenever he spent the night in the Woods away from his cabin. Although Tiram did not know for sure, he had always believed that there was something about the Low Woods that made his dreams more vivid than they normally were.

Tiram glanced at the sword at his side. The blade—a magical sword called Gildshine—was still where he had left it on the dewy grass the night before, untouched by any hands. Still, he picked up his weapon and lay it in his lap, listening again for any sounds in the Low Woods that should not be there. There had been something about that dream that had not been quite right, but he did not know for sure what—

Then Tiram heard it. A baby, crying somewhere in the distance, but close enough that he knew that it was not a dream or some kind of strange animal noise. It sounded exactly like the crying baby in his dream.

But more alarmingly, he smelled smoke, too.

Rising to his feet, Tiram took a quick swig of honey beer from his flask to awaken his senses before taking off through the thick trees and undergrowth of the Low Woods. If there was an abandoned baby nearby and a fire, then Tiram had to act fast. He thought of himself as the protector of the Low Woods and part of being the Low Woods' protector was putting out any fires that started, whether by other humans or by nature.

A few minutes later, Tiram burst through the trees onto a pathway that cut through the Low Woods and stopped at the gruesome sight that lay before him.

Six corpses—mostly men, with one elderly woman among them—lay scattered around the path. An overturned cart lay just off the path, with its canvas burned off and one of its wheels missing. The smoke was coming from the burned cart and one of the corpses, a man who looked like he had been burned alive. The men wore the armor of the Knights of Lamaira, but Tiram did not understand what five Knights of Lamaira and an elderly woman were doing out here in the middle of nowhere, far away from the capital city of Tain, although he could guess at the identities of their killers.

Probably the Marauding Blades, Tiram thought. Vicious bandits, they are. They even make other bandits look peaceful.

But Tiram could still hear the baby crying. It sounded like it was coming from the dead elderly woman, so Tiram ran over to her corpse and bent over it once he reached her.

The woman was lying on her stomach, but Tiram noticed that her arms were folded underneath her like she was protecting something. Although Tiram hated touching corpses, he nonetheless grabbed the old woman's body and turned it over, revealing a baby boy swaddled in fine velvet blankets. Aside from the tiny burn on his forehead, the baby boy appeared uninjured, but he was still crying his lungs out anyway.

Tiram, having had some experience with babies before, immediately scooped up the baby boy in his arms and started to rock him back and forth, all the while saying, “It's okay, it's okay. There's no need to cry. You're safe now.”

Much to his surprise, the baby actually did stop crying. He looked up at Tiram with big dark eyes, eyes that did not look quite human to Tiram, but he was unable to explain what was different about them.

“There,” said Tiram, smiling despite himself. “See? You're safe now. And lucky, now that I think about it. Somehow you survived when these big strong Knights did not. I wonder how that happened?”

Then Tiram heard a moan and looked down at the old woman. She had elaborately done curls and gold jewelry woven through her hair, making her look like royalty. Most of the jewelry had been ripped out of her hair—no doubt by the bandits that had done this awful thing—and her face was beaten in several places and her nose was clearly broken.

But she had moaned, which meant she was still alive, so Tiram leaned over her, still keeping the baby safe in his arms, and said, “Are you still alive? Miss?”

The old woman opened her eyes. They were gray and cloudy, yet she looked straight at Tiram like her vision was fine. She reached up with one weak, burned hand and said, in a weak voice, “Please ... protect the young shelmai ...”

Tiram had no idea what 'shelmai' meant, but the old woman seemed to be referring to the baby. So he said, “I can help you. I have a cabin a few miles from here with food, water, and medical supplies and—”

“No ...” the old woman croaked. “Don't bother ... my time has come ...”

“What do you mean?” said Tiram. He glanced around at the dead Knights lying around them. “Are you dying? Why were you and five Knights out here all by yourselves in the middle of nowhere?”

The old woman coughed. “His majesty ... King Riuno ... is dead ...”

“The King of Lamaira?” said Tiram, unable to believe his ears. “What? How?”

“It ... does not matter,” said the old woman. She hacked and wheezed. “Please ... just protect the shelmai ... he must survive ...”

The old woman's words trailed off and her eyes became lifeless. She stopped moving, stopped breathing. She was dead.

