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In Search of Stories:




It was one of those days where adventure
seemed to lurk around the corner, the very wind sang its own wild
siren song to the soul, but adventures did not exist in a place
like this, neither did they assault so lowly a personage as either
of the two boys walking slowly along the path, seemingly in pursuit
of game but more likely so lost in one another’s company that a
rabbit might sit in the path before them, unmoving as the earth,
and not catch their attention. The feeling of the day was such that
the stories tried grandly but often failed to catch its glory, at
least if stories as such were allowed in such a place and time. For
though the trees were aflame with color about them and the evening
sun gilded everything it touched, as the wind played among the
golden grasses and hinted at cooler months ahead, and the chorus of
geese overhead confirmed it, they walked on nearly impervious to
the delight to soul and senses about them, for such was not
considered a needful thing in their drear lives. In fact, joy as
such an autumnal evening might purvey was considered anathema, the
least hint of it was swiftly punished by well meaning parents and
neighbors, which deadened the senses of those so afflicted and
stifled their souls therewith.

For man had no soul; he was nothing but a
rather intelligent beast, prone to suffer for a season and then
pass into oblivion after all his strivings, with none the wiser
that he had ever been or gone. It was an unhappy thought but it was
the feeling of the times, and as such it afflicted the two poor
souls wandering amidst the golden wood quite grievously, for their
age made them quite prone to such fancies and suppressing them was
akin to pulling teeth, but it was such rebellion that had driven
them into this woody solitude to mourn their aching hearts.

Sighed Bayard, “days such as this make me
long to think things for which our elders might well chasten us, if
not worse!”

His companion agreed, “but it is for our own
good that such thoughts are forbidden, for they bring only passing
joy, which makes the sorrows of life much harder to bear. What
point is there in encouraging something that only leads to greater
pain? But how I wish our elders were wrong! My heart of hearts
yearns to run through those hills and rejoice in the sheer joy of
living, but alas that there is nothing much worth singing over.”
They walked drearily on, neither consoled by the words of the other
but finding a modicum of comfort in the shared grief and presence
of his friend.

Said Bayard, “why is it that such things are
forbidden? The sorrows and suffering come regardless and must be
endured as much as winter and rain. Would not a little joy be like
Spring in our lives? It seems that winter is more bearable for the
promise of spring; a life with only winter would not be much worth
living.”

Archer’s eyes were wide with such treasonous
speech but deep within the darkest corners of his own heart, a
rebellious little voice laughed for joy. But then he began to think
and to wonder, why were such simple pleasures denied? Why was it a
crime to pursue joy? If the sorrows must be borne, why not the joys
of life also? But his were a grim and sullen folk, who spent all
their short lives toiling in useless labor, ever with the threat
and gloom of danger and sorrow lurking about them, set to pounce at
any moment, most often in the guise of men faithful to one tyrant
lord or another or to no one but themselves. Joy was not
encouraged, for it might draw attention from the minions of a
ruling tyrant, so it was ruthlessly suppressed from the youngest
age and earliest appearances. For there was no law but the whims of
dark and distant tyrants and one did what one must to survive.

Archer queried of the air, “they take what
little we have upon a whim and may abuse us as they please for
their own amusement or benefit, but of what benefit is it to deny
us even the pleasure of a sunset, for what harm is there in
that?”

“Dangerous ponderings indeed lad,” said a
man’s voice coming alongside them. Lost in thought and brooding as
they were, neither had noticed the plainly clad stranger
approaching openly upon the way. They both jumped, exchanged a
horrified look that perhaps their doom was upon them, and then
began to relax minutely when they discovered that the man wore a
friendly smile and his sword remained safely in its sheath.

“Who are you?” gasped Bayard, “And how come
you to say such things? We will not stand to have tales carried to
the wrong ears.” The man laughed, which sounded strange to their
young ears that seldom heard such a pleasant sound but which broke
the last remaining tension. They knew here was no threat but
perhaps a sympathetic ear or even a bold man willing to break all
traditions and laws and flaunt his joy to the world!

The man continued walking, forcing the boys
to resume their own meander lest they lose so interesting a
companion, he said, “I am no one of significance but no threat
either. Is it for such rebellious talk, at least as most would see
it, that you walk alone in the wide world for a time?”

Archer grinned weakly, for smiling was not a
habit common to his folk, “such are our crimes indeed. How is it
you so blatantly defy tradition?”

The man laughed once more, a sound as rich
and deep as the river that flowed placidly alongside them. He
continued, “your folk I fear, are those who defy their very
natures. It is not for man to be grim and solemn all his days but
to find joy in its proper time and weep when he must, but never to
be slave to either pleasure or despair. Some folk find it to their
advantage to suppress such feelings in others, for they have a way
of causing other uneasy thoughts to enter one’s mind which are
hazardous to said folk.”

Bayard exclaimed, “how can joy be
dangerous?”

The stranger replied, “if men are cattle, to
work all their weary days and then cease from the earth with
neither great sorrow nor great joy, though I fear you cannot escape
the sorrow as easily as one can dampen joy, and there is nothing
ever after and no point in the interim, then no one seeks anything
greater or turns their hopes to brighter days. All life is pain and
suffering and perhaps the sooner ended the better. Such is the view
that enslaves your folk. For fear of losing what little they have
they have given up everything worth living for. They live in dread
and gloom and fear and find no purpose or hope or satisfaction in
all their weary trials and only welcome death will cease their
strivings and agony.”

Archer said, “you speak truly sir, for such
is our weary life and it was but young hearts and a gay morning
that drew us from our usual toils to hope and to mourn for a little
before returning to our drab and colorless lives. But how is it
that you speak of joy so freely when what you said is the way of
the world?”

The man smiled as if well practiced in the
art, “it is perhaps the only way you know, but it is not the way
the world was meant to be; there are a few bold rebels who dare to
hope it might be set aright.”

Said Bayard, “how can the world have been
meant to be anything? Are we all not dust and nothing before or
after? With no meaning or purpose or hope? The world is as it is
and nothing a few optimists say can change that.”

