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					A thick fog engulfed us as we edged closer. There was movement around me. Within moments, a series of screams echoed, but the cries didn’t come from any particular direction. They did not seem to have a source. I couldn’t see two feet in front of me, but thecoolairshifted around my shoulders.

					“Nicolas! Lio!” My calls passed through the darkness, unanswered. Where were they? I had told them this was a bad idea. It had been years since anyone entered the Fog. Hedge knights and sellswords like us didn’t aspire too much, but this—conquering this would make us legends.

					No one knew what was beyond the Fog, or if there even was a ‘beyond’ to speak of. Fifty men, myself included, entered it. Most ofus were seasoned men. A few served one laird or another at somepoint, some were as green as they got. But our leader, Naldo, wastaken first; a massive creature dragged him from his horse. That’swhen the screaming commenced. We weren’t but a hundred feet in before our men disappeared into the depths of the unknown. The horses didn’t fare any better by the sounds of cracking bone andtearing flesh.

					What were we thinking? Wenever should have come.

					A cold chill took over me. Not a typical winter chill. No, this one brought death with it. A shadow dashed by me, and the cold sank deeper into my skin. Terror ran through my veins. What was that? A feral beast? A foreign man? I remained still, my fists clenched around my sword.

					“Lio? Lio, is that you?” An agonized yell pierced through the dense moisture around me. He was being slaughtered. I dropped my sword and covered my ears. The noise was worsening, getting louder. Every part of me screamed to run away, but I couldn’t leave Lio. I lunged for my sword, and I ran toward his cries. He wasn’t there. No one was there. “Lio!” A colossal thing walked over me and I stilled. It must have been dozens of feet tall. Maybe hundreds. Only its eight white legs which had been immediately in front of me were visible and smeared with blood. A black liquid that I could not recognize, drenched the fine hairs. As the beast moved, the air around it whistled a low hum. Its footsteps thumped like the sound of a war drum as it continued to crawl above me. A second white creature flew close overhead, its wings flapping at the freezing wind and a huge pincer at its mouth, with blood dripping from it. I duck to the ground. The Fog itself seemed to be alive, with more and more shapes moving around me. At first, they were humanoids; but now, I only saw insectoid beings with wings and claws, fidgeting fourlegged creatures roaring their huge jaws. But each creature was just out of sight. “God help me,” I whisper into the mist. At that moment, I was pushed deeper to the ground by something—or someone. I frantically searched around me for answers. Or help. A gray man’s cloak danced in the distance as he retreated into the Fog. It was an illusion, nothing more; my exhaustion pulled me nearly on my back as the mist played tricks on my eyes. But I could have sworn that I had seen two legs and arms lifting over me, each one, at least three feet long. Its skin didn’t resemble human flesh. Those sounds. They were coming closer.

					Click. Click. Click.

					I turned to look over my shoulder, and Lio was there. Except he was a person no more. The right side of my friend’s forehead was missing, blood dripping from the opening in his skull. With his mouth wide open, two pincers stuck out with a hundred new grown teeth. Green saliva oozed from his lips, and that same black liquid dripped from his new teeth. The monstrosity in front of me was drenched in blood, his fine steel armor torn to pieces with cuts all over his half-naked flesh.

					“No! Lio! It’s me,” I pleaded. For a moment, he looked at me as if he was my friend. But then he howled an ear-piercing cry before reaching for me with his tainted arms.
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					Most of our three-day trip to the capital was marred by rain as it had battered us more often than not. Our trek had been slowed to a crawl. Not only were we dripping wet but also our horses seemed to dislike the storm as well. They would neigh and shake the reins every time lightning crossed the sky. Considering how eager Faldio was in Eastend, it might have been a blessing. My companion -and friendwas about to join the fabled tournament, which had been banned for nearly thirty-five years. I, on the other hand, didn’t share his enthusiasm. Few people did.

					We worked as paid swords most of the time, traveling from one place to another… or rather, he did. I just tagged along. But that’s not to say I was useless. I found us jobs, ranging from escorting merchants between one scammed village and another, to finding lost sheep in the more dangerous parts of the kingdom. Then I would collect the payment and divide the money. Faldio’s patience with numbers was almost as bad as mine with a sword. In two days, we would be there. “Remind me again why didn’t we take the southern road? Through Midmarch? Like normal people do?” Faldio looked at me, half annoyed, as he pushed his blonde hair back.

					You might have mistaken him for a laird, had he not been a buffoon. The way he walked, the way he stood or mounted his horse. His looks helped in the matter as well. Long, blonde hair that he loved to remove from his eyes, especially if there was a girl or two nearby. His eyes were as green as the grass around us, and the smile upon his lips was always ready to be shot at friend and foe alike.

					“Because we have seldom been this way. Besides, when the Tournament starts, I suspect we will be hitting every inn and shortcut. So let us enjoy the peace for a while?”

					And I was right. This part of Liralind didn’t have any villages or towns to speak of. No mages, beasts, or demons. Just plains and hills and flowers around us, probably one of the most beautiful parts of the kingdom, yet he still looked annoyed.

					“Don’t look at me like that, you just want to get your cock wet! There are no brothels this way.”

					He laughed at that. When I first met him, it was difficult for me to tell which smile was fake and which one was genuine. Since then I’d learned that all of them came from the heart. “Hey, hey, that’s not fair. You can say that about anyone.” Faldio said in his joking tone of voice. “You should try it sometime, Oliver. You might like it,” he finished with a wink.

					“No, thanks,” I answered quickly.

					It wasn’t that I didn’t like girls, I did like them. But I was never too interested. And it didn’t help that all of them scared me, the beautiful ones especially. But not Faldio, he seemed to like them almost as much as they liked him. At most, they would tell me I had pretty eyes.“ And every time you call me Oliver, I have a feeling likea pack of gentlemen is after us… again.”

					“Oh, my apologies. I forgot you preferred nicknames like Shorty, Four-Eyes, Fog Beast… shall I continue?” he said with a cheeky grin on his face.

					That made me laugh, even though insults like those had followed me all of my life. He always made me laugh. “Don’t laugh so much, Olly, you could learn to smile more often.”

					He would always make fun of my height and the fact that I didn’t smile quite as often as he did. My freckled, strange face and rat-brown hair made a much uglier sight when I laughed, so I learned not to. I also had the stamina of a dead horse.

					“If you continue, I’m not making dinner, Faldio.”

					“Sorry, sorry. No need for that. We’re all friends here,” he said with a smile. Even though my cooking was barely less poisonous than his.

					“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

					We both looked at each other and laughed.

					“See. This is nice. We have some time to spend together. Usually, you’re whoring and I’m—”

					“You’re writing in your diary?” he cut me off.

					“It’s not a diary!” God, he never listened. “The Tournament hadn’t been held since the war. Do you know how much we could learn from our travels? The people, the culture, the architecture!

					Not to mention magic and all other wonders!”

					He snorted. “Oliver, if you spend all of your time writing down everything we see, you won’t be able to see anything.”

					I rolled my eyes. “Faldio, you are smarter than most. Can you not see how important a book like this would be? It’s better to spend time on this than to always be sharpening your sword.”

					Faldio’s longsword was a beautiful piece of steel. It was made out of the metal found in some falling rocks that came from the sky. Quite a rare material since most of those fell into the Fog or over the mountain wall into the inner Rings.

					The pommel and the guard were pure silver, the same color as the sword, while the handle was pitch black, quality leather. I read that when a sword was made from one of those metals, even if a little bit had been used— like on Faldio’s sword, it would be as light as a feather. But when used in greater quantities, it could be as heavy as a boulder. The sword itself was over a meter long. But it was a hand and a half, and it could be used single-handedly. Yet it shone to perfection when both hands were used to steer the motions of the blade. “Nothing Base”, the Brocas family motto, was carved into the steel, right under the guard.

					Aside from that, he wore leather boots and trousers with a yellow shirt that covered his torso and a blue scarf that he wore strapped on his left arm during the summer and around his neck during the winter. His mail and his shield were strapped to his horse. He didn’t like wearing armor because it made him slower.

					“Anyway, what do you think the Tournament will be like this time?” Faldio asked me, changing the subject. “I honestly didn’t think we would see one again.”

					“I don’t have a clue, to be honest, but I’m sure we will find out as soon as we get to Orden.”

					My blonde companion was amazing with a sword. He wasn’t that strong or broad, but he was as quick as lightning with it.

					Thanks to his sword work, we had been able to get jobs with some of the bannermen of High Lords. We rarely went over Shadowbridge to the western side of the kingdom, but we didn’t need to. The Lord of Albia, the Old Fox Magnor Naj, and the Lord of Eastend, John Dow– the Summer Knight, called upon our services.

					But I knew that both Faldio and I would agree on our favorite job so far being a secret escort to the High Lord of Scarborough a year or so ago. Hamon Wilder was his name, an old knight who broke his leg in the War of the Divided, thirty- five years ago. A thin, balding man, didn’t look like a knight for sure. But he had the heart of a man in his prime. Still, he was almost as touched in the head as my Faldio.

					He had hired us to be his secret escort when he went hunting. The old knight’s sons never let him go hunting alone. They were afraid of him falling and getting hurt. So he hired us for protection. His younger son, Leon, had been a childhood friend of Faldio’s; it was a mutual agreement. That day, we both swore an oath of silence. When we asked him why he didn’t pay one of his knights extra to take him, the High Lord told us that they would all tell his sons, sooner or later. He just wanted to have a little fun, I guess. Being looked after constantly was probably getting on his nerves.

					“To think that there would be another Tournament… I mean, the last time they had one, a war broke out,” I told Faldio.