Tiram stood up and looked at the baby boy in his arms. The baby, the shelmai, as the old woman had called him, was sleeping soundly within his arms now, as if he sensed that he was going to be safe now.

Tiram still had no idea who the old woman was or what was so special about the baby boy, but he did understand that King Riuno was dead. He didn't know how or why, but he doubted that the old woman would have wasted the last moments of her life telling him a lie.

And if the King is dead, then Lamaira will not survive long without him, Tiram thought grimly.

Tiram shook his head. The fate of the Kingdom was not important at the moment. Right now, he needed to focus on getting this baby to safety and searching the corpses of the woman and the Knights for any clues as to their identities or purpose for coming here. Then Tiram would take whatever the bandits had left, bury the bodies, and worry about the future in the morning.

So Tiram turned and walked back into the trees of the Low Woods, intending to take the baby, the shelmai, to his cabin. And the baby slept softly in his arms all the while.


​​Chapter Two

Twenty-three years later ...

On the first day of fall, Keo of the Sword dodged a slash from a man clad in silver armor. Seeing an opening, Keo slashed at the soldier with his sword Gildshine, the blade striking the soldier's side, but all that seemed to do was enrage the swordsman, who pulled his sword back and tried to strike Keo again.

Keo ducked, avoiding the Knight's sword, and tried to slash at him again with Gildshine, but the soldier blocked the blow with his shield. This forced Keo to back up, while the Knight advanced on him with his shield before him and his sword in one hand.

“Foolish spy,” said the Knight, his voice somewhat muffled through the metallic visor covering his face. “Think you can sneak into West Lamaira without us noticing? You think us greater fools than we really are.”

“I've told you,” said Keo, not bothering to hide the annoyance in his voice anymore, “we're not Magician spies.”

“And I am the reincarnation of King Riuno,” said the Knight sardonically. “Taste my blade of death!”

The Knight charged Keo suddenly. But Keo, seeing an opportunity, stepped out of the way, allowing the enemy Knight to run past him. In one smooth motion, Keo slammed the flat of Gildshine against the back of the Knight's head, clanging his blade against the Knight's helmet. He put enough power into the blow that the Knight fell onto the ground unconscious, dropping his weapons around him.

Panting, wiping the sweat off of his forehead, Keo nudged the Knight just to make sure that he was down. When the Knight did not move, Keo sighed in relief and then looked around at the rest of the battle going on around him.

On the opposite side of the battlefield was a young, blonde-haired woman in a green tunic, who used the winds to assault the Knights of the Old Kingdom fighting her. That was Maryal of the Wind, one of Keo's three traveling companions, and despite her petite form, she was holding her own against the burly Knights fairly well, probably because of her magic.

Closer to Keo was an older man, perhaps in his fifties, fighting two other Knights, but the older man—Keo's other traveling companion, Dlaine of the Fist—did not have any weapons. Instead, he fought with his hands, moving with great dexterity for a man his age, landing the occasional blow but otherwise keeping out of the reach of his two opponents, who were having a hard time keeping up with him despite being at least half his age. That was probably because of Jola, the invisible Magician, casting fireballs and making their weapons jerk around in their hands, which was probably the main reason why Dlaine had lasted so long against them.

Their battle took place on the border between South Lamaira and West Lamaira. The party of four had intended to travel through the Cloudway Pass, which was located on the small mountain chain on the border, to reach West Lamaira, but when they crossed over into that country, they were immediately ambushed by a group of West Lamairan border patrol Knights who believed they were spies sent from South Lamaira. It wasn't true, because Keo and friends were actually wanted criminals in their home country, but so far the Knights had not bothered to listen to their protests, hence the battle that had erupted between both sides.

And they clearly are not going to listen to us no matter what, Keo thought. But that doesn't change the fact that I need to end this fight quickly so we can continue heading to the Restorationists' capital city, Tain.

So Keo moved to help Maryal with her opponents, but before he could get very far, he heard something heavy spinning through the air and looked to his right just in time to see a heavy metal ball and chain flying toward him.

Alarmed, Keo ducked, allowing the flail to go flying over his head, and then looked to see yet another Knight standing several feet away, dragging the ball back to him. This Knight, however, was much larger than the other Knights, about a head taller than any of them, and he looked even more eager to murder Keo than the others were.