The man nodded, “many think as you, for they
see the suffering and the pain and wonder that there could be
anything good or right or true in a world where such things abound,
but have you ever wondered why you would wonder why things were not
as they should be? If the world were right, we would not know that
it is wrong, any more than a fish knows anything about being wet
until you force him out of the water. All men wonder why things are
not better or different, thus implying that there is some standard
we expect of reality yet it is not the way of the world, therefore
something must be wrong, else why would we feel discontent? If this
world were as it should be we would not be surprised by any amount
of pain or suffering or sorrow, but just say that things are as
they are and think no more of it, but we are always horrified when
some new tale of woe besets us rather than taking it placidly like
cattle, who bellow for a day over their lost calves but then forget
them entirely the next.”

The eyes of the boys were wide enough that
the man feared they might fall from their sockets, but he
continued, “strange ideas I know, but thoughts that lurk deep
within each human soul, if only we sit and ponder long enough they
are sure to peek out now and then, and such ponderings are exactly
what your dread lords wish to prevent thus they do not encourage
joy or any other emotion that might accidentally rub up against the
soul and remind mere men that they are more than flesh and
bone.”

“You are mad!” said Bayard aghast, but a
secret hope shone in his eyes, “Such is not what we were
taught!”

Laughed the man, “weigh what you have been
taught against my words and see which your heart deems true. Why do
joy and sorrow haunt our lives if we are merely beasts? Why are you
not content to live and die and then be nothing more? They can try
and deny you joy but they cannot keep you from discovering that
there is more to mortal man than this shell of clay!”

Archer gasped, “oh, that it might be true! So
many longings and questions have been ignored or suppressed that I
begin to believe as they, yet I cannot fathom a life lived in vain
and weary toil. Is there truly something more?”

The man nodded and said, “for those who seek
it, the way will be opened yet it is not a path easily pursued, for
all the powers of this world and worse, fell powers beyond mortal
comprehension, despise that path and seek to subvert or destroy all
who might take it. At its end lie things more great and wonderful
than mortal imagination can desire yet the road is weary, dark, and
dangerous though not without hope and joy.”

“Of what do you speak?” asked Archer, barely
restraining his enthusiasm.

But the man’s reply was lost in a groan of
pain, as he clutched at the arrow suddenly protruding from his
chest and fell to his knees. The boys stared aghast at their
ephemeral companion, not knowing what was happening or even if it
was real. The man gasped, “remember what I have said, for death may
well be the price you pay to pursue true life, but it is well worth
it in the end…” He trailed off as he fell forward and lay sprawled
upon the grass, unmoving.

The nightmare only grew worse, for it was no
dream but terrifyingly real. Six mounted men rode swiftly upon the
scene from the direction the arrow had come. They drew rein around
the morbid little gathering and held their swords at the ready. All
were clad in varying degrees of black, red, and silver and every
eye was cold as the depths of a winter night. The boys drew closer
together and watched in horrified wonder as one of the taller men
dismounted, ignored the two boys, and approached the still form
upon the ground. He turned over the prone form and a small smile
appeared on his lips but did not touch his steely eyes. He faced
his master and said, “he is dead my lord, but certainly the villain
you were in pursuit of.”

“A pity that,” muttered the most richly clad
of the group, “for it is so much more interesting and informative
when a live specimen can be obtained, but then they are also much
more trouble to deal with and this guarantees that his vile tongue
is forever silenced. It is just as well I suppose.” The lord then
turned his frigid gaze upon the terrified boys and said, “and what
of you wretched peasant children? How long have you known this man?
What has he told you?”

Fear froze their tongues, until one of the
soldiers rode forward and held Bayard at sword point, at which he
said, “he came upon us quite suddenly in the woods while we were
out hunting. He said many strange and troubling things in the
partial hour we spent in his presence.”

Said the lord, “have you any foolish notions
of looking deeper into those matters this man may have
broached?”

Archer shivered, “he told us nothing but
vagaries and things which go against all the laws and traditions of
our folk. How can we pursue such things when we know nothing about
them and they violate all we hold dear?”

The lord smiled grimly and said, “see that
you do not or his fate shall be your own. Such men are hunted down
and destroyed like the beasts they are.” As he spoke, his minion
afoot drew his sword and took the head of his fallen foe, as if it
were some sort of grisly trophy.

He held the grotesque thing up for the
terrified boys to behold and said, “such is the ignoble end of all
his kind. If you ever need a reminder, you can meet your old
friend, or at least what is left of him, upon the Traitor’s Wall in
Sangoria.” He thrust his trophy into a bag and remounted his
horse.

Both of the boys were sick with terror and
disgust, which pleased his lordship quite well as he said, “you
have seen what awaits such traitors. When next we meet, I hope to
see you have remained faithful to your lords and masters or you
know what will come of you.” With that, the entire party turned
their horses and rode swiftly out of sight and hearing.

The boys exchanged a horrified look and ran
home as quick as they might, not liking the idea of remaining alone
with a headless corpse in the falling dark and in fear that the
evil men might return. Out of breath, they were forced to return to
a slower pace, but still neither could speak about the strange
revelations and the horrors they had just witnessed. The first
stars were making their appearance when they finally reached the
village and each returned silently to his own home, but neither
could tell their concerned parents why they looked as if they had
met some great terror in the woods or why they went to bed without
speaking to anyone or eating anything. A raven sat upon a thatched
roof and watched the boys return in utter terror and flee into
their pathetic abodes; it squawked a laugh and vanished into the
deepening night.

 


Sleep was long in coming, but when it finally
came it was not a restful thing, for it seemed the terrors of the
day inspired strange and uneasy dreams. Bayard stood on a broad
plain, but it was broad in sense rather than by sight, for all
about a thick fog shrouded the world and dismal grey clouds lowered
overhead, while an incessant drizzle fell upon the weary traveler.
He began to walk, for there seemed nothing else to do in such a
place. Here and there he saw men busy at some task but they never
noticed his passing or felt any inclination to approach, for they
seemed quite intent on their business and indifferent to all else.
Here a man dug a pit, there another sat upon the piled dirt, proud
as a king, there another filled in the holes, one sat upon the
ground in dejection, refusing even to move, and others fought over
a hole or a dirt pile and a furtive looking man darted in between
the various holes and piles, as if he hoped to gain thereby at the
expense of others. Bayard looked on, wondering what all the fuss
was about. Who would weary themselves, let alone fight in such a
dismal place?