					He just smiled. “I don’t know, I’m kind of glad. I don’t think we would get a chance to see Oliiniel, Ahram, or Van- Lang if it wasn’t for the damned thing,” he said as nonchalantly as ever.

					“Yeah, we’ve been planning on seeing them for a while now. At least some good can come of this. But still, I’m glad that we have time now to relax a little until this all goes to hell.”

					The sun was shining bright today, but a cool breeze followed it, so it wasn’t too hot. This part of Liralind was as straight as an arrow, all the way to Orden where there was a hill, taller than a steep slope, that led to the capital. You could always see the Fog, though. That was what held us in Aeden, and the Mountain Rings, a ninety degree wall that didn’t let us pass into the Inner Rings. In the middle of these Rings stood Aeden’s Tower of Want. Both the Tower and the Mountain Rings could be seen from any location in Aeden.

					“By the way, did you hear about the newest expedition that will be going into the Fog?” Faldio asked, all excited from seeing a cart in front of us. The fact that several dozen people died didn’t seem to bother him.

					“Yes, I remember. The whole of Eastend was talking about it.

					Some fifty hedge knights and sellswords went in, right?”

					“Yes, I think that was the number. Do you remember when we were younger and we would camp near the Fog to listen to whatever we could hear? And when we finally did hear something, we would run as fast as our legs would let us?”

					We loved those times. They had been simpler. Although, there had been a night or two when I thought we would die.

					“Yeah… we should do it again when we—”

					Before I could finish, the cart, which was much closer to us now, exploded in a fiery cloud. We felt the blast even from afar, the smoke went up instantly as the fire spread.

					We saw it flying off the road. Almost the whole of the front side of it had been destroyed. Both horses were dead, their body parts flying about. One of the drivers had half of his body blown off while the other lay on the ground. Both were wearing mail, but we could not see their sigil. Four men suddenly jumped from the green grass and ran at it.

					We didn’t even see them until they got up. They wore green tunics with their faces painted black and green. Those four didn’t want to be spotted before the explosion.

					As they ran across the road, they saw us upon our horses. “Hey, boys, look at these two.”

					The four bandits saw Faldio’s armor, which he had strapped to his horse. They stood there facing us now with their weapons drawn. The smell of the grass that had surrounded us until now, was replaced by the stink of charred wood and dead bodies. The smoke filled air spread around us.

					“Where did you get that armor, boy?” asked the same man that had seen us a few moments before.

					Aside from their tunics, they wore boots and mail braces on their arms. We could barely see their faces because of the distance, and the fact that they had paint on them did not help much. The one who was talking looked small and skinny, and his only weapon that I could see was a knife. Faldio could take him out, but I was worried about the other three.

					The man next to him yelled, “Are you deaf? Answer us before we skin you both!”

					Faldio studied them. His eyes fixated on each man in turn. The other three were no bigger than the first man. All of them were small, skinny, and ragged. Typical small-time bandits. But that kind had no money for any kind of explosive powder. Ordering, or smuggling it from Van-Lang was not cheap. Two of them had rusted spears, while the last one had a very old short sword.

					“Gentlemen, please,” Faldio started. “We are not peasants. You won’t be having an easy time robbing us… or making us go up in smoke, as you did those poor folk.”

					They didn’t seem to believe him. The bandits started to approach us as I moved behind Faldio just as he got off his horse, unsheathed his sword, and grabbed his shield.

					The sword was marvelous to look upon. Shining in the sun like a star as it rang against the wind.

					“That’s a nice piece of steel, boy. When we kill you, we will rape your friend with it. Dougal here,” he pointed to the man with the short sword, “loves fucking corpses. He will show you a good time.”

					Faldio didn’t seem worried. Those kinds of insults were thrown at us every time we spent more than one lunchtime at our local inn, Betty’s.

					I, on the other hand, was terrified as always. Even though they didn’t look like much, a knife in the gut would make you dead no matter who stuck you with it. Though I had to admit, I would not prefer to see Faldio’s corpse being raped than being stuck in the gut myself.

					“Attack him at once, boys, not one at a time,” said the one called Dougal. “And don’t ruin his face. I like them pretty.”

					They were four on one. Faldio placed his sword on top of his shield, ready to fight.

					At that moment, an arrow struck one of the men in the shoulder. He screamed as the rest looked back.

					A mailed man, drenched in blood, was standing near the destroyed cart. He had a longbow in his arm. Upon taking a closer look, I realized it was the other driver; he wasn’t dead. He had a magpie painted on his chest. One of his eyes was closed, whether from the wounds or because he was aiming, I could not say.

					Dougal and the man with the knife ran at him, but before they reached him, another scream echoed. It came from the man that had been hit with an arrow. In confusion, Faldio ran up to him and cut his head off with a clean swoop. He was now facing the other spearman.

					“Get him, Wat!” yelled Dougal at the man beside him, pointing at Faldio. It didn’t escape my attention that Wat had a knife.

					“Yes, Wat, come and get me!”

					The remaining spearmen tried to press him from the left while Wat attacked from the right. The spear came quickly at my friend, but he moved quickly. His shield took some slight damage, but the spearman fell forward just as Wat started to attack. The two collided.

					Both of them were on the ground as Faldio approached.

					Wat rolled away but the other bandit didn’t get a chance, and the sword went through his throat. Blood gushed out from his neck where the blade went through.

					In the meantime, Wat ran towards Faldio with an ear-piercing scream. After a few swipes, even Wat knew that his knife wouldn’t outreach a longsword. A blinding light went through the air as it cut Wat’s abdomen, his guts falling out. Just as the enemy fell, an arrow went flying near my head. We both looked where it came from. Dougal was standing over the man that helped us before, the man’s neck was now sliced.

					Thank God this idiot wasn’t good with a bow. If he were, I would have been dead.

					“Now you two will be—”

					Before he could finish, another arrow struck him straight in the head, and he fell to the ground.

					A girl was standing a few feet from him. She was holding a short bow in her hands. Aside from charred clothing, she didn’t seem to be hurt… or that bothered by the dead bodies. She was beautiful. Quite a bit taller than I was, with long brown hair; big, soft, brown eyes, the shyest look I had ever known; pitch-black eyebrows, a round nose, and as I would soon find out, a smile like a rose in June. She was a picture of royalty if I had ever seen one. You could even see her skin shining brightly beneath the ash.

					“Did I kill him?” she asked us, looking at the body gingerly. Her voice was so soft. Like a silk pillow.

					“You did!” Faldio answered her with relief. “An arrow to the head usually does it.”

					“Alright… did you see Ser Mylon and Ser Oliver? They are knights escorting me to Scarborough until the Tournament ends. It’s a secret, so don’t tell anyone, my father’s orders. Where are you going? Is that your sword? I don’t know how to use them, but I’m good with a bow! Can you teach me how to use one? By the way, I’m Eclair!”

					We both looked at her bewildered. She talked so fast. Finally, Faldio started to laugh, placing his hands on his knees as he did so.

					“What’s so funny?” she asked him confused, cocking her head a little. Half intrigued, half ready to fire another arrow. Faldio just kept on laughing, trying to catch a breath every once in a while.

					He was red in the face.

					Eclair, on the other hand, was still confused. “Can you please tell me what’s so funny?” she asked again with her sing-song voice. Without looking at her, Faldio turned to me. “Oliver, that’s Eclair Brook.”

					The cool breeze swayed her hair.

					“Daughter of Edmund Brook—High Lord of Orden and the King of Liralind!”

					She had a faint smile on her lips as Faldio talked. I couldn’t help but think that her lips had been made for kissing. As she smiled, warmth sparked inside me. Like the first day of spring, after a long hard winter, like a cool river on a hot summer day.

					I looked her up and down several times, trying to absorb everything about her. The princess wore a light-blue surcoat with a collar. Underneath it, a white silk blouse with long sleeves that went right up to her white satin–gloved hands. And on the gloves, a silver griffin was sewn in. It was the sigil of the royal house and the banner of Orden. On her legs, she had fine leather trousers and black boots that went right up to her knee.

					“Oh, please, don’t feel obliged to call me Lady, or anything formal. Just Eclair will do,” she said with her warm smile again. It could melt the coldest mountain.

					“Well, Eclair, we are sorry to tell you, but your escorts are dead.”

					Her Highness looked around. “I see.” She paused. “Are you going to join the Tournament? Can you help me bury them? If you are joining the Tournament, can you take me with you?”

					Well, she had accepted their deaths just fine.

					 “Of course, we will help you bury them, Ec—”

					“So, why do you want to go with us to the Tournament? Isn’t it safer in the castle?” Faldio cut me off, but she smiled again, and I forgot what I was about to say. “Can we camp for the night? Then I will tell you. I’m really tired,” she said, almost jumping with glee.

					After we buried the two knights, Faldio gave her his place on the horse so we made our way slower than expected. By the time night fell, we had moved a bit closer to the capital. By dusk tomorrow, we would be there.
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					We camped near a low tree. Faldio and I made a makeshift shelter for the night. We put some broken branches on top of the lower branch. It would protect us against rain and strong winds. It was a clear night, but we didn’t want to take any chances. The stars were shining in the endless night sky above us. We were covered by a blanket of silence, save for the sound of crickets.

					Liralind was no stranger to beasts, but even creatures like the Naga and the Buer knew not to venture here. The roads around the capital had always been well guarded by the Griffin Brotherhood. Before the war, it had been protected by the mages as well.

					Though I insisted that we make a separate shelter for Eclair, she wouldn’t hear of it. She folded her arms and would not move from the road until we agreed that we would all share the shelter. So, we put some leaves on her part of the shelter so she would not sleep on the hard ground.

					While we were doing that, the princess made a very by-thebook fire. She even recited the words.