“Lucky move, spy,” said the Knight, his voice deep and rumbling behind his visor. “But luck will not be on your side forever, you know.”

“How many times do I have to tell you guys that we're not spies?” said Keo in annoyance. “We're just peaceful travelers trying to reach Tain.”

“Oh, so you are dim enough to tell us your destination?” said the Knight. “I never had much respect for Magician spies like you, but I didn't realize just how justified that that lack of respect truly was.”

Before Keo could protest once more that they were not spies, the Knight hurled his ball and chain at Keo again. This time, it came almost too quickly for Keo to dodge, but he managed to dodge it at the very last second. He slashed at the chain with Gildshine, cutting through it and sending the metal ball flying.

But as soon as Gildshine cut through the chain, the Knight threw it aside and drew his own sword from his sheath. The Knight charged at Keo and swung his blade at him. The Knight's broadsword flew through the air toward Keo, who blocked it with Gildshine, but then the Knight suddenly forced Keo back, putting all of his weight into forcing Keo down to the ground.

Keo gritted his teeth and, finding his footing, pushed back against the Knight. The two pushed against each other, neither giving the other any openings, and it was all Keo could do to keep the Knight from forcing him down. They were so close that Keo even saw the Knight's blue eyes through the slit in his visor, which were focused in anger.

Then Keo, realizing that his enemy was too focused on pushing him back to do anything else, ceased pushing back against the Knight and stepped to the side in one smooth motion. The Knight—who had been very busy pushing back against Keo—suddenly staggered forward, giving Keo the opportunity to slam Gildshine against his back and knock him to the ground.

But as soon as the Knight hit the ground, he rolled over and back onto his feet, but he did not attack right away. Instead, the Knight watched Keo carefully, his shoulders lowered, his panting audible through his visor.

“It appears I underestimated you, spy,” said the Knight, his voice somewhat breathless. “You are clearly a much better fighter than I thought.”

“My friends and I merely wish to travel to Tain,” said Keo, turning Gildshine in his hands. “If you let us go, we will not break any of your people's laws or cause any unnecessary trouble.”

“And you underestimate my own intelligence,” said the Knight. “But you Enforcers have always been dimmer than we Knights of the Old Kingdom, so perhaps I should not be surprised.”

The Knight took a fighting stance, likely to continue to attack Keo, but before he could move, a sudden rumbling in the earth caught them both off-guard. Keo and the Knight looked down at the ground under their feet, listening to the rumbling coming deep from within the Pass itself.

“What is this?” said the Knight, looking up at Keo. “A trick?”

Keo shook his head. “I don't know, but—”

Keo was interrupted when the ground cracked underneath the Knight's feet. Immediately understanding what was about to happen, Keo ran forward and tackled the Knight, sending them both stumbling across the ground as something burst through the earth, right where the Knight had been standing mere seconds before.

Rolling off of the Knight, Keo looked at what had burst out of the earth, blinking away the dust that the wind had blown into his eyes. He at first thought that the creature pulling itself out of the earth was some kind of freakishly huge mole, because it had large claws clearly meant for digging, in addition to the mole-like head and body, although the strange drill-like appendage on its nose was certainly unusual for a mole.

But as the mole-like beast emerged from the earth, Keo noticed that its eyes were as red as blood and its teeth were razor sharp. Even before the beast turned its large head to look at him, Keo understood exactly what this creature was and that he and everyone else here were about to have a very bad day.

“What in the name of the Good King is that?” said the Knight, sitting up and staring at the beast as it fully emerged from the earth, standing a good ten feet tall. “I have never seen a mole that big.”

“It's not a mole,” said Keo, not bothering to hide the dread in his voice.

“Then what is it?” said the Knight, looking at Keo in confusion. “Have you seen it before?”

“Not this particular creature, but I've faced its brethren before,” said Keo. “It's a demon.”

The Knight looked at Keo in astonishment. “A demon? But they were sealed away a thousand years ago by the Good King! How can this thing be a demon?”

“I'll explain later,” said Keo as he held Gildshine in an offensive position. “For now, we need to kill it before it kills us.”

“But you and your friends are spies,” the Knight said. He sounded torn, like he wasn't sure who was the bigger threat: Keo or the demon. “Why should we ever work with enemy spies?”