He felt drawn forward and even though he
stood still, it felt as if he moved, or perhaps the entire plain
upon which he stood moved in a certain direction. He obliged the
strange feeling by walking in the direction the whole earth seemed
intent upon moving. After what seemed a lifetime, with countless
figures engaged in the same activities he had witnessed previously
darting about in the fog, he saw that towards which the whole world
was moving. Before him gaped a fissure perhaps two feet wide but
infinitely deep and long, and into it plunged all the hapless
creatures that seemed to be standing unknowingly upon its brink
while the continual movement of the plain drove them in. Bayard
tried to stop, tried to run in the opposite direction, but he could
do nothing, for the pit seemed to reach out and grab him and draw
him inexorably into its gaping maw. As he drew nearer to what he
hoped was oblivion, even that pitiful hope was dashed as he felt
such horror and terror and sorrow and malice coming from that rent
in the earth that he wished with all his heart that it were mere
nothingness.

All the dreadful plain about him seemed alive
with joy and wonder compared to what he felt from the depthless maw
before him. He wept in agony, for it seemed there was nothing to
keep him from falling in and to fall forever with nothing but those
uneasy horrors for company, which made all the trials and sorrows
of our own poor world seem a very joy beside such a fate. Before
the great mouth could swallow him forever, however, he felt his
eyes drawn upward and a single ray of light breached the sullen
grey clouds and for a moment, Bayard’s heart quivered with such joy
he feared it might burst. He looked to the source of that light,
and for a moment caught just the hint of such color, light, sound,
and scent that mortal tongues can neither describe nor minds
comprehend such wonders. Then the clouds drew together and all
traces of that wonder were gone, but they would haunt the boy all
the rest of his days, but so too was gone the gaping maw and the
busily futile men. Bayard sighed with relief at salvation from the
pit but also in despair at the loss of such wonder.

He glanced about him and found a world yet
wrapped in fog but no longer dull and drear but alight as if with
the morning sun and in that bright place he found a ghost. Or at
least what he took to be a ghost, for though the nobler tales could
not be told, there was no proscription against tales dark and
dreadful in which such wraiths were wont to lurk. But here stood a
man in form and feature as if he yet walked the earth under the
sun, but the boy knew well he did not. He seemed as real as the
boy, perhaps even more so. Bayard began to wonder if the apparition
was not perhaps more real than himself. He seemed no different than
the man they had met earlier that day, save perhaps some aspect of
his person seemed to radiate joy or light or both, though Bayard
could not tell which or from whence it sprung.

He was a bit nervous in the man’s presence,
no longer out of mortal dread at undead ghouls, but because here
was something or someone totally beyond his experience or
comprehension. The man’s words that day had startled the boy, his
death had horrified him, the meeting of the dark men had unnerved
him, and the strange vision of the grim world and grimmer pit had
completely terrified him. What more could be done this day to upset
Bayard’s greatly abused sensibilities? He stared at the apparition
and the phantom gazed back, seemingly quite amused with the whole
ordeal though Bayard could see nothing at all funny in the matter.
Finally he could bear it no longer and spoke, as it seemed the
ghost might stand there forever and say nothing.

“You are dead?!” gasped the boy.

The man smiled, “perhaps.”

Bayard gaped, “I saw the whole thing!”

“Yes,” said the imperturbable figment.

“But?” sighed the boy.

“Yes?” queried the phantom.

“Are you dead?” asked the boy, now quite
given up on the idea of comprehending anything that was happening
on the queerest day of his life.

“Mortally speaking,” said the man, “but then
one man’s entire lifespan is only a blink in the eye of eternity,
that I wonder now why we make such a great fuss about it and seem
to think it is all the time we have.”

“I do not understand,” said the thoroughly
confused boy.

The man grinned, “do you not remember
anything I told you?”

The boy sighed, “you had only just begun, and
with everything after, it was quite easily overlooked.”

The man nodded thoughtfully, “you are right
of course. Already I begin to forget the narrow and slanted view of
things that mortality affords. Things are much clearer now and
there is no question about what is truly important.”

“What is going on?” asked the desperate boy,
whose senses could stand no more metaphysical abuse at the
moment.

The man said, “what you take for a dream was
a rare mortal glimpse at things through the eyes of eternity.”

The boy was on the verge of collapse,
“what?”

The man smiled, “you just had the privilege
of witnessing what very few see, save at the very end of their
lives as they pass from life, as you call it, into life as those
beyond what you call reality know it. That is, from a living death
into true life.” The boy still did not understand. The man sighed,
this would be harder than he thought. He said, “that gloomy plain
was a metaphor for life as you know it: all useless toil and
despair. Men were busy about their self-important tasks, which
appeared truthfully as the tediousness that they are, and were
proud of or fought over things which matter not at all, until life
fails them and they find themselves upon the point of death and on
the brink of that horrible pit into which you nearly fell. Only too
late do they realize their folly, that they have neglected that
which is most important and find themselves forever separated from
all that really matters in the world and beyond it. That little ray
of light or joy or whatever you might call it was the briefest
glimpse into what lies beyond for those who care to seek it.”

“What is it?” asked the stunned boy.

The man smiled, “that you must discover for
yourself when your own time comes, if you decide to follow such a
course.”

The boy frowned, “what do you mean I must
choose to follow such a course?”

The man said, “all men are called to follow
that road and find what waits at its further end but few are they
that choose to set foot upon that path or remain faithfully upon it
until the very end. As I said, it is neither easy nor free of
danger but it is well worth the effort.”

“How do I find such a path?” asked the
anxious boy.