					“If staying in the wild overnight, best be prepared to start a small fire to warm yourself and to keep predators away,” she whispered to herself. “Telling stories over it is also good for morale.”

					When we were done, we sat by the fire with her. Faldio laid back against a wood stump and folded his arms behind his head. If nothing, he knew how to enjoy himself. Eclair had a dubious look on her face while she looked at him as she sat hugging her knees. We gave her a bit of bread and some cheese while she thanked us for burying her escorts.

					“It’s a good thing we are so close to the capital. This is our last bit of food. At least we have water,” I told them.

					“Oh, please, I didn’t know,” said Eclair as her eyes widened. “I don’t want to eat your last bits of food. Please, eat it. I ate just fine this morning. I was washed too.”

					“Don’t worry, princess. Please, help yourself to whatever you’d like to eat. You need to replenish your strength after the events of today. And you will need it because, on the morrow, we ride straight for Orden.”

					It was obvious that Faldio could not wait to get to the capital. I doubted ever seeing him so excited as he was for the Tournament.

					 “So tell us, Eclair, is Orden as beautiful as people say? We’ve never been inside it, and what with your title, I think we could take your word for it” I asked, trying to disguise my excitement. There was a lot to be seen in Orden, a lot to write about.

					“Yes, actually, it’s quite lovely. Most of the people are pleasant, though I never saw much of the Emerald Quarter. Not to mention the Lower Quarter, which, I don’t even know how to get to without the Captain’s help.”

					Quarters were the districts that divided the Castle of Orden by class and title. This method wasn’t used elsewhere in our Ring, but then again, no other castle was as big as a city.

					“Well, if I lived in a place as lavish and grand as Orden, I wouldn’t leave the Diamond Quarter either!” I said jokingly, and she blushed at my words.

					We had only seen Orden from afar but had never been inside it. It was common knowledge that Orden had three quarters, all separated by walls that reminded you of just how much you earned.

					“I can only imagine having servants doing everything for me, learning to fight with knights—”

					“Reading all the books! I bet there are so many!” I finished Faldio’s sentence.

					“Oh, there are quite a lot of books. I love reading! That’s what I do most of the time. I love how the stories always take me to faraway places, show me lands I will probably never see, and tell me of people I will never meet.”

					“Is that why you want to come with us? Because you have never been outside of the capital?” Faldio asked her.

					“Y-you knew? You are really smart.” Eclair looked bewildered.

					No, he wasn’t.

					“No one in their right mind would want to join the Tournament. And both of us want to see the world, so I thought your desires aligned with ours.”

					Not to mention that everybody knows that the princess rarely leaves the castle. The only new information is that now we know she never leaves the damned thing.

					“Well… You’re right, I have never been outside of Orden. This was my first time leaving.”

					“Is that why you didn’t feel sad when those two knights were killed?” I asked, suddenly aware of who I was talking to. “I mean, I’m sorry, I didn’t wish to speak out of turn. Not to offend you. I’m sure you were close to them.”

					She responded with a smile. “I wasn’t sad. Because I had read that when nice people die, they go to heaven. It is a better place than the land that we live on. The archbishop confirmed that.”

					Faldio laughed and said, “Eclair, when you die, you’re dead. That’s it. There is no paradise, no afterlife. This is the only thing we get.”

					She lifted her nose a little. “That’s not true. I read otherwise in a book. Books were written by much wiser men than you. I doubt they would lie.”

					“True enough,” I agreed.

					Faldio snorted. “Most pretty girls aren’t that smart,” he told her, adding the cheeky grin he loved as he finished.

					“I read. I’m smart!” she retorted with a stare.

					“Well, I see you are wasting both your intelligence and your looks,” Faldio said with a wave of a hand.

					“Well, you are wasting your life trying to be a swordsman, you’d be dead if I hadn’t saved you earlier. And it seems to me that your talents with a sword are highly questionable,” the princess spat.

					“Yes, I’m… wait, what?”

					I burst out laughing. My friend was secretly fuming. His sword-wielding was one of the few things Faldio was proud of.

					“I know a knight whose talents would certainly outdo yours. His name is Ser Leon Wilder, and he lives in Scarborough. You see, he is the best swordsman I have ever seen. But he said that there are better ones. Like Gabriel, Lord of Erom, who has won every tournament so far; or Ser David Lander, the Albino—he is the protector of Lord Magnor Naj. John Dow, the Summer Knight; Luke Hayle, the Golden Dragon—the High Lord of Brand; and finally, the High Lord of Deepfort, Johnathan Brocas, the Sun Blade. He said that they are much better than him. From the way he described them, I believe he admires Ser Johnathan the most. I don’t think you are half as good as them.” She even added a grin of her own.

					I laughed even more. Leon had been Faldio’s rival since they were children, so whenever he heard that Leon was better, he would get offended. Not to mention that he despised Johnathan Brocas.

					“Eclair,” Faldio folded his arms, “I am much better than Leon. I’m better than all of them! The only man that could stand a chance against me is Johnathan Brocas, the Sun Blade.”

					“Really? How come?” she asked with a hint of curiosity. I guessed I would be like that too if I spent my whole life shut in a castle.

					“He taught me everything he knew, so they could not beat me in a hundred years!”

					“You are that old?” she asked. “You look younger. Are you a wizard? I read that some mages from Oliiniel can live up to five hundred years!”

					“N-no! I’m not a hundred years old!” Faldio looked at her annoyed. “It’s because I’m better!”

					“But you said that Johnathan Brocas could beat you!” “I said he had a chance not—”

					“My father told me that Lord Brocas was his best friend and that he had been the finest knight in the land. And the best swordsman! So how can you be better than him? Or Leon? Leon trained under him, you know.”

					“Why? Because I’m the bastard son of Johnathan Brocas!”

					Looking back on it, I don’t blame Faldio for telling her, even if he was probably the best-kept secret in Liralind. Even though it was stupid without a doubt.

					She looked at him. Astonished. Her jaw hung open. “But I heard that he had no family or heirs. Even my father ordered him to marry, but he didn’t want to. Why don’t you live with him, then?”

					Faldio looked happy with himself. “I did. Leon and I lived together. Lord Hamon sent him to the Deepfort to be my father’s squire, so we trained with my father quite often. But I was better.”

					“So why did you leave?” she asked him, a tone of disbelief in her voice.

					“Well, when Leon was knighted, he went back to Scarborough. My father wanted to knight me too, but I refused. I was always mad at him for keeping me a secret. So I went away with Leon, and my father disowned me.”

					“And that’s when he met me,” I said, feeling ignored. “Really? How did you two meet?”

					“Well, on my way to Scarborough with Leon, we saw this little boy crying into some cabbages.”

					“My family was murdered by bandits, you see. I never learned who they were, and I hardly remember my parents. I was three when they found me.”

					Eclair looked at me with her big brown eyes, and I melted again.

					“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

					“Oh, it’s quite alright, your Highness—” “Eclair!” she corrected.

					“Right… Anyway, I don’t remember them, so there is nothing to feel sorry for. My life with Faldio is quite nice, if I may say so.” Faldio grinned. “You would never have guessed that there was such an age difference between us, right?”

					“How old are you two again?” she asked us.

					“So how about you, Eclair? What’s your story?” he ignored her question.

					“Well, there is not much to tell. My mother almost died giving birth to me, and my father barely healed her. If it wasn’t for my tutor, Agrippa, a Head Mage from Kallela, she would have died right there and then. Agrippa was sent from Oliiniel, you see. When the archmages heard that the queen was pregnant, they sent him to help, as a token of goodwill after the war.”

					“How did he save her?” I asked, trying not to dig too deep. “He gave her a potion. She lived, but there were… side effects. She rarely eats, and from time to time, her blood starts moving strangely. Agrippa gives her medicine then.” “Did the mage tell you what that was?” I kept asking.

					“He says that her blood does that. Do you know how the magic gel is combined with fruit to create a Made? Well, these gels were combined with my mother’s blood. They constantly need to adjust because every so often, a part of her starts rotting from the inside. Then the gel heals her. But I would rather have her like that than to have never met her at all. She is a wonderful person.”

					“I’m sure she is, if she’s anything like you, Eclair.”

					Her face turned a deep red. The king and queen were well loved, and considering how unstable the kingdom had been after the war, it was a miracle that they held it in place.

					“A-actually, she is much more beautiful and is very kind. She always helps my father, and when things are rough on the fields, she and her handmaidens go and help people in their farms.”

					“I heard that Queen Emily met your father during the War of the Divided. That he had saved her life,” Faldio said.

					He was just making conversation, as all knew it was Johnathan who saved Luke and Emily.

					Eclair blushed again.

					“Johnathan saved her. She is Luke Hayle’s sister. When the forces of Oliiniel attacked Brand, his forces swooped in and saved them. Father would have done so, but as you know, Orden was under siege.”

					“Well, Eclair, I do believe you lied when you said that there is not much to tell,” Faldio teased her as he scratched his chin in amusement.

					“No, no, please, I didn’t lie. It’s just that I didn’t find it as interesting as your stories.” We both laughed.

					“Don’t worry, Eclair. I do believe that the best things are always ahead of us.”
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					After packing our things in the morning, we made our way to the capital. During the entirety of our trip, Faldio whined about how his mail armor was too heavy and how he was going to sell it as soon as we got there.

					“Will you be buying supplies?” Eclair asked us both.

					“We will, but not today. In the morrow, before The Call, we will go to the Emerald Quarter and buy everything we need,” I explained. “Faldio will sell his armor, then we will buy some food, and a Made if we have the gold.”

					“Don’t forget, I will need to replace that armor. Don’t worry, though, it will be cheaper than the one I have now. But I still don’t think we can buy a Made.”