“Because that thing will kill all of us if we don't kill it first,” said Keo. “Trust me. I've fought a few demons recently and they don't care what country you're from or what you believe. They'll kill you just the same.”

The Knight scrambled back to his feet, but rather than fight Keo, he took up a fighting stance next to him and said, “Very well. We will work together to kill this thing, but as soon as it is dead, we will resume our previous conflict.”

Keo looked at the Knight in disbelief, but then shook his head and said, “All right. But we might need the help of your men, so you should tell them to stop fighting my friends so we can focus on killing this thing.”

“What will you do in the meantime?” said the Knight.

“Distract it,” said Keo. “Now go!”

The Knight nodded and then ran off to go gather his fellow Knights, while Keo ran to fight the mole-like demon, which was blinking at the bright sunshine above. Its vision was likely still adjusting to the light of the surface, which would give Keo the opportunity he needed to strike before it had a chance to defend itself.

Keo swung Gildshine at the demon, but the demon blocked the blow with its long, drill-like horn and tried to stab Keo, but he dodged its horn easily and slashed at the demon's eyes. The sword cut through the demon's left eye, causing it to scream in pain and staggered backwards, covering its eye with one of its shovel-like claws.

But it still slashed at him with its other claw, forcing him to jump backwards to avoid getting slashed. Instead of charging toward the demon, however, Keo backed up, thinking about how he was going to kill the demon, which was now nursing its wounded eye.

He could give up half of his energy to give Gildshine the ability to cut through anything, which would allow him to kill the demon quickly and easily, but that would leave him unable to defend himself from the Knights afterward. Yet Gildshine's magical ability was the only surefire way to kill a demon that Keo knew of.

Unless I access the fire within me again, Keo thought, remembering the golden flames that had enveloped Gildshine about a month ago when he had been fighting the demon known as Plague of Wrath. But I don't even know how I did that the first time, so how can I access it again?

But Keo had, for quite some time now, wanted to try that again. He recalled that his rage against Plague for harming Dlaine and Jola had driven his ability, but right now Keo did not have that rage flowing through him. He focused on it briefly, but the fire in his soul seemed to have gone out completely, because he could not feel it at the moment.

Just as Keo thought that, the demon finally finished nursing its eye. It then took a step toward Keo, growling, but before it could move close, a powerful gust of wind tore through the area. Keo was almost blown away, while the demon, which took the brunt of the attack, was knocked off its feet, although it got back up quickly enough, only for its body to burst into flame. The demon roared in pain, its roar loud enough to be heard over the burning flames covering its entire body.

Surprised, Keo looked around. He saw Maryal, along with the Knights she had been fighting, running over to him, and he also spotted the Captain Knight from earlier leading Dlaine, Jola, and their enemies toward him as well.

“Did you guys do that?” said Keo, pointing at the demon, which was still on fire and roaring in agony.

“Jola did,” said Dlaine, skidding to a stop beside Keo. He grimaced when he saw the demon. “Damn it. I thought we wouldn't see another demon for another couple of months at least.”

Maryal stopped beside Keo as well and said, “How do we beat it?”

“By slaughtering it like a lamb,” said the Captain Knight suddenly. He pointed at the burning demon with his sword. “Brave Knights of the Old Kingdom! Slay this foul beast that has taken the form of the noble mole! Show it no mercy!”

Before Keo or the others could tell the Captain Knight that that was a bad idea, the seven other Knights yelled a battle cry and ran to fight the demon. At the same time, the demon stopped thrashing about and then opened its mouth, barely visible through the flames. The fire was sucked inside its mouth, like water going down a drain, until soon all of the flames had disappeared inside its mouth, although the demon's skin was still smoking from the fire. Yet the Knights continued to charge toward the demon as if nothing had changed at all.

Keo at first did not know what the demon was going to do until Dlaine suddenly shouted, “Move, you fools!”

Even before those words left Dlaine's mouth, the demon opened its mouth and unleashed a gigantic burst of fire at the incoming Knights. Thankfully, most of them were smart enough to separate and avoid being melted alive, except for one Knight, who took the full brunt of the fire. He screamed as the flame melted his armor and his skin, staggering about as he struggled to remove his armor before suddenly falling on the ground, instantly dead.