The man said, “this vision was sent that you
might start upon that path if you are willing and also that you
might escape the grave danger that will soon fall upon you should
you remain in your village. You must set out with all haste if you
wish to save your life, but more importantly your soul. More you
will learn if your heart remains true and your vision clear.”

“True to what?” asked the confounded boy.

The man smiled, “true to all that is right
and good and wonderful. True to the Power that brought the worlds
into being and He who calls all men to this path though few enough
heed His call. Now all is confusion and mystery but soon enough you
will come to understand if you but remain true.”

The boy sighed, “why must you speak in
riddles?”

The man smiled, “it is not yet the time or
place for us to speak freely, but remember what you have seen and
heard this night. If you love your life and your soul, flee from
all that you once knew. You go not alone.”

Suddenly all was darkness about him and then
he was wide awake. The moon was heavy in the small window and all
the house was abed, but Bayard knew he would find no rest this
night. He dressed quietly and crept from the house. The village was
silent about him as he gazed at the moon and wondered at all that
had passed this day. His entire life had been turned on its head!
But could such as he possessed be truly called life? There was
something more, he felt it to the very core of his being but could
not yet imagine what it was. What was he to do? Could he simply
flee home based upon a bad dream and the words of a dead stranger?
But there was something in his words and in those visions that
offered something he had never felt in his entire life: hope. He
would most likely get himself killed but he knew there was no way
he could remain any longer at home.

As he contemplated these things alone in the
moonlight, another midnight sojourner broke his reverie. There
stood Archer, with eyes bright and wide in the moonlight and the
same astonished grin on his face. Their eyes met and they smiled at
one another for a moment and knew that each had had a strange
night. Without a word, they vanished from the gaze of the
benevolent moon and anyone who might be out of bed at such a
strange hour. Their families awoke to find them gone without a
trace and muttered about dark things in the night and the evils
that haunted the unhappy world, but such was to be expected in a
world without joy and their parents bore it well, for certainly
those wretched lads had ceased from suffering the various torments
that life could afford and were now well beyond all reach of sorrow
and pain, for this was their only solace.

Three days later, a troop of soldiers rode
into the village and its leader demanded to see each nearly grown
lad, but he did not find the boys among them and demanded that all
be brought forth. “Are these all your pitiful sons?” demanded the
dark soldier.

The quavering father of one of the fled
youths said, “two of our boys vanished in the night three days ago,
otherwise these are all the lads that remain to us.”

“Not any longer,” snarled the soldier and he
motioned for his men to round up the young men and marched them out
of the village; none ever knew what came of them. The parents of
the vanished boys found some comfort in that their children had not
met such an end, if any comfort could be found in such things.

 


“Where are we going?” gasped Archer of Bayard
as they jogged along in the night.

Bayard laughed and relished the strange
sensation, feeling free as he never had before. Whatever came of
their future, at least the dread of their past was left far behind.
He was giddy with excitement and the first stirrings of hope and
joy that he had ever allowed himself to feel in living memory. He
panted, “I do not know but for the moment I do not care. The very
joy of living is upon me and it is long in coming thus it must be
thoroughly enjoyed.” Finally they ceased their headlong flight into
the darkness and leant heavily against a great oak while they
caught their breath.

“And where are you heroes off to?” came a
chirruping voice. They glanced around, looking for the source of
the words but could see little now that the moon was low on the
horizon and the wood was thick about them. “Up here!” laughed the
hoarse voice. They gaped like toddlers at the sea but could see
only a little splotch of white in the lower branches of the tree.
But after their tumultuous day, nothing was like to surprise them
anytime soon. Finally they were able to make out a magpie perched
there, peering at them with eyes far too keen for any simple bird.
He laughed when finally he caught their eye, “well?”

Bayard could not help smiling in spite of
himself, for a talking bird seemed a rather anticlimactic end to
their day. He laughed, “we are not sure, but anywhere seems as
likely at the moment. We were just told to leave home.”

The strange bird nodded far too sagely for
something of the avian ilk and said, “you were wise to heed such
advice but it is not so wise to run off without a destination. You
are like as not to run straight into the hands of those that pursue
you!”

Archer smiled, “and what might you recommend,
oh bird who knows far too much?”

Said the bird with a wink, “I shall see to it
that you go not alone.” He leapt into the air and vanished into the
dark.

The vague grey light of early morning crept
into the depths of the wood, both boys were exhausted by the
previous day’s ordeals and needed no coaxing to find a well hidden
place to rest. Hunger roused them early in the afternoon as they
crept from their leafy bower, hoping to find something to eat but
neither had packed anything for a journey and both were quite stiff
from their strange sleeping arrangements and unaccustomed exercise.
They stretched, quenched their thirst and washed a bit in a muddy
stream, and then took to the road once more. As they walked, they
spoke of their dreams and the talking bird and of the words of the
stranger and wondered what the future might hold. They were
penniless wanderers but they had never been so excited in all their
short lives. Whatever lay ahead must certainly be better than all
that had gone before.

As the shadows began to lengthen, they found
themselves coming to a small village upon whose edge stood an inn.
Unlike inns in every other story you might read, this one and most
in this particular world was highly uninviting to strangers, for
there was no trace of singing, banter, stories, or even a game of
dice. It was peopled by some of the scariest looking men you can
imagine, for no one else dared travel abroad in those days and no
trace of mirth was to be found in the place. The boys peeped in at
the dreary scene, having hoped to find a generous landlord who
might exchange a few scraps for a night of menial labor, but the
fellow behind the counter looked as hard as the soldiers they had
met only the day before and there was something of a sinister look
in his eyes that they did not like at all. They wisely chose to
move on quickly and lost all hope of finding something to satisfy
their hunger. Their movements however did not go unnoticed. As they
vanished once more into the nocturnal shadows, they acquired a
silent shadow of their own.