					“A Made is a gel made out of fruits!” recited Eclair.

					“You read that in a book?” Faldio asked her with a faint smile.    
     “Yes…”

					The terrain from Eastend to Orden, for the most part, was as straight as an arrow. In the last couple of leagues, though, there was an incline, which you would not even notice if not for the hilltop a league before the capital. Both the eastern and the western roads had the same approach, so from above, it looked as if Orden was in a frying pan. Surrounded from the west and the east by hills. From the south, there was a road that connected Midmarch with the capital, but to the north, the road would only take you into the Fog.

					Soon enough, the road got steeper. On the way, we talked about what supplies we were going to buy, how we would disguise Eclair, and what we were expecting to see in the Tournament.

					“I do have some gold on me, you know. I could pay for your new armor… or better yet, I could buy the Mades.”

					“Really? Why didn’t you tell us sooner? How much have you got?”

					 “Faldio, you sound like a bandit…” I said quietly.

					“Fifteen gold pieces. That would be enough for two or three Mades, right?”

					“I think it would, and with our money, it would buy us food and Faldio a new armor.”

					“And we need to get you two some weapons. It’s better if you have them and not use them than not to have them and need them.”

					Faldio’s walk was steadily becoming quicker, he might have had a skip or two in it as well. I doubted that there was another person in this tournament who was looking forward to it as much as he was.

					Faldio was right. Even the princess was better with weapons than I was. She could fire a bow, and I couldn’t do anything.

					“What do you plan on giving us?” I asked, sounding more cowardly than I had planned.

					“Can you buy me a bow? Please, Faldio, I’m good with a bow.” The one she used to help us was in too bad of a shape for us to rely on it constantly.

					“That’s what I was thinking. For you, Eclair, a short bow, and for Olly, a short sword.”

					That doesn’t sound too bad.

					“Thank you. But I do hope we won’t be forced to use them,” Eclair said worriedly.

					“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you don’t use your weapons too often.”

					After a while, the road stopped. We were standing on a hill, directly looking at the capital. The sights were indescribable from where we stood.

					All of the surrounding areas were green. The grass-covered land extended in all directions. Everything except a big white figure in the middle of it all. Even from this far, you could see the whiteness of the walls. Only the tops of some towers and The King’s Keep, and the main keep, were painted blue. Everything else was white. It shone in the sunlight like a diamond. The jewel of Liralind, a beacon for every lost traveler.

					People were coming from the southern road. We could see banners, but from this far away, it was impossible to distinguish who they belonged to. So, we slowly made our approach down to the shining capital, and therefore, the castle of Orden.

					The closer we got, the more it amazed us. The walls were at least thirty feet high, with towers and bastions decorating them. Even up-close, the walls looked as white as snow. We could see guardsmen patrolling atop, looking down on us. Members of the Griffin Brotherhood, no doubt. Clear-blue water surrounded the walls. When combined with the daylight, it resembled glass. You could see the bottom.

					“This is one of three gates that Orden has. It’s called The Holy Gate, along with the Entry of the Faithful, it was one of the two gates named for the path of Archbishop Claudius. The one he used to lead his men from Ahram to the king during the migration, several hundred years ago. The other two are The King’s Gate, facing Shadowbridge; and The Knight’s Gate, which was open to travelers that came from Midmarch.

					My father used to say that those were the three pillars of our kingdom—the knights, the king, and our faith. A body, he called it. He also said that there should be a Gate of the People because nobody should exist without a soul.

					What lay on the other side of the Holy Gate left us speechless.

					As we made our way through, knights, squires, servants, and other people passed us by. But the commotion didn’t stop there. Merchants were trying to sell their wares to anyone who would even glance their way. There was even a juggler or two in the crowd.

					The road inside of the castle had also been made from white stone, with trees erecting every few feet. These trees divided the streets in two; one, leading deeper into the castle, and the other, leading towards the exit. The houses were made from wood and white brick. Most of the ones here were inns, but we saw a few shops, stables, and taverns.

					“Olly, if this is the Emerald Quarter, could you imagine what the Diamond Quarter looks like?”

					All of the shops and inns had banners with names to distinguish themselves. We knew most of the banners that were running around. This was the part of the city where Lord Hamon’s bannermen were stationed.

					“If I didn’t know it was the Tournament, I would have guessed we were going to war,” Faldio said in awe.

					In front of the tavern nearest to us, people were yelling over a dice game. Others were playing cards and other gambling games. Eclair’s brown eyes were filled with shock as the men nearest to her used every word and more to describe each other’s mothers and the positions the said woman would be bedded in.

					We saw the Lord of Eastend, John Dow the Summer Knight, he had a white banner with a silver helmet on it, swaying behind him. He was a short, jolly-looking person. The word on the street was that he got his nickname because he loved summer, and during that season he would always get drunk. Something that his wife must have disapproved of. But aside from that, he was best known for his fierce loyalty to the king and even more so to his liege lord.

					Other banners we could recognize were those of Lord Lenn Kisel, who had a magpie on a yellow field. Lady Jenna Gon had two silver blades on a white field, and Lord Jeremy Jonas had a red tower. All were familiar to our eyes because we had worked for them at one point or another, except for Lord Jeremy, who was a bannerman of Faldio’s father.

					Suddenly, a horse stopped near us. As we looked up to see the rider, we were met with a familiar face.

					“Now, don’t tell me you boys will be participating?” His voice carried the same excitement I saw in Faldio’s eyes.

					It was Hamon Wilder, the High Lord of Scarborough. He also happened to be Leon’s father. His balding head shone like the sun on spring’s end. A thin, long nose and icy blue eyes were the only things decorating his face. Half of his teeth were crooked, and he looked more of a skeleton than a man. If you saw him on the street alone, you would have thought him a beggar. But the smile that man possessed even in his old age warmed our hearts more times than I could count.

					He was the family both me and Faldio yearned for.

					All three of us bowed.

					“Oh, no need for that, lads,” he said brightly. “And who might you be, fair lady? I didn’t know the likes of these two attracted any kind of positive attention. Now, my two younger sons are yet to be wedded.” The Lord grinned. His face lines, showing through his expression.

					Eclair bowed as a man would. “A pleasure m’lord,” she responded with a heavy accent.

					My heart was beating like a drum. Did he not recognize her?

					Had he not seen her in that long? I thought she was a spitting image of her mother.

					“Lord Hamon…” I said, uncertain, “you were the last person we thought to see here.”

					If he recognized Eclair, we would be in serious trouble. He just laughed, though.

					“And why is that, Oliver? Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m not as excited as you boys are. One of my sons will be participating.”

					Faldio’s face burned with glee.

					“Leon will be participating?!” he yelled like a little girl.

					Lord Hamon chuckled. “Why, yes. Be sure to look after him, Faldio. I do have three sons, but I would die happier, knowing that all of them outlived me. Now, if you boys would excuse me, I need to get going. If you see Leon, Marco, or Axel, don’t tell them you saw me.”

					He grinned a near toothless grin. “If I were you boys, I would go to a classier inn, a jewel, like her,” he pointed at Eclair, “should sleep in a bed of silk. Go to the Satin Sword in the Diamond Quarter, and please take my room. I won’t be needing it.” And just like that, with a wink at the princess, Lord Hamon had ridden away. Eclair was left red in the face from his words. He must have been worse than Faldio when he was younger.

					We made our way to the inn, hoping to reach the Entry of the Faithful soon so we could enter the infamous quarter of Orden. The Diamond Quarter wasn’t much grander than the Emerald Quarter, but it could still put all the other castles we had ever seen to shame. The only difference was that instead of inns and taverns there were tall houses, theaters, and other high-class places where nobles would spend their free time. Night lights were burning, covering it all with a somber feeling.

					The Diamond Quarter had two inns. The Satin Sword and The Prancing Chicken. How the latter got its name was beyond me. Both of them were thrice as big as the other inns we saw on our travels.

					By the time we found the Satin Sword, it was almost midnight. Orden was larger than we had thought. The castle itself must have covered at least four of five leagues. The middle of the castle, the Diamond Quarter, was built upon a hill along with the King’s Keep. All three of us were tired, and thus our climb up was more than trying. But much of that was forgotten once we entered.

					It was like a small castle in itself. Banners of high lords, paintings, and weapons of all kinds decorated the walls. The floors had bright red carpets, and the people who worked there wore the finest silks. Every table had a flower and a candle decorating it, every wall held something to look at for hours.

					After we ate, we made ourselves comfortable in our room, and we sat around a single lit candle and talked for the next few hours. A few things made Faldio happier than a full belly did.

					The sounds of cheering could be heard from the Emerald Quarter. That’s where better sellswords and hedge knights were. In the Diamond Quarter were the higher-ranking knights. The rest resided in the Lower Quarter.

					“Isn’t it odd how we didn’t run into Leon today? I hope we see him tomorrow,” Faldio told us.

					“But he will recognize Eclair. And even if we don’t see him, what about her father, the servants, and the other High Lords. We were lucky enough that Lord Hamon didn’t recognize her.”

					“Oh yes, I forgot. Good job on the accent and the manly bow, Eclair.” Faldio held his hand out for her to shake it, but Eclair only looked at him bewildered.

					“It wasn’t a good job. Look at how she’s dressed. A lowborn girl would never have the money for that.” I sneered at him.

					“I’m sorry. I was only trying to help.” Eclair said, lowering her head.

					“No, no, I didn’t mean it like that. Only that he is much less smart than most people.”

					That cheered her up a little.

					“Don’t worry, Eclair. On the morrow, we will buy three cloaks. They are allowed to be worn during The Call because if the guards recognize you, they are allowed to arrest you, but they can’t remove your cloak, even if you look suspicious.”