As for the other Knights, they surrounded the demon on all sides, because the demon had apparently used up all of the fire in that one attack. The Knights started slashing and stabbing at the demon, but their swords merely bounced off its flesh and it did not even pretend to be injured. Instead, the demon stabbed one of the Knights straight through with its drill-like nose and then knocked the rest of them away with its claws. The Knights landed on the ground and did not get up, although they appeared to be unconscious rather than dead.

“What?” said the Captain Knight in alarm. “How come none of my men could even lay a scratch on its hide?”

“Because demons cannot be killed harmed by normal weapons,” said Keo. He nodded at Gildshine. “You need a magical sword like this one to kill it.”

“Then why haven't you slain it yet?” said the Captain Knight in annoyance. He pointed at the demon with his broadsword. “Kill that damned beast right away!”

“Because my sword's magical ability leaves me exhausted and unable to fight if I miss, so I have to be careful about using it,” said Keo.

“Even so, it is plainly clear that your sword is our only option if we are going to make sure that this battle does not turn into a slaughter,” said the Captain Knight. He stepped toward Keo, his free hand twitching. “If you will not do it, then perhaps I will take your sword from you and use it myself.”

Keo shook his head. “All right, all right. I'll use it, but I need you guys to distract the demon while I get Gildshine's ability ready, okay? I will only have one chance to hit it and I don't want to waste it.”

“Of course,” said Dlaine. “Distraction is what we're good at. Follow my lead, everyone.”

Dlaine ran toward the demon, as did Maryal, and surprisingly enough, the Captain Knight as well. Perhaps the Captain Knight wanted to avenge his fallen men or maybe he simply recognized that the demon was the bigger threat right now to the 'Old Kingdom,' as he called it, and thus it made sense for him to work with Keo's friends to distract the demon.

The demon, for its part, seemed annoyed that more humans were going to attack it. It tried to stab Dlaine when he got close, but Dlaine dodged it easily and then another fire blast from Jola struck it in the face. The demon howled in pain, but before it could react, Maryal waved her hands and blew dust and dirt into its eyes, causing it to once again paw at its eyes before the Captain Knight slashed its face with his broadsword. The broadsword did nothing to actually harm the demon, of course, but it did make the demon angrily swipe at him, which the Captain Knight blocked with his shield before stepping out of its range.

While the others did that, Keo focused on accessing the fire deep within him. He knew that he probably should have been focusing on using Gildshine's actual ability instead, but he remembered how powerful that the fire within had made him feel and he was not going to let that feeling go just yet. Besides, if he could access the flame, then he would not have to suffer from the usual exhaustion he felt whenever he used Gildshine's ability.

At first, Keo did not feel the flame at all, but soon he felt something warm deep inside his soul. It was the fire from the Citadel, the one that had helped him beat Plague of Wrath. It didn't feel quite as powerful as before—probably because he wasn't as angry—but he grasped it just the same and pulled.

Immediately, fire coursed through his veins and Gildshine exploded into golden flames. Like the first time he had done it, Keo now felt like he could beat anything.

Grasping Gildshine in both hands, Keo ran toward the demon, which had now turned around to follow the Captain Knight, who it seemed to have taken a special hatred of for some reason. Its back was to Keo, which was exposed.

So Keo raised Gildshine and drove it into the demon's backside.

Or tried to. As soon as Gildshine's blade touched the demon's back, the golden flames suddenly sputtered and died and the fire in Keo's veins vanished. Gildshine's tip harmlessly bounced off the demon's hide, but before Keo could react to that, the demon whirled around and slammed its drill nose into his side.

The impact was enough to send him flying. Keo landed hard on the ground, temporarily stunned by the blow, though he still held onto Gildshine. Ignoring the pain in his side and his back from where he had fallen, Keo tried to find the fire inside him again, but he couldn't feel it at all now, like the fire had left.

Just as Keo came to that horrifying realization, Dlaine shouted, “Keo! Watch out!”

Looking up, Keo saw the demon running toward him with its drill nose aimed at him. The others were all shouting at Keo to get up, which Keo did, albeit not as quickly as normal because of the pain he suffered from the blow he had taken.