They lay down in a secluded glade, and though
exhausted from their recent adventures and the rigors of a day on
the road, their complaining stomachs threatened to keep them awake
long into the night. A branch cracked and a shadow loomed tall in
the night; the fickle light of the rising moon gleamed on the edge
of the bared sword. The boys tried to retreat further into the
darkness but knew it was folly to turn their backs on such a foe.
It would be better to face such an end with their enemy before
them. But death did not come quickly as they had feared, for the
man put up his sword and a quiet laugh echoed through the glade,
“you certainly do need an escort it seems, else you will starve
before ever you reach your destination, which I was told you do not
even have.”

The boys exchanged a relieved smile and crept
from the shadows. Bayard said, “please sir, tell us what strange
story we have fallen into?”

The man smiled, “each man’s life is a strange
story but none knows the telling until all is said and done. I only
happen to share a few chapters with you until you are wise enough
to continue on alone.”

Archer asked, “who are you, what is your
business, and how did you find us?”

The man laughed, “my name is Roland and I am
afraid my business pertains to keeping two hapless wanders out of
trouble until they decide to seek company elsewhere. As to the
finding, let us just say that little birds sometimes carry
tales.”

The boys laughed in relief to think they were
not the only ones to have seen such a creature. He then proceeded
to offer them a share of the meager supply of food he carried and
then it was all to bed, for questions might wait until the morrow.
Their hunger sated, the boys drifted easily to sleep despite their
curiosity. The morning found them stiff but rested and a meager
breakfast was enough to at least put off the hunger pangs for a few
hours. “Now what?” asked Bayard as they set forth.

“That depends upon yourselves,” said the man,
“I wander about here and there and do what needful tasks fall to me
in my wanderings, such as shepherding the two of you. What do you
wayward sheep have in mind?”

Archer laughed, “we hardly know what we are
about! We know nothing of the world beyond our village and even
less of this so-called world beyond ours. We knew we had to leave
but nothing was said about why or how or where we should go.”

Bayard then told him their strange tale; the
man listened patiently and was quite interested in certain details.
Once his curiosity was satisfied and their own intellectual poverty
was revealed, Roland said, “it seems you begin at the beginning, as
is proper for all such journeys. I will begin by telling you
something of the world. You are well aware that there are evil and
dangerous men abroad, who do as they please with lesser folk and
impose harsh standards upon them, but there is worse than that
loose in the world.”

Archer’s eyes were wide, “what is worse than
that?”

Roland said grimly, “as you are starting to
realize, there is more in the world and beyond and before it than
any mortal mind can imagine. There are also forces and creatures
more sinister and dangerous than men. You have glimpsed that there
is a great good but you must also know that there is a great evil.
The evil is less than the good, but it is still something to be
dreaded by mere men such as we. It is an ancient war, this
rebellion of the dark against the light. One day all will be well
and the dark defeated forever but even before the world was made
there was the War. And when the world came to be, the darkness
hinted and tempted and won the hearts of fickle men and broke it
from the coarse that was intended. Thus came evil and sorrow and
grief into a once perfect world. Our hearts ever long for that
perfect land but alas we must wander in this broken sphere while
life lasts. After, our destiny depends on what we chose to do with
our lives. Those who follow that which is good and true and right
will find that blessed land but those who choose evil or simply
live for themselves find that dark pit with no bottom of which you
dreamed.”

Bayard said, “so all we must do is be good
and do good and we have nothing to fear?”

Roland said quietly, “if only it were so
easy. We are broken creatures, tainted by many evil deeds even if
we think our lives are good and perfect and worthy of much praise,
but evil cannot abide in the presence of True Good.”

“What then is to become of us?” gasped
Archer, remembering all his little transgressions and unkind acts
in the last week alone.

“We do have an Advocate,” said Roland,
smiling as if he had suddenly won the day against some vile foe,
“for we of ourselves are quite unworthy, but He who brought us
forth and loves us in spite of our defects has promised to count
His own goodness as our own, if we will but trust Him.”

“Him?” asked Bayard.

Roland smiled as if at a silent joke, “you do
not think all of life is an accident and we wander about aimlessly
and at random? All good things must have a Source, as all evil
things have their source in the corruption of good things. All that
is, was, or ever shall be came about because the Master cared
enough to bring it into being.”

At last this mysterious force had a name and
seemed a bit less ominous, but the boys still wondered at such a
concept, never having been taught such things but inside every
human heart is the understanding that there must be something
greater than ourselves, so while new to their thoughts it was old
news to the depths of their being, though long suppressed or
ignored. “But why allow evil?” asked Archer, “If this Master of
yours is all powerful and has such control, why allow evil at
all?”

Roland said quietly, “that is the great
question, but I think it has something to do with love. For you
see, a creature with no capacity to choose anything but the good
and the right is a slave or an automaton. But if the creature has
the choice between good and evil, then and only then can such a
thing as love exist, for love must be a free choice rather than a
demand. To reap the great joy of love, the terrible risk of evil
must be allowed to exist.”

The boys felt their minds might explode and
Roland ceased for a time in trying to explain all the myriad things
they must know if they were to continue on this odd journey with a
good understanding, for none could take it in ignorance. Finally
Archer said, “tell us something of the world then.”

Roland smiled, “here at least are things less
boggling to mortal minds. The world is broad and there are many
countries, large and small, and much land in dispute or left in a
wild state. Much of the world is governed by tyrants and selfish or
evil men, who see nothing but their own power as worthwhile. Wars
rage, disease wreaks its own disaster, the strong prey upon the
weak, and everywhere justice and mercy are forgotten. Some of this
is brought about by human desire and action but there is also a
more sinister force behind certain happenings in the world. For
once long ago, the Master’s greatest servant broke away in
rebellion, claiming for himself that which only his Maker could
claim. He was cast out with all his likeminded minions and has
since waged war upon all the Master holds dear. It may seem a world
of men but there are things we cannot see or understand, forces for
both good and evil that range across our world and act as their
masters would have them. Some of our foes are merely men, who bleed
and die like any of us, but there are others that appear to be men
but cannot die, for they are already dead yet walking still; they
are also possessed of strange and terrible powers and talents and
are fearsome foes. The servants of evil have power and influence at
all levels of society and use such to increase the evil and chaos
in the world.”