					Eclair shined with glee.

					Why didn’t I think of that? All kinds of bandits and other buggers joined the Tournament in hopes of finding glory. So the rules had been readjusted. As long as they went unnoticed, people of all titles were allowed to participate. Hence the cloaks.

					“Really? Oh, thank you. I will pay, as compensation for the troubles I’ve caused you two.”

					“No need for that. We will buy those. And the weapons and food. You just worry about the Mades.”

					She nodded at my plan, while Faldio yawned.

					“Well, I’m going to sleep. We can sleep in tomorrow. The Call is not until sunset, we have time.”

					“Good night, Faldio!” Eclair and I said in unison. We couldn’t help but look at each other before bursting into laughter.

					“Don’t stay out here too long.”

					Long after Faldio was gone, we talked about her life in the castle, her wishes, and her dreams. She told me how it was lonely, having no one her age around. How she yearned to see what the world was like. Her tutor, Agrippa, was her only real friend, aside from Leon, but she only got to see him once or twice a year.

					She even told me about the stories her father and mother had told her as a child. I knew most of them. She even liked my favorites. The scary ones; like stories about the haunted mines, the doll maker, and the vault. Stories about creatures of the dark that drank your blood, took your soul and dragged you to hell. The soft breeze that came from the outside was the only thing that could be heard.

					Everyone was resting now.

					I told her of our adventures so far. How we met all of those lords, of our nights near the Fog, of our hopes and yearnings. I felt like she needed to know all of those things, in case we died the next day. And if we didn’t, these things would prevent me from becoming just another forgotten memory of hers.

					It was incredible how I felt close to her just as much as I did with Faldio, and I’d known her for no more than two days. We were so much alike that I felt scared. Scared that all of this would fade away and that she would disappear from my life just as quickly as she entered it.

					Later, when we went to bed, I thought about everything that might happen in the next couple of months. A bunch of ifs kept me from sleeping. If we would survive if there was any chance of winning if Faldio was good enough, and if Eclair would ever look at me as I looked at her.

					Ever since we decided to join, I had known every peril that we would come up against, but I had never thought much about them. Our life on the road taught us that. But now, with her here, all of those dangers seemed more real.

					I wondered what Eclair was thinking of. The dangers of the road ahead, or about me, maybe. I also wondered if Faldio had heard our conversation, and who he was thinking of before he fell asleep.
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					I would have probably slept for eternity, were it not for Faldio and Eclair. I hadn’t slept in a bed for weeks… And a soft one like this…probably never. My part of the room was as big as the dining halls of some of the inns we slept in.

					“Mages have ridiculous names.” I heard Faldio’s voice through the door.

					“You don’t seem to hate them as most people do,” Eclair said. My mind was still foggy from a good night’s sleep, so for a few moments, I thought my mind had made her up. As if she wasn’t here with us. But just the sound of her voice made even the sleeplessness seem trivial.

					“There is a lot of death in hate, I think. So I don’t hate anybody.” Even though he was on the other side of the door, Faldio’s voice brimmed with energy and enthusiasm. I got dressed in a hurry, eager to join them. I rushed and fumbled through the door. I barely managed to hide my smile as I entered the main room.

					Faldio was adjusting his sword while Eclair laced up her boot.
     “Well, look who decided to join us.”

					“Fuck you, Faldio,” I snapped back. “You talk way too loudly in the morning,” I said, trying to sound like I wasn’t dying to spend time with them.

					He just brushed that off with a laugh. “Hey, Eclair, tell him the name of your tutor’s brother.”

					“Why? It’s Lucius.”

					“Doesn’t that sound evil? It’s like he’s bound to say ‘Muahahaha, I will rule the world’ at some point. I hope we meet him.” My friend was always amused by the strangest things.

					“Well, I hope we don’t see my tutor, Agrippa; he will recognize me for sure. And why would he say that?”

					“Oh, and not only that, I am sure that he is into some creepy stuff in the bed as well,” Faldio interrupted, lifting his index finger as if he had some grand idea. Eclair’s face turned white as my friend voiced the words.

					“I am sure that Master Lucius is a fine gentleman!” she said, trying to compose herself.

					“Relax, Eclair, you are not a nun,” Faldio told her with a cheerful tone and a wave of a hand.

					After we gathered our things, we made our way downstairs for our last meal before the Tournament. The rest of the inn was long empty. But the food was exquisite. Bread from Scarborough, soft as a babe’s cheek. Spices from Ahram, which enriched every bite. Bacon from Brand, salty enough to eat without salt and sweet enough to eat along with a glass of wine. Faldio barely moved me from the table.

					We all made our way to the Emerald Quarter. Around us, people were getting ready for The Call. The common folk named it when the King, or Caliph in the case of Ahram or Emperor in the case of Van-Lang, would make a final speech before the Tournament. Everything was silent, though. None of the laughter from the day before was present. The only sounds were those of fountains built allaround Orden; and the clatter of armor and weapons as knights, sellswords, and the rest made ready. Few spoke.

					Luke Hayle, Eclair’s uncle and High Lord of Brand, was talking with the Summer Knight. His bannermen, Patrick Wollen and Kyril Lyson, were around him. His standard-bearer stood quietly beside them. His banner flew in the soft summer wind—a golden dragon on a white field. Both of his sworn men were bearded.

					It was said that while the king, Eclair’s father, looked like a gentle warrior, his High Lords looked the part of kings. Except for Hamon Wilder, but there had been stories of his chivalry told at every town and tavern for decades.

					Luke Hayle showed why. Long black hair that shimmered in the summer sun, with stern winter-gray eyes, a face of a man a decade younger, for whom a song would be sung by every maiden, bard, and minstrel to have laid eyes upon him. He looked like a hero of songs, he held himself like a leader, like a man that demanded that you look upon him and take a knee.

					Squires and other folk were running errands for their lords and the like. A few of them I saw had the same blood as Eclair’s mother, saved by magic from certain death.

					Just as we were about to leave the Diamond Quarter, we saw The Old Fox. Magnor Naj, Lord of Albia. His right-hand man, Ser David Lander, stood right beside him. The albino hedge knight came into his service after saving his life in a hunting accident. No one knew the whole story. Many people said that he was an escaped experiment from Gabriel’s Castle of Alucard in Erom, but no one knew for sure. If true, it could not be good. Nothing good ever came  out of Erom. The Albino was quieter than you would like, but it is said that he was one of the best swordsmen in Liralind.

					After avoiding all of them, we were finally in the Emerald District. There, we went into one of the shops and bought three cloaks for the price of nine silver pieces. A bloody robbery, if you asked me.

					“So, with those nine silvers spent, how much money do we have left?” asked Faldio.

					“Well, I have those fifteen gold pieces that I told you about.” Eclair’s answer was shy.

					“We remember Eclair. Don’t worry,” I told her as pleasantly as I could muster. “With your fifteen gold, we have… fifteen gold and five silvers,” I finished disappointed.

					“You two only had a gold and four silvers?” She looked surprised.

					I guess that her tutor had taught her mathematics. One gold was equal to ten silvers, and one silver was equal to one hundred coppers.

					“Not all of us live in a castle and have a king for a father.” As I spoke, I noticed that even though everyone else was quiet, I had a feeling all three of us were in a good mood. “Anyway, we should sell my armor first, and get a new one, then buy you weapons and food, and after that, we can worry about the Mades,” my friend told us the plan.

					It was a sunny day. No clouds to be seen. I liked days like these the most, when it wasn’t too hot, but just warm enough.

					Faldio’s armor was sold for five gold pieces. That was more than I was expecting, to be honest. With that money, he bought a dark boiled leather doublet and some ringmail that I was supposed to wear. For those, we spent three gold pieces. Mail and plate were much more expensive than leather and ring mail, so we gained money.

					“Is it light enough for you?” Faldio asked with mock concern. 

					“Oh, without a doubt,” I said.

					“I will be going shirtless through Ahram, though. It will be way too hot for me in this,” Faldio said.

					He was right, even though all he wore was a shirt. Ahram was the largest and hottest of the four kingdoms. Once, over half of it was covered with mountains and streams, but after the War of the Divided, it was turned into a desert. Trampled by the powers of the mages.

					After that was done, we bought Eclair and me our weapons.

					She seemed at home when trying out her bow. Along with that, we bought her some thirty wooden and ten iron arrows. We couldn’t afford more.

					My short sword, on the other hand, was heavier than I thought it would be. But when Faldio tried it out, it looked so easy.

					“I want Eclair to wear ringmail under that nice little surcoat.”

					We didn’t even get a chance to argue before he bought it for her. I thought it was wasted money, but I thought both Eclair and I felt safer with those on. It was still a bit heavy, though.

					With all of our armor and weapons bought, we went with our remaining thirteen golden pieces into the food market. There we first stopped in front of a Made merchant.

					I cursed. These were too expensive.

					“Look at these prices. This is robbery,” I told them, frustrated.

					Faldio read, “Two gold pieces for an apple Made, it heals most cuts. Four gold pieces for a peach Made, it heals external bleeding. Four gold pieces for a strawberry Made, it heals broken bones. Five gold pieces for a banana Made, heals most sickness. Ten gold pieces for a cherry Made, it heals internal bleeding.”

					He made a face. “Well, at least these are the useful ones. Besides, we don’t have money for the magic jewelry, so let’s get a few of these. I would rather have these and no money than to watch you two die.”

					Eclair looked at him with her doe eyes. Most of the fruit listed was more than half the price of one Made.

					“What do you think, Eclair? Which ones should we get? You too, Oliver, what do you think?”

					“I suggest one banana Made, in case we get sick. One peach Made because there is no way we are getting out of this with all of our blood contained within our veins. And one apple Made- the same goes for cuts. Those two gold, we can save for the food,” I told them my opinion.