Keo then focused on Gildshine, telling the sword to take half of his energy so it could become powerful enough to cut through anything. In less than a second, Keo felt his energy transfer from his body into Gildshine itself, felt the sword become sharper than any substance in the world.

The demon was still charging at him, but Keo did not run. Instead, he dodged the demon's drill horn and then brought Gildshine down on the demon's neck as hard as he could.

Gildshine cut through the demon's neck as easily as melting butter. The demon's head rolled across the ground as its body crashed, black demon blood leaking out of the stump where the head had been. Like with all demons, its body soon turned into dust, and then that soon vanished into the earth, leaving no trace of the demon's existence whatsoever.

Keo sighed in relief at the demon's death, but as soon as that sigh escaped his lips, complete and total exhaustion abruptly hit him like a sledge hammer. As usual, he stabbed Gildshine into the earth to support him, but this time he must have been more tired than usual, because he felt his consciousness rapidly slipping even faster than normal.

The last thing he saw, before unconsciousness overtook him, was Dlaine and Maryal running toward him. Then everything went black and he saw no more.


​​Chapter Three

When Keo next awoke, he found himself lying on a simple white bed underneath a white sheet. He was staring at the wooden ceiling of the room he was in, with a window open just above his head, allowing the cool fall air and warm sunshine to pour through.

Blinking, Keo looked around the room he was in. It was a small, square room, with a desk opposite his bed and a door between them. His boots, worn and ripped in several places due to the miles of walking he had done in them, were at the foot of the desk's chair, while Gildshine, sheathed in its green sheath, was leaning against the desk itself.

Where am I? Keo thought, rubbing his eyes and yawning. How did I get here?

The last thing Keo remembered before falling unconscious was killing the demon and then losing consciousness because of Gildshine's ability. He was surprised that the Captain Knight and his men had not killed him in his defenseless state, but maybe they had instead taken Keo and his friends prisoner so they could find out who they were and what they were doing in the Old Kingdom.

That can't be right, though, Keo thought, glancing at Gildshine on the other side of the room. Who allows a prisoner to keep his weapon or gives him a nice place to sleep? Either the Knights of the Old Kingdom aren't very good at keeping prisoners or I'm not actually a prisoner at all.

Good morning, Keo, said a familiar feminine voice in Keo's head suddenly. I see that you are awake.

Keo looked around, but as usual, he did not see his invisible friend. “Jola? Is that you?”

Yes, it is, said Jola. I see you have recovered from using Gildshine's ability.

“Yes, but I have so many questions,” said Keo. He sat up, rubbing the back of his head as he looked around the room again. “Where am I? Where is everyone else? How long have I been out?”

I'm not good at explaining things, Jola said. I'll get Dlaine and let him know you're awake. But I can tell you that you've been out for about a day, although a lot has happened in that day that Dlaine can tell you about.

With that, Jola's voice went silent and Keo knew better than to try to contact her when she no longer wanted to talk, mostly because he had no idea how to speak telepathically as Jola did. So he just sat there in the bed for a couple of minutes before the door to his room opened and Dlaine poked his head in.

“Hey, Keo,” said Dlaine as he entered, closing the door behind him as he did so. “How do you feel? Jola told me you were awake and were confused about what's happened since you were knocked out.”

“I feel fine, though hungry and thirsty,” said Keo, waving off Dlaine's question. “But that can wait. I need to know what happened after I killed the demon. Is Maryal safe?”

“She is,” Dlaine said, nodding. “All four of us are, in fact. Right now, Maryal is enjoying some breakfast that the Knights made for us. It's some kind of fluffy bread with butter, eggs, and jelly. Not sure what it is, but it's great and you should really have some when you get up.”

“I don't care what we're having for breakfast,” said Keo, folding his arms and scowling. “Why are the Knights feeding us breakfast, anyway? I thought that they wanted to kill us because we're 'spies.'”

Dlaine shook his head. “Not anymore. That Captain Knight guy—his name is Fariak, by the way—was grateful for our help in killing the demon. So he allowed us to come and stay the night in the Knights' outpost here in the mountains as a reward for our help.”

“You mean he's not going to arrest or kill us?” said Keo.

“Probably not,” said Dlaine. “He especially had a ton of respect for you. In fact, the guy actually carried you all the way here himself after you lost consciousness and he gave his men strict orders not to bother you while you rested.”