“What then is your part in all this?” asked
Bayard.

The man smiled, “I, and those like me, wander
across the world and do as we may to restore hope to shattered
lives, combat evil as we find it, and everywhere try and bring the
hope only our Master can offer.”

“Sounds exciting,” smiled Archer.

Roland said grimly, “you saw what happens
quite often to those who choose such a life. All it takes is for
word to reach the wrong person or one of the viler servants of the
Enemy to discover you and that is the end of it, unless our Master
sees fit to rescue you from such disaster, which may or may not
happen. It is no easy life but I know none so noble.” They paled to
remember the terrible scene they had witnessed only a few days
before, but an eagerness still burned in their hearts to be part of
such a great and wonderful plan, if only to tell others of the joy
they themselves had found. The man smiled, remembering his own
youthful dreams and enthusiasm. “Well?” asked the man. The boys
exchanged a nervous glance, which then became a mutual, excited
nod. Roland laughed and said, “then we had best begin your
training.”

They had little idea just what that might
involve, but were eager to begin, and Roland was not long in
putting such enthusiasm to good use. There seemed an endless number
of stories, legends, and histories Roland thought they must learn,
not to mention the basic tenets of the Master as passed down from
Himself to men that they might understand Him, themselves, and
their interactions with one another and creation in general. He
also began teaching them the basics of combat with and without a
sword, for they might be called upon to defend themselves or
others, along with tracking, woodcraft, and other basic skills that
would help them survive as renegades from society.

 


A month into their training, they continued
to wander and they began to see Roland in action. Here he would
speak quietly to a few people of the Master, there he would track
down a thief and see that justice was done, once they hid from a
patrol of dark soldiers on some fell mission, and another time he
would console some grieving soul about the hardness of the world
but hope thereafter. People seemed receptive to his words once they
overcame their fear, but ever there was a hint of danger lurking in
the background and everywhere there seemed to be one or two who
might wish to take advantage of the situation by reporting this
renegade to the local authorities.

As they marched along one day, Archer asked,
“how does the Enemy recruit his strange servants? Are they all
unholy creatures or are some truly men as they seem?”

Roland said, “his servants often ride into a
village, round up the young men, and herd them off to a training
camp where they become mercenaries or worse. They often choose a
life enslaved instead of death at the hands of their captors, if
they fail to agree with them. Some actually enjoy such things and
the power that comes with it. Of these, a few endure horrible rites
to become something truly terrible, that no mortal can withstand.
There are also creatures of a nonhuman sort of both a darker and
better nature, but of these I know nothing.”

“What can stand against such ruined men?”
asked Bayard.

Roland said, “there are certain of the
Master’s servants that can deal with them, but that is all I know
of such things, and it is better for mortal men not to ask too many
questions wherein such things are concerned.” The boys nodded in
agreement, hoping never to meet such things.

“How long do we stay with you?” asked Archer,
changing the subject.

Roland said, “you may go whenever you wish,
but I would prefer you did not leave until I told you you are
ready, lest you inadvertently do or say things that will confuse
others or endanger you and them. You have yet much to learn. Often
such apprentices will remain with their master for a year or
three.” Archer’s heart dropped, as he had hoped to be loosed upon
the world in a few months rather than a few years, but he was
beginning to understand that there was yet much he needed to
learn.

Bayard asked, “how many people like yourself
are there? Do you ever meet?”

Roland smiled, “we have no organized society
but occasionally we meet upon the way and for a time our lonely
wanderings are forgotten, but soon we must again each go upon our
own road. How many there might be, that only the Master knows.”

Archer said, “is it only such wandering folk
that find the Master’s grace?”

Roland laughed, “nay lad, any may pursue that
calling and it would be a poor world indeed if there were no
families or craftsmen or kings who did not heed His call. One need
only trust in Him and do that which He asks of each of us.”

“And what is that?” asked Bayard.

Roland arched an eyebrow and Bayard blushed,
saying, “I guess you mean to serve others, love the Master, and do
His will?” He nodded and the boy grinned.

The man said, “it seems you have been
listening after all.” The smile slipped from his face suddenly as
he saw a great black bird sitting in a dead tree, observing them
with much interest. The raven squawked what might be called a
laugh, if such could be said to possess a sense of humor, as he
took to the air and vanished beyond the hills.

“What is it?” asked Archer.

Roland said grimly, “that was no simple bird.
I fear we are betrayed to the servants of the Enemy. Some can take
the form of such a cursed bird and he will not be long in telling
his masters. We had best find a place to hide and prepare for our
last stand.”

The boys exchanged grim smiles, eager to at
last have an adventure, but as what Roland had said sunk in, their
hearts quivered in terror. They had just learned what it was to
live. Were they now to die? But they remembered a man who was not
afraid to die and even seemed to await with joy that which waited
on the other side. Roland had taught them well and after these
first misgivings, they knew that they also did not fear death.

“What will they do?” asked Bayard, with only
a slight quiver in his voice.

Roland said, “they may just kill us and be
done with it, but sometimes they prefer to take live prisoners,
which means a terrible end by one means or another. Either you will
break and give in to their demands and tell them all you know or
you will die in agony, refusing to give in but much pleasing your
Master.”

Archer shivered at his words but nodded
grimly, hoping he could withstand such a situation if it fell upon
him. They hid themselves well but it was yet early afternoon and
the ever searching eyes of the bird were not easily fooled. They
had but one sword between them, but they each had a bow and the
boys were moderately skilled with the staffs they carried. Besides
the bird, there were six mounted men in the party, each heavily
armed with malice burning in their eyes.

Roland whispered, “the bird we can do nothing
about. It is called a Spy and can take the form of bird or man at
will. We cannot hurt the thing, for it is beyond death. Any rescue
must come from our Master, but we can certainly sell our lives
dearly if the others press us.”