					“I think we should get one apple Made, one peach Made, and one strawberry Made. And three for the food.”

					“Well, both of you are right, but I think I’ll go with Eclair’s. No offense, Ollie, but I would rather have three gold for the food. I don’t want us to make it to the end only to die of hunger.”

					“I know, don’t worry. You’re right,” I agreed. We had to do our best with our new companion’s money. And dying from hunger was the same as dying from blood loss.

					And so Faldio and I bought our first Mades. All of them were different colors. The apple Made was bright red, the peach Made had a mixture of red and yellow in it, and the strawberry Made was dark red.

					“Now only the food remains. We shouldn’t spend too much now. I think a bar of silver will be enough for the next few days.”

					They listened to me, and we bought several pieces of bread, some water and ale, cheese, a few eggs, and a few pieces of dried meat. It left us with two gold pieces and nine silvers.

					“I do believe that we are ready,” Faldio said cheerfully. Eclair echoed, and I nodded.

					It was nightfall when we approached the King’s Keep. Most of the combatants were already inside as we made our way through The Griffin’s Entry. It was also surrounded by the clear water that hugged the castle walls.

					A lone man was standing in front of the main gate. His armor was a dark silver plate, an iron cross strapped to his right side. In his right arm, he held a white painted shield with a golden castle on it, and to his belt, a great helm was strapped with a cross carved in. He was a lordling, without a doubt.

					Faldio yelled, “Leon!”

					Leon Wilder had a cloud of dark raven locks on his head and light-blue eyes. He stood with the grace of a noble. His faint stubble still stood upon his chin, and his knightly demeanor never wavered.

					Faldio sometimes stood like that too. When he wasn’t fucking around.

					Almost the most wanted bachelor in all the kingdoms, every laird from the Deepfort to Scarborough had asked Lord Hamon for his hand in marriage. He refused them all. So many lairds had been refused that it was rumored that King Edmund meant to adopt him as the next king and marry him off to his daughter. It was said that Leon was a spitting image of his father when he was young.

					“About time you two showed up,” the young knight said with a friendly smile, eyeing the now hooded Eclair.

					Faldio lifted him from the ground in a tight hug.

					“You got stronger. Before, you couldn’t lift me, even without the armor.”

					“You lost weight that’s all,” Faldio replied with a grin. “Where did you stay last night? We hoped to find you in the Diamond Quarter.”

					“I stayed in the Emerald Quarter. Listening to what the drunk competition had to say. Most of them had created small alliances, so I figured we should team up,” he finished, looking at me.

					“That would help me sleep at night, Leon,” I told our friend. “It’s good to see you.” We shared a light hug.

					“I hope Faldio hasn’t corrupted you, dear friend,” he told me. There was a warm safety that I felt whenever I was with this man. I was sure all the others felt it as well.

					“It’s an honor to meet you.” Leon bowed a courteous bow as he turned to the hooded Eclair.

					Eclair held her head down. Leon still eyed her.

					“In time, you will meet our new friend, don’t worry. Oliver and I hoped to see you in Eastend, but I guess we missed you.”

					“You did, by a couple of weeks. I came to the capital to escort the princess to Scarborough, but in the end, my father sent Poliver Jonas and Mylon Kisel. The eldest sons of our two bannermen.”

					I began to worry.

					Faldio didn’t seem to mind that Leon might find out about Eclair. He was one of the truest knights in the kingdom. Followed every vow to the letter.

					“You’ve become important since I last saw you, but you still use that mace?”

					“Be quiet, Faldio,” Leon said as he looked around cautiously. “Few know of that…”

					The two of them joked and talked for a while until Eclair nudged me, and I reminded them about the Tournament. They were always like this.

					The King’s Keep looked as grand as the rest of the capital, if not grander. All four banners of the High Lords were decorating the entrance where Leon had met us along with the King’s banner. Orden’s royal blue griffin on a white field, Scarborough’s golden castle, Brand’s golden dragon, Shadowbridge’s black bridge, and Deepfort’s white tree. Some ten feet long and four feet wide, they made for quite the decoration.

					Inside, the guard barracks and stables were the first to be seen. Two tall houses with Orden’s flag on the top. A few men were guarding them, armored in similar plate mail as Leon, with a few slight differences, a big one being the Griffin painted upon their shields and cloaks, but most of them were inside the keep, protecting the king and keeping order.

					The Heavens’ Tower seemed like a mountain to us, even from afar. It rose from the King’s Keep like a flower from the ground, like Aeden’s Tower from the other Rings. Up close, it looked colossal. Whitestone ran at least five hundred feet up. From down here, we could barely see the blue top. It was as if it was yearning to touch the heavens. The windows were all painted with previous kings, knights, priests, and other people of worth—Eclair’s great-grandfather, King Christopher the Beautiful; Archbishop Claudius; and The Knight of the Moon, Lenard Weston, who silenced the rebellion in what was today known as Ahram a hundred years ago. Those were just a few of the heroes that were shown in all of their glory.

					With the four of us now, I felt more sure about our chances. Faldio was one the best swordsmen I had seen, Leon was unmatched with a mace and an even match to Faldio with a sword. Not to mention that those two grew up fighting together. Faldio said that no one could beat them when they fought as one.

					Could we do it? Survive? Win? I just hoped Eclair and I wouldn’t be a burden. Me more than Eclair. She could fire a bow well, at least. But who knew if even their skill would be enough to see us to the end? So far there was only one victor in all of the tournaments. Gabriel the Pale Knight, Lord of Erom and Castle Alucard.

					I believed there should be a new champion in the Tournament of the Lost.
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					The grand hall where the King and the High Lords greeted us was enormous. It could hold at least a couple of thousand men. About three thousand of us were standing in the middle, surrounded by the king’s army, or the Griffin Brotherhood, as they were called.

					Every Lord had to send at least one son, of their choosing, to the Brotherhood, so now it numbered around ten thousand men. They were the king’s standing army, but also the guardians of the capital. Aside from sons of lords, anyone could join. But before you were awarded the honor of being a Griffin, you had to hold your own against one of the Brothers in a duel in front of at least ten others. If the Brother and at least half of the spectators deemed you worthy, you would then spend two years in rigorous training, both physical and mental. Then you would spend a year in a church or monastery of the king’s choosing before another fight, but this time, you would be dueling two of the brothers. Both needed to approve of your strength if you were to succeed. If not, you would be returned to where you came from. The last step was spending a month in a village of your choosing, bringing no weapons or gold and returning with no reward. Only then would you be chosen as a Brother.

					The Brotherhood itself was founded three hundred years ago by High Lord Maecon Weston. He was an ancestor of the Moon Knight, Lenard Weston. Even back then, the Westons held Shadowbridge. Lord Maecon, whose life was saved by the king, Beylan Brook, when a part of the Fog spilled into today’s Oliiniel. Somehow they survived The Lost that escaped from the Fog, and Lord Weston decided to dedicate his life to protecting the king. He gave Shadowbridge to his son Cayleb, and thus the Griffin Brotherhood was born.

					Leon’s brother Marco, the youngest son of High Lord Hamon, had joined them half a year ago.

					On the balcony above the hall stood the king, his beautiful wife beside him. The stories about how the king looked like a bard more so than a king did him no justice. His face resembled a very polite monk, brown bearded and haired. As broad as a mountain, standing at just over six feet, he made a formidable sight if not for his look than for his air. His presence was that of a mountain, you were going to notice him and respect him and kneel before he would voice a single word. His silver armor clung to him like snow. He had a giant two-handed greatsword on his back.

					Eclair took the best of her mother and father. Queen Emily was brown-haired and doe-eyed just like her daughter, and her smile was one you could see Eclair having one day. The sun complimented her features as well, and from where we were standing, she looked like a fairy from the stories and songs. You could see that she was Luke’s sister.

					When we saw them, Eclair pressed herself against Faldio.

					If Leon noticed anything, he spoke no word of it.

					Beside the king were three of his four High Lords. Only Johnathan Brocas was missing, Faldio’s father. High Lord of Shadowbridge, Kevin Weston was right beside the King. A tall bearded man with short brown hair, which leaned forward over the balcony, as if to see all of us better. Next to him was Luke Hayle. He wore his golden armor, but his dragon helmet was in his hand. And finally, there was Leon’s father, Hamon Wilder. Looking like a corpse compared to the others and yet holding himself the highest.

					“Welcome, all,” boomed the king’s voice as he spread his arms to welcome us. It was like thunder, a voice that would chill you to the bone, a voice that commanded loyalty. “It has been thirty-five years since there was a gathering like this. So, I bid you welcome to The Call. I didn’t think I would live to see another, or that there would be another, yet here we are. It’s as if the War of the Divided has been forgotten. Yet its consequences can be felt all around us even now. I hope you see them on your travels. Before I bid you good luck on your journey, let me give you a question to ponder upon.”

					People around us looked at each other.

					“What in this world is worth getting lost for? I do not care if you are a knight or a commoner; a godly man or a pious man, you are all, in a way, my children. And a father loves all his children, no matter what they do. You are the most important part of my kingdom. Your kingdom. You are the soul, and the body is nothing without a soul.”

					Eclair stiffened.

					He said it in an almost tired tone. It was clear he did not approve of this. A somber silence fell upon the hall. There was high tension in the air, but not because of the tournament.

					“Now, if you would be all so kind to step into the Frontier Gate,” he pointed at a huge mirror beneath the balcony, “one by one.”

					A line was formed in front of the huge mirror as an old man stood by it. He held himself high, with a demeanor of a lord. It was obvious that he was a mage. His staff, a long piece of oak with a shard of dark glass on top, touched the mirror and it started glowing pink.