“Strange,” said Keo, rubbing the back of his neck, which felt a little stiff after lying in the same position for so long. “I guess he must really like me now or something.”

“I heard that the Knights of the Old Kingdom can be extremely grateful to anyone who saves their lives or the lives of their men,” said Dlaine. “The Knights of the Old Kingdom, as I understand it, view each other as brothers, so if you save one of them, it's the same as rescuing one of their family members. That's probably why he respects you now.”

“Well, regardless of his motives, I'm just glad that we're all okay,” said Keo. “Have you told him much about who we are and what we're doing?”

“Only the basics,” said Dlaine. “You know, the demons are rising again, we're on the run from the Magical Council, trying to find King Riuno's son, and so on. They don't think we're spies anymore when I told them that the Magical Council has branded us traitors and put a bounty on our heads for trying to kill Nesma.”

“Well, I guess that's okay, seeing as they let us stay here,” said Keo with a sigh. He stretched his limbs and threw the blankets off of his legs. “Anyway, I'm going to get some breakfast. Once we do that, we can say good bye to the Knights and head for Tain.”

Dlaine nodded, but then said, “About that ... Fariak said that he wanted to talk with you before we left.”

Keo frowned. “About what?”

“About those golden flames that appeared on Gildshine earlier,” Dlaine said. “You know, the flames you apparently decided to keep a secret from me, Maryal, and Jola for some reason.”

Dlaine sounded annoyed, even a little angry, while Keo sheepishly rubbed the back of his head and said, “Well, I was going to tell you guys about it, but only after I understood it, which I don't.”

“Uh huh,” said Dlaine, who sounded rather skeptical. “Just when were you planning to tell us that you can do that? I've never seen anything like it before. Nor have Maryal or Jola.”

“Like I said, I don't really understand them,” said Keo as he swung his legs over the side of his bed. “They first appeared when I was fighting that Plague demon back in the Citadel. It's what I used to kill him, but I don't understand where they came from and why. That's one of the reasons I wanted to go to the Old Kingdom in the first place, because I thought someone here might be able to tell me what these powers are and why I have them.”

“Okay,” said Dlaine, folding his arms across his chest. “And you didn't tell us about them immediately because—?”

“Because I didn't think you needed to know about them,” said Keo. “Remember our original deal? How neither of us would share anything with each other that the other didn't need to know? You know, like how you still haven't told me much, if anything, about your past. I'm just invoking that clause in our agreement.”

Dlaine suddenly stiffened. “Well, that's different because my past isn't relevant to our journey, whereas knowing that you can somehow conjure golden flames on your sword, even though you're not a Magician, is.”

“Well, now you know,” said Keo as he stood up from his bed. “Just give me a moment to get ready. I want to hear what Fariak wants to talk with me about, especially if it has to do with those golden flames.”

-

A couple of minutes later, Keo and Dlaine stood in the dining area of the Knight's outpost. It was a large room with a long table with enough seats for six or seven people, but at the moment only Maryal, Fariak, and one other Knight were sitting around it. Maryal looked up from her breakfast of venison and bread and waved when she saw Keo and Dlaine enter, while the two Knights stood up as if Keo and Dlaine were royalty.

Keo had no trouble recognizing Fariak due to his bulk. But now the Knight was not wearing his helmet and visor, which was on the table next to his empty plate. Fariak's face was large and he had a short gray beard that looked well taken care of.

The other Knight was a much younger man—even younger than Keo by the look of his young face—but Keo did not know his name. He just noted that the man had blond hair and a few scars across his face, which somewhat ruined his youthful appearance.

“Keo of the Sword!” said Fariak, waving at him. His tone was a lot friendlier now in sharp contrast to his original hostile tone. “Glad to see that you're up and walking about. Are you hungry? We have plenty of food for breakfast if so.”

Keo's stomach growled and he nodded. “Yes. I'm very hungry.”

“Good to hear,” said Fariak. He looked at the younger Knight. “Rez, please go and prepare a plate for our guest.”

“No, that's fine,” said Keo. “I can get it my—”

“No, I insist,” said Fariak. He gestured at an empty spot on the bench that Maryal sat on. “You are our guest, and in the Old Kingdom, guests in our homes are always treated with as much respect as royalty. Just take a seat here. It is no inconvenience to us.”