The party rode slowly forward, certain their
prey was in hiding nearby but as yet uncertain where. The bird had
yet to find their exact location but he was certain in which small
area they must have secreted themselves. Suddenly two of the
soldiers fell, hit by arrows from their unseen foes as a third
suffered a near miss. They put their heels to their horses’ flanks
and galloped in the direction from whence the arrows had come. They
had time for one last volley before their foes were upon them, two
more fell and a third took an arrow in the leg, which slowed him
down but did not disable him. Roland crossed swords with the
uninjured man, leaving the two boys to face the other. The bird
squawked in dismay from an overhead branch, waiting to see what his
minions might accomplish before engaging such pitiful foes himself.
The injured man spurred his horse forward with sword raised.

Archer braced himself with his staff held
forth like a lance. The man ran straight into it, unhorsing him.
Bayard, anticipating a much injured foe, was dismayed to find him
rising quickly to his feet with sword bared. The soldier grinned
maliciously as the boy unsuccessfully tried to ward off his sword
while simultaneously trying to incapacitate his foe. He easily ran
the boy through the chest and then focused on his remaining foe.
Archer screamed in horror as his friend fell and completely forgot
to defend himself; he would have fallen next had Roland not
finished with his foe and taken the man from behind as he made to
fall upon the terrified boy. They had no time to tend to the fallen
boy, for the Spy was soon upon them or should have been. He leapt
from his perch but ere he reached the ground, he vanished in an
explosion of feathers, which floated morosely to the ground.

The two survivors exchanged an astonished
look and Roland said quietly, “only by the Master’s grace have we
survived.”

They then turned mournful eyes upon the
unmoving form of their friend. With heavy hearts they buried their
companion and vanished into the forest, before more servants of
evil felt inclined to fall upon them, but first they searched the
dead and took those things that might be helpful in their
wanderings, including a couple horses and a sword. Archer felt no
pride in his newfound weapon or mount and wondered how he had ever
anticipated crossing swords with an enemy. Not only had he killed a
man with his arrows, a thing that is never easy, but he left a
friend as dear as a brother buried upon the site of his first
victory. His only consolation was that they were not forever
sundered and that Bayard had now found that happy country for which
all mortal hearts yearn. It was not easy, but it was not hopeless,
as once he had thought death was. He found comfort in his Master’s
words and thus began the healing.

 


Death swirled around Bayard as all fought for
their lives. He knew the terror of the enemy’s triumphant gaze as
his sword found its mark, felt the piercing pain as he fell, and
then for a moment knew only darkness, which suddenly gave way to
that bright mist in which he had once dreamed of meeting a fallen
stranger, but he knew this to be no dream. A magpie perched upon a
great stone, the only visible detail in the fog, save himself, for
even the ground seemed made of the same stuff that surrounded
them.

“Well?” asked the bird with his too-knowing
eyes. Bayard felt such awe and terror before the strange creature
that he felt no shame in going to his knees before it, unable to
raise his head to meet its eyes, feeling utterly and totally
useless and ashamed of himself for all the selfish things he had
done and the good deeds he had left undone. The bird cocked its
head, “well?” The boy could not help but lift his eyes to those of
the bird, but instead of the beady eyes common to such creatures,
this Being’s were deep beyond knowing and held such joy and sorrow
that Bayard could not decide whether to laugh for joy or cry in
utter despair. Said the bird gently, “you have yet to give account
of yourself, child.” A parade of unhappy memory played through his
mind, quite extensive for one who had lived for so short a time.
“What have you to say child?” asked the bird, like a querulous and
skeptical judge. Bayard wept and felt that it would be a kindness
if that unforgotten darkness consumed him utterly, for he had
nothing of worth to tell this bird that was no bird. How could He
even look upon such a wretch?

“You have nothing of worth, child?” said the
bird, but then He turned a kind eye upon the boy, and the joy
overwhelmed the sorrow in His fathomless eyes, “but then My grace
is sufficient for you and all My wandering children, if they will
but have Me. You are Mine by your own choosing and I do not forsake
My own.” The boy looked up with utter joy in his own eyes, and no
words could ever bring him more joy, save those which followed, as
the bird said, “you lived but a short while and died in My name.
Well done, child. Now will you enter that land which you glimpsed
but briefly in a dream, the land for which your soul yearns, or do
you yet wish to be of some small service to those poor mortals who
yet wander upon those fog shrouded plains?”

The boy said quietly, “something in me is not
yet fully ready for that land Sir, what might I do for my fellow
men?”

The bird smiled and said, “such a heart shall
not be denied its wish. I leave you to one who will teach you what
you must know. I shall be ever with you, as I have always been.”
Suddenly He was gone, as were the towering rock and the mist spun
from moonbeams.

He was again amidst the chaos of the fight
though none seemed to notice his presence. Roland pulled his sword
free of his slumping foe and turned to save Archer, before he too
could fall to the sword that slew his friend. Their final foe was
quickly overcome but then Bayard noticed the Spy in the tree above,
and knew the creature intended to fall upon the victors; it would
make short work of them while they could do it no harm. But as the
creature moved in for the kill, a flash, as of lightning,
momentarily blinded Bayard and the Spy. A man nearly too bright to
look upon had suddenly appeared aback the most magnificent horse
imaginable and easily cut down the fell bird in mid-flight. The
creature squawked in dismay and vanished in a flutter of
feathers.

His task finished, the newcomer smiled at the
rather astonished boy; the boy gaped, for it was the as yet unnamed
stranger. The man smiled, “I see you took my advice, though I had
hoped it might have kept you alive a bit longer.”

Laughed the boy, “it was your advice that got
me killed!”

The man nodded, “I suppose you are right, but
come we have other things to be about now that my business is
settled here.” Bayard looked longingly at his friends, who seemed
oblivious to his presence, save that of his mortal shell lying in a
crumpled heap where it had fallen. The stranger said gently, “come,
they have their duty and we have ours, but we ever serve the same
Master.” The boy nodded and allowed the man to guide him from the
tragic scene as the world seemed to shift around them.