					“That’s Agrippa,” I heard Eclair whisper to Faldio. One by one, we stepped through the mirror.

					It was as if the mirror passed through me and not the other way around. The art of making them has been lost for thousands of years and only a few remain. Burmore has four of them, each connected to one in each of the kingdoms.

					Not a moment passed and we were thousands of leagues away. The air changed, the temperature changed, the sky, the people, the wind, everything felt as if it was held by something unseen.

					At least ten thousand men were in the shallow riverbank in front of Burmore Castle by the time all five Frontier Gates were closed. A dam was built to redirect the water from the entrance to the second ring a thousand years ago, but now the river stops dead. On the other side of the dam, four mirrors stood. Above each of them was a rune, with a single hand and moon in the middle of the circles, lines, and glyphs. As I followed their line to the mud wall that surrounded us, I noticed more runes that ran along with it. I could not see what they looked like from here but I would bet that they were holding us where we stood.

					Knights, sellswords, and hedge knights in their heavy armor, sorcerers, witches, alchemists, with their staves and cloaks. Samurai, Shaolin, Wushi, and the like from Van-Lang, with strange colored armor that looked as if it had colored scales and tunics that covered their legs but left their torso almost completely naked. Ghazi and Rushidun, the bronze-skinned warriors from Ahram, with their snakelike swords, stood the closest to us. Those were the men of honor and dignity. Though they were rare to be found since most of the others were thieves, rapists, bastards, and assassins.

					All of us were here for the same reason. We were all forced to look forward to Burmore Castle. Only Burmore could name a castle after himself.

					This castle is the only way to the inner Rings. And it was always closed except during the Tournament of the Lost.

					The victor would be granted a choice. Gold and riches, as much as he can carry, or passage to the second Ring. But with the Tournament having only one victor so far, Gabriel amassed a fortune big enough to build a kingdom of his own. Erom.

					An overweight man was standing on the rampart of the castle. His slimy skin was dark yellow. From afar, it looked as if he had more dead skin than one would like to see in a lifetime. He had small strands of hair on his head and some rich velvet on his body. Those clothes could not cover his whole body, though, so slaps of fat were dangling from him.

					It was unknown how he came to our Ring, but I heard that a girl had entered the Second Ring. There she was raped by an incubus and left to die. The girl somehow survived and gave birth to the abomination that now stood in front of us. He came through the pass, and in the mists of confusion and opportunity, built his kingdom. No one has entered the Second Ring through the Pale Son’s pass since then.

					From where we were standing, just under the rampart, we could see several other men beside him. One was hunched, his face looked as if it had been smashed in with a mace; he was shaking the whole time. The other one was even stranger. His face was a mess. His gray hair was cut short in some parts of his head, but in some places, it was very long; some spots didn’t have hair at all. It was as if he had escaped from the Asylum, which I knew wasn’t true because no one had ever escaped. But that wasn’t the strangest thing about him. This man had three eyes. Right under his left eye was the third one. From this far away, I couldn’t see their features clearly, but still, they all made for a frightening sight.

					The air was filled with fear, regret, and sorrow. The worst part was that it wasn’t because of the terrified mob outside of the socalled castle; it came from the three men that were standing at the gates of the castle. Fear suffocated us.

					The castle itself was in ruins. Most of the towers were taken down, but even from this far you could see the famous Bastion of Darkness, as the common folk named it. It was a giant house that crept up the ninety-degree mountain, which cut us off from the next ring. Thousands of windows and small watchtowers were built upon it; the small defense wall was erected to encircle it much later. That’s where the king of Gnoll kingdom was standing. The fat, arrogant Burmore.

					The rain started to fall from the gray sky above.

					A dark, raggedy laugh swept over us as Burmore started to speak. “Well, well, I do believe this is the biggest number of participants we’ve ever had. I’m guessing all of you want to hear about the new rules since my last tournament led to war.” He laughed then. A laugh that lasted too long for anybody to feel comfortable. “Don’t worry, there will be a lot more death, pain, and suffering this time around, and I can’t wait to see it all.”

					“Damn, he’s annoying,” whispered Faldio.

					Ten thousand people looked at Burmore. Some of them were the finest in what they did.

					“First, before you leave, you will get a ring. That ring is enchanted, it will monitor your actions to see whether you will break any rules. If you do, I will know where and when you did it. Second, no one from outside of the Tournament will be allowed to help you. Not your friends, not your family, lover, or liege lord. Third, if someone does help you, a white circle will appear in the sky above the place where you got help. It will shine down upon everyone in that area, castle, or inn. Every single person there will be killed. Fourth, You can only buy supplies, that’s it.

					“Fifth, there will be only one winner, like always, but you can survive if you last six hundred and sixty-six days. That’s how long the Tournament will last. If no one makes it to my castle by then, there will be no victor.”

					He laughed again, thankfully this time it lasted only half as long. “If you meet up with other combatants, you don’t need to fight, but if both of you arrive here together, there will be a fight to the death.

					“Finally, just like before, it all ends and starts here. When you go full circle, through all of the kingdoms, and make it here, you will win.” Burmore grinned at us, a wicked black grin. “And here’s a bonus rule, made especially for this tournament. We added something special to spice things up.”

					We? Isn’t this tournament his alone?

					“There will be something chasing after ALL of you. Two days after you leave, it will start to go after you. Make no mistake, at one point or another, that something will catch up with you all. There are ten thousand of them, just like there are ten thousand of you. And whoever helps you, it will kill them all. When it kills one of you, it will start chasing the nearest competitor. That means that at one point there will be more than one chasing you.”

					Horror went through us all. Ten thousand men and women gripped in fear.

					What would be hunting us?

					But Leon’s and Faldio’s expressions didn’t change. Green knights were usually like that. They still looked as determined as ever. The rest of us were shaking.

					“Because of this, there will be no killings on the first day. Until tomorrow midnight. They will be released at midnight, after that.”

					Faldio must have noticed me and Eclair shaking. “Don’t worry, you two, it’s going to be fine.”

					And Leon smiled at me to show that he agreed.

					“Now, scatter, run for your lives, and let the fifth Tournament of the Lost begin!”

				

			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					I had always told my wife that summer was best experienced atop The Heavens’ Tower. Being the tallest in Orden, you could see hundreds of leagues on a clear day. I couldn’t count how many nights we had spent here. And I couldn’t count how many I’d spent here hoping she was alive during the war.

					The almost full moon was the only thing to be seen aside from Emily and me. It shined on the valleys around the capital, giving the sea of grass a mysterious dark-green sparkle. The pond that surrounded Orden looked like a crystal from up here. Most of the townsfolk were asleep, yet I could still hear singing, coming from the inns and taverns. It made me feel glad. Not everyone was worried about the times to come.

					Even though it had just started, the Tournament wouldn’t reach us for weeks, months if we were lucky.

					“Maybe we should have taken the moon for our sigil,” I told Emily.

					“Yes, a moon in royal blue would have made for a magnificent sight. Though I don’t think a king should have it on his banner. I can only imagine the laughter it would cause among your bannermen,” she jested. “Oh, look here comes our king, the pillow biter.”

					Her imitations always made me feel better. The one where she imitated one of the Emperor’s sons who had a wisp was my favorite. “My thword thkills will get better, just you wait,” she would impersonate.

					This time, though, it was not enough. More often than not, my face was grim, yet she could read it without fail. The moon shone in her eyes as they read the pain on my face.

					We both looked at Scarborough. It was one of the many things we could see from up here. The balcony of The Heavens’ Tower was built around the tip, so the king could see in all directions of his kingdom. Faint lights could be seen, even from over here. Many forts, keeps, towns, and villages separated us, but we could see them all. Tiny beacons of light at night, but during the day they would come alive, bursting with people running about their business. It was said that the first king, Edgar the Ambitious, built this tower over seven thousand years ago. That way, every king who came after him would know just how little he was, compared to the needs of the kingdom. Though some people thought he built it so that the people always knew where to look in case of trouble. Then again, others said it was there because kings liked looking down on people.

					And some kings did.

					In my case, at least, the last one was not true. In our day, the land I ruled was three or four times smaller than it was when he ruled, yet it still gave away the same feeling of grandeur.

					To the west, we saw up to Shadowbridge. Albia and the Asylum were the ones that always took my attention when I would turn to look that way. There always had to be a watchful eye looking at those two places. I didn’t know who worried me more, Magnor Naj or his Albino Knight… or everything that was locked up in that damned tower.

					This should have been called the Tower of Worry.

					“You are still worried about Eclair’s trip, aren’t you? She could not have stayed here during the Tournament, you know that,” my queen whispered to me. She spoke as if she was afraid to wake the townsfolk.

					“Knowing it was the right thing to do doesn’t bring me much comfort!” I sounded angrier than I intended to. I knew it wasn’t her fault, yet it still escaped me. It was not kingly to speak like that to anyone, let alone your wife. “My apologies, I just wish you or Agrippa had gone with her, that is all. So that she has someone she knows.”

					She held my face so that I looked at her. She placed the other hand on my chest. Looking into her eyes was like mending your wounds after a battle. Eclair was a spitting image of her mother.

					 “My love, you know I wanted that boy Leon to escort her. She knows him. Our daughter would have been much safer if he had gone with her, but the young knight wished to join the Tournament. There was nothing we could do.”

					Her words were so calming. The softness of her skin, the beauty of her eyes, and her loving voice. No wonder the people loved her.

					“That boy is probably the best thing that happened to her. He and Agrippa are her only real friends. After this folly with the Tournament is over, I will offer Lord Hamon to unite our houses.

					Leon and Eclair will marry just like you and I wished.”