Keo, feeling uncomfortable at what he considered to be an imposition on the Knights' politeness, nonetheless took a seat at the table next to Maryal, who seemed to be enjoying her own breakfast a great deal. Rez, the younger Knight, walked over to the back of the room, where a large bowl of bread and venison stood, along with a jug of some kind of juice, which had a strong enough smell that Keo could smell it even from where he sat.

While Rez prepared Keo's breakfast, Keo looked at Fariak and said, “Thanks for allowing us to stay here and have breakfast with you and your men. That is surprisingly generous of you.”

“It is nothing,” said Fariak, waving off Keo's gratitude. “Your actions against that demon—” and Fariak said the word 'demon' with some hesitation, like he still wasn't sure about it, “—was deeply appreciated. Had you not slain it, it likely would have slaughtered all of my men, rather than just the two it killed. This is the least I can do for you.”

Then Fariak leaned forward, looking a little sheepish. “I apologize for accusing you of being spies. Your friends told me your story and I now understand your situation much better. It is simply that I am one of the border patrols of the Old Kingdom and so we must be ever-vigilant against spies from the Magicians, who often try to sneak over the border to undermine us from within.”

“I understand,” said Keo, glancing at Rez, who was now walking back to the table with a large plate of bread and venison in his hands. “But where are the rest of your men? I thought you had at least five, not counting the two that the demon killed.”

“They are out patrolling the Pass to make sure that no one is trying to sneak through the border,” said Fariak. “They also went out to give my men who were killed by the demon a proper burial and to ensure that there are no other demons in the area.”

“I'm sorry about your dead men,” said Keo as Rez placed the plate in front of him and walked around the table back to his own seat next to Fariak. “I didn't intend for them to die like that.”

“It is nothing,” said Fariak, though there was a sadness in his voice that the Captain Knight failed to hide. “Every one of us Knights of the Old Kingdom know that we might die in our line of duty. They at least died fighting protecting their Kingdom from a demon, which is better than dying any other way. I don't hold it against you.”

“All right,” said Keo as he picked up a piece of venison and ate it. It tasted great, better than the increasingly stale bread and bacon that he and the others had had to subsist on during their journey to the Old Kingdom. “Anyway, Dlaine told me that you wanted to talk with me about something?”

“Yes, indeed,” said Fariak. He rubbed his hands together, which seemed like a nervous habit. “Those golden flames that appeared on your sword ...”

“Yeah, those were amazing,” said Maryal, looking up from her breakfast again to look at Keo. “I've never even heard of that. Are you sure you're not a Magician?”

“I'm not,” said Keo. “I don't even know what those flames are or where they came from.”

“But I do,” said Fariak. “Or think I do, anyway, but I am extremely confident that they are what I think they are.”

Keo, Maryal, and Dlaine looked at Fariak in surprise.

“You know what those golden flames are?” said Keo. He leaned forward over his plate of hot food, looking at Fariak intently. “Then tell me. I'm listening.”

“Very well,” said Fariak. “Now, I assume you travelers know who the Good King is, correct?”

“Of course,” said Keo, nodding. “Everyone does. The Good King was the first King of Lamaira, who sealed the demons away a thousand years ago and then founded the Kingdom of Lamaira.”

“Exactly,” said Fariak. “The Good King was more than a mere mortal, however. He was said to be greater even than the greatest Magicians and was the slayer of the vile King Yeornas of the Dracones.”

“Yeah, we know that,” said Dlaine, resting his chin on his fist as he looked at Fariak. “Are you going to get to the point or not?”

“I am, Dlaine of the Fist, I am,” said Fariak. “I am sorry for taking my time. It is just that, whenever I think of the Good King and his mighty deeds, I can barely contain myself and feel an unstoppable urge to talk about his great accomplishments. Forgive me for the tangent.”

“Please go on,” said Keo, before Dlaine—who looked less than impressed with Fariak's apology—could say respond. “The golden flames. What do you think they are?”

“Ah, yes,” said Fariak. “Do you know what one of the signs of the Good King's greatness was? How the people knew that he would save them from the demons all those centuries ago?”

“No,” said Keo, shaking his head. “What was it?”
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