They found themselves in a mountain valley
beside a rushing stream and the whole place was so fresh and
beautiful that Bayard felt it must be the first morning of the
world. The man smiled, “welcome to Paradise, or as close as one
gets this side of the Mountains. This is where mankind first woke
in the world but alas, he chose evil over his Master and has not
seen it since, at least not without first tasting of death. Over
the Mountains lies our Master’s country and if ever you tire of
this service, simply cross into those Brightlands, but then no more
may you render service this side of the Mountains ere the Last Day
when all shall be set aright.”

Bayard stared about him in awe and wonder,
but before he could take in very much of the scenery, he found
himself flailing in the rushing water of the stream. His companion
laughed, “quit struggling.”

The boy gave up his efforts and found himself
quite enjoying the water, for it was refreshing without being cold
yet comfortable without being hot. He climbed ashore and gawked at
the changes wrought in himself. No longer a nearly grown boy, but a
man in the fullness of his years and clad in white and silver in
place of his ragged peasant garb. The man looked about, seemingly
puzzled. He glanced at the great horse nearby, lazily pulling at
the grass, and only then did Bayard notice the creature was not
only magnificent but also bore a pair of splendid wings. The man
then turned to Bayard and said, “usually one of the Pegassi would
be waiting to meet you but I see no such creature.”

Suddenly both men and the horse had gone to
their knees as they felt a by now familiar Presence. The magpie
stood in the grass before them and seemed not troubled in the least
that His servants towered over Him. Bayard knew instinctively that
the Master of the Universe might appear in whatever guise He chose
to His various creatures and for a reason beyond the boy’s
comprehension, chose to array Himself in the guise of this very
ordinary seeming fowl. “There is a slight problem, for one of the
Pegassi has gone and Refused. A thing never done in their history
but the choice has ever been theirs. You had best go see if you can
talk sense into the poor creature,” said the magpie to Bayard. And
suddenly He was gone.

The great horse stood and snorted in disgust,
“to think that one of my people could be as thoughtless as the sons
of men!”

The man said, “certainly a strange mission
lad, but you can handle it. You have much to learn, but some things
you will know when you need them and the rest shall come with
experience.”

Bayard gaped, “you are sending me out without
the least idea of what I am doing?”

The man smiled, “you will do fine. You are no
longer a hapless youth, but a very servant of the King with the
ability to stand against the undead minions of the Enemy. Remember
that.” The boy smiled and wondered what exactly it was he had
agreed to do, but rejoiced to know that he had never been alone.
The stranger said, “as you have no Pegassi to help you, I suppose
we had best give you a lift. Come!” He was suddenly aback the great
horse once more, only then realizing this was how he had arrived in
the first place. The world spun and they found themselves on the
edge of a village as the sun was rising.

Said the stranger, “it seems this mission
requires that you go about in mortal guise. You cannot again truly
die, but can certainly suffer pain, both physical and emotional, as
we again walk the mortal sphere. If you tire of it, cross the
Mountains and find Peace. Men will be able to see and touch you and
their weapons can cause hurt but no permanent harm. The minions of
the Dark One can banish you back to the River and from thence you
must set out once more. Farewell.” The man and the horse were
suddenly gone and Bayard found himself alone, garbed once more as a
peasant, and before he could wonder what to do, he felt a great
urging to enter the village yonder.

He smiled, wondering what other strange
things he would discover along the way. He knew there was a cost to
this service but felt it very much worth it. What he never had had
the chance to do in life, perhaps he could do beyond it, but in a
way he never even dreamed of. He had not gone far into the village
when he felt a cruel hand upon his upper arm half dragging, half
pushing him towards the center of the village where stood the
cowering villagers and a dozen armed men. A half dozen young men
stood in their midst, looking truly terrified, and into this clump
Bayard was roughly shoved by the soldier who held his arm.

The man said after delivering his burden,
“that is the last one Sir.”

The captain smiled grimly, “very well.
March!”

Bayard found himself and the others prodded
along like a drove of cattle as the weeping of those left behind
smote his heart. The day wore on interminably and was much harder
on the others than on Bayard, though the lash of the whips and the
physical blows hurt, he suffered neither thirst nor hunger nor
weariness nor despair, as did the others. He tried to comfort them
but only earned a cuff from one of the soldiers for his temerity in
trying to speak unbidden. They stopped to sleep when darkness fell,
and twice a day for a brief rest, but otherwise they were marched
mercilessly. The boys gradually became used to the cruel pace and
adapted to sleeping rough and eating poor rations, the first step
in turning them into proper soldiers.

The days ran together until at last they came
to the place Bayard had dreaded from the start. A great fortress
loomed out of the gloom before them. Its extensive walls enclosed
much ground and within, future soldiers of the Dark One were
trained and a few chose to become something even worse at the cost
of their very souls. His heart quivered eagerly within him as he
suddenly knew that thither lay his quarry and that his efforts had
not been in vain. They stood outside the gates, eager to find rest
within but dreading the last chance they might ever have of
freedom.

All were here unwillingly, but a couple had
philosophically decided that it was better than the alternative and
began to cooperate with their captors. A man came forth and
prattled on for an hour about the glory of the Dark One and his
expectations, the consequences should they fail, and the rewards if
they succeeded. In they were marched and the gates clanged
ominously behind them. Just inside the gates was the requisite
Traitor’s Wall, as each official outpost and settlement of the
Enemy’s forces seemed to require. It was little more than a wall of
human skulls plastered together in place of stones, presumably each
belonging to an enemy of the Enemy.

The new recruits looked at it with dread,
hoping their own might not one day adorn that grim wall. They were
herded to the barracks, told to sleep, and they would be wakened
before dawn. The darkest hour of the night came and Bayard felt
himself drawn out into the darkness. The penalty for getting caught
might well be death but he could not stifle the excitement growing
in his breast. He crept out the window and found it guarded, but
the senior student on duty was quite asleep. He smiled and crept
silently through the pitch dark, for the moon was long fled and
clouds blotted out the majority of the stars yet he had no
difficulty seeing in the night. He smiled at his ability to see
without being seen, for none could see very far in the depths of
such a night.
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