					As I explained to Emily what we would do when all of this was over, we both turned and looked in the direction of Lake Enur, to the west of the capital. The only thing I looked at more than that lake was Emily herself. In our youth, we spent so much time there.

					“We will, love.” She never let go of my hand. “Don’t worry.” And I didn’t.

					“Leon is our best choice,” I whispered.

					From here, the lake was just out of sight, but we both knew where to look. It was there that Emily and I had first met. Thirty-six years ago.

					“You never knew how to handle a horse. Even the king and his men could not help you steady it. Not even when you were ordered to go to Brand with Luke.”

					She knew that story. I repeated it every moon’s turn, half the old kingdom knew it.

					“You were furious. I don’t believe anyone has seen you like that. In full plate armor with that sword and all bloody after the first battle of the war. You made for quite a sight. I thought the king would change his mind out of sheer fright.”

					For the last two thousand years, kings were chosen from the houses of High Lords. Back then, there had been seventeen High Lords, now there were four, excluding the king. The other seats of the high lords were now in control of the other kingdoms. My home, once called Haven, was now under the rule of Oliiniel. A day didn’t go by that I did not miss it. Mother and father, and all of their family, were born and raised there. It was also the first city we lost to the mages.

					The current king would choose the one he found most suited for ruling, adopt him, and that was that. That poor soul would become a Brook and no one had a say in it. The worst part was, that kind of ruling had worked so far. Well, the worst part for me, anyway. I was lucky about one thing, though, King Titus had no female children, so I was free to marry whoever I wished. If the king had a daughter, then the successor was to take her for a queen, while if he had sons, they would all join the Griffin Brotherhood. Johnathan, of course, would rather join a cloister than the Brotherhood.

					Of course, there were rebellions where a son or two did not want to join the Brotherhood, but nothing that would have shaken the foundations of our kingdom as we knew it today. Fear united us, fear of the Fog, fear of the inner rings, and the yearning for Aeden’s tower. Fear kept us united only to divide us in the end.

					“I knew when he said it that there was no turning back. I know Johnathan was younger, but he is all that a king should be.” I never wanted the crown, and he was the king’s son. Never had I said that part aloud, not even when I was alone with Emily, in whom I had more faith than in all of my high lords combined, and I’d known Johnathan, Kevin, and Luke some ten years longer than her.

					“A few victories do not make a king, Edmund. We’ve had this conversation a thousand times before. You know that you are more loved than the last half a dozen who sat at the throne.”

					She was right about that. Since I could not stand being at court all the time, my wife and I would go around the kingdom, helping people in need. That made us very popular. So popular that some wanted to return to a dynasty way of ruling. So that my children would continue to rule after me. They said it was our destiny to rule after the catastrophe known today as the War of the Divided.

					Before I could answer, she clung to me. She always did when there was something that troubled her, something that made her feel at ease.

					“I wish we still had time to go to the lake like we used to. Swimming the whole night, whispering secrets after making love, and hiding in a barn of some local laird or farmer. I did believe that they got used to us after a time.”

					“You are right about one thing, though, if you hadn’t become king, you and I would not be together right now.” There was sadness in her voice as I felt her tremble.

					I put my arm around her.

					“Do you think everything will be alright this time?”

					“Don’t worry. We are prepared.” I brought her close. “The Griffins will ride in a fortnight to all parts of the kingdom to ensure safety. The remaining five hundred will guard the capital with the city guard.”

					She knew this, but I wanted her to hear it again. My love always believed me, and thus she believed me now. I only wish I believed it myself. If I did, I would not have sent Eclair to Hamon. She was probably having a bath now, wondering what the rest of us were doing. I only hope she did not get lonely and that she didn’t miss the books she forgot to bring.

					“Let us go inside, Emily. I will send for Agrippa; your blood is acting up again.” Seeing her blood act up always broke my heart.

					But I would rather live another thousand heartbreaks than to have lost her when she gave birth.

					Before we went inside, she gave me a deep kiss and I returned it.

					“Where would I be without you?” she whispered to me as we broke the kiss.
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					These fucking mountains and this fucking snow. Since we had left, there had been nothing but this white disease. I could hardly feel my fingers, and my toes weren’t faring any better.

					Oh, but Faldio and Eclair loved it.

					Back home, in Liralind, it didn’t snow as much, we hardly had any during the winter. And I remember that my fucker of a friend despised it. White crap, he called it.

					But now he seemed to love it. Most of the time, they just jumped and rolled in it, but the worst times were when they threw it at Leon and me. Stupid snow. At least it kept my mind off the threeeyed man I saw standing next to Burmore when the Tournament began.

					Leon hated the snow too, you could see it on his face, but he held on to his dignity and didn’t complain. Our friend was a knight, and a valiant one at that, and those never complained.

					Since we crossed the border, the rocky summits had surrounded us, but even though I hated the snow, the view was heartbreakingly beautiful, especially at night. A million stars would shine on the light of the late June moon, swimming in the river of darkness. And when you got to the upper parts of the tallest mountains, you could see the other, shorter ones from up there. At night you would see distant villages with candles on doorposts, people with lanterns patrolling the streets, or just from a window of a family home. Next to a few towns, we saw lines of Sakura trees, which, even under the faint light of the moon, shone a bright pink color in the night.

					But it was all balanced out by the deep fucking snow. It was hard enough walking while looking in your general direction, but God forbid you looked up for more than a second, you would fall to your death in one of these holes that were barely covered by the snow. On top of that, we avoided all villages and towns up until now. But to be honest that was good thinking on Leon’s part. From far away, we saw white lights shining during night and day. Those were the ones that broke one of the rules. The cold wind brought their screams soon afterward; it gave me more chills than the cold. We could only imagine what got to them.

					We did have one problem before all the fun in the snow started. When Leon finally found out who our hooded friend was, he did not take it lightly… to put it gently. He took out his mace that was stuck to his lower back, grabbed the princess, and they started going back to Gnoll. And when Faldio tried to explain himself, Leon had swung his mace so fast I thought it would hit my friend, but thankfully he dodged it. Barely. Yet I still think that if Leon truly wanted to hit him, he would have.

					“Do you know what you’ve done? Or how serious this is? I guess you don’t because this is all a big game to you, isn’t it? The king will hang you for this if he finds out. No, wait, he probably already knows. Let’s just hope he at least doesn’t know it was you two who did it. And you, Oliver,” he shot me a look, “I thought you knew better!” Leon yelled at us.

					I had never seen him so angry. A lot of men yelled at Faldio and me, but only Leon made me feel ashamed. His pretty face, twisted in anger.

					“If you were not my friend, Faldio, I would kill you where you stood!”

					“I came by my own choice, Leon.” Eclair broke free of his grasp. “They saved my life. If it wasn’t for them, I would be dead right now.”

					Even when she seemed angry, her voice was still like silk; it never seemed aggressive.

					“What!?” Leon looked half annoyed, half confused. “Princess, please tell him again. I don’t think it went through his skull the first time around.” Faldio said, without a hint of anger in his tone.

					I hated when Faldio jested in situations like these, but thankfully Leon ignored him.

					Eclair went on to tell him everything that had happened up until now. After hearing the whole story, you could see on the knight’s face that he calmed down a little, no matter how much he tried to hide it. In the end, the only thing that mattered to him was that she was safe.

					“Still, you should not have taken her!”

					“Well, it was a royal command, Leon. You of all people should know those need not be questioned,” Faldio added again, trying to sound as noble as he could. “Not to mention that you are going the wrong way, my friend. Do you think that fat bastard will send Her Highness home through the Frontier Gate? Not to mention that those things Burmore liked so much have been released. You and I put on a brave face, but you know that whatever it is, it’s going to put up one hell of a fight.”

					For once, Faldio was right.

					“Leon, you know I would never do something like this if I didn’t think I could do it. We will leave her at Scarborough when we cross the northern border, so you can tell your father someone had kidnapped her.”

					“Which you did,” Leon broke in.

					“She sees the world,” Faldio continued with a smile, “she told us that she has always wanted to see it, you get to be the hero. Everybody wins, right?”

					That all sounded very good. Had he thought that far ahead? That did not sound like him.

					“I don’t care about being a hero, Faldio. I just want her returned safely.”

					“And who better to do it than you two?” I finally added my opinion.

					“See, even Oliver agrees.”

					Leon’s face softened a little. I could even swear that I saw a glint of adventure in his eye… something I dared not voice while he had his mace out.

					“Please, Leon,” she whispered with a hint of hope in her brown eyes.

					“Fine,” he finally said with a shake of his head.

					Two days had gone by since then. Two days where we finally didn’t think what Leon would do when he found out. He even cheered up a little and told us about a castle that we went by on our first day called Ganja. It protected the border between Van-Lang and Gnoll, just like Scarborough protected the border between us and Van-Lang.

					Now, our biggest problem was not dying before we reached the next town. Thankfully, we found a nice cave on one of the mountains we climbed. We camped there for the night but finding it was dumb luck. One of the snowy roads was impossible to go through, so we went the other way, and there it was. This was the first time we slept in a cave. Up until now, we had spent the night with only the mountain behind us as a shelter against the snow and the never-ending wind. It wasn’t much warmer than the outside, but at least the wind wasn’t blowing in here.

					After starting a fire and having a bite to eat, we all hid inside of our sleeping sacks. We knew it wasn’t safe to warm ourselves with fire because it gave away our position, but if someone did find us, we could still defend ourselves. But against the cold, our only defense was to get warmer. Near the fire, the cold was tolerable; away from it, the cold was deadly.

					Back then, we didn’t understand the fear that those things Burmore released carried with them. The wind was howling outside. Sometimes it sounded like it was talking to us, or maybe it just carried distant voices like it did the screams of dead contenders.
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