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Part 1 – The Fall
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Our greatest failure is not in losing, but in failing to get back up and try again.
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1 - The Call to War
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“Your majesty,” the knights saluted King Darius in unison as he entered the room. Their armour glistened in the gentle candlelight. 

“My soldiers,” Darius began, the spirits in the room already sinking, “it is with a heavy heart that I announce that the war is upon us. We can no longer ignore the inevitable. The preparations are almost done but we must prepare ourselves too. I will fight beside you, die beside you and triumph beside you, but you must only fight for me if your heart desires it.” His words hung heavy in the air, filled with dread and finality. 

One man chuckled, shaking his head “My Lord, nobody wants to die when we could just as well flee, but to be at the mercy of an honourable ruler as yourself, we would do you a disservice to abandon you now.” A few other knights shouted their agreements, lifting the gloomy tension in the room. 

“I thank you all for your courage and bravery, for your loyalty and undying faith in me. Let us rest, for tomorrow, the war will begin.”

As the sun rose over the horizon, the knights prepared themselves for battle. They were tense and the silence was thick enough to cut through with a knife. Comrades embraced each other in what could have been their final meal. King Darius paced anxiously in the hall. They had been over their battle strategies more times than he could count, but still, he could not settle his nerves. This war was a suicide mission, no matter how prepared they would be. Never in a million years would he have dared to join this war, but it was the only way to repay the debts he had to other kingdoms, courtesy of his father. 

He slouched on his throne crown heavy on his head. He felt suddenly ridiculous in his get up. He removed his crown and called for his armour. “I cannot sit idly in this battle. The debt our kingdom owes is due to my fathers’ shortcomings as King. I will not stand by as my people sacrifice themselves to in our darkest hour to make reparations. I am not that same man.” He felt vulnerable as he spoke before the advisors in his room. 

Just then, his wife burst through the door as his servant came back with his chain mail, looking somewhat guilty. His wife, Queen Marian, held a small swaddle of cloth in her arms. Darius forgot all his troubles as he took in the sight of his family. 

“I was just on my way to see you, my love,” he said as he gently lifted his child from his wife’s arms, admiring the gentle beauty of his daughters. She gazed up at him with big innocent eyes. He took a moment to memorise her every detail. The soft, dark curls of her hair, the brilliant range of brown and amber dancing in her eyes, and the simple way she showed her love with no words

“My dear, you should name her, there will be no time for a naming ceremony, and she is almost 3 months of age,” The Queen gently reminded her husband, admiring the way he held her tenderly, like a delicate jewel. 

“Sapphire,” the King murmured softly as his daughter wrapped her small hand around his finger. “My most precious Sapphire, whose beauty and love will always be unparalleled, who’s leadership will move kingdoms in harmony with her. The most pure and innocent soul amongst all this rage.” The King cleared his throat, as his voice became thick with emotion. 

“All you in this room bear witness to my daughter's name, here in my arms lays Princess Sapphire, rightful and only heir to the throne of the Kingdom of Riteron.”

The few soldiers and servants present in the room kneeled before their leaders as the Queen lay a gentle kiss on her daughter’s head, tears pricking at the corner of her eyes. “My daughter, my precious child, I pray you survive this war to live to your fullest potential. You may rise,” the Queen instructed the others as she took back her daughter. She gave her husband a chaste kiss before turning on her heel, gown sweeping gracefully behind her as she left. 

“My King,” Darius’ attention was pulled away from the sight of his retreating wife as he allowed his servant to help him put on his armour, steeling his nerves against the cool metal. He looked up suddenly, eyes fixated on something in the distance of his kingdom. 

“Bring me my most decorated knight, I have one last quest for him,” he said with urgency to his advisor.

“And what would that be, my Lord,” the advisor asked cautiously, questioning how sane a dying man’s wish could be.

“To meet Riterons Dragon.” 

“So, our dear old King wants to send me on a quest on the eve of a battle that could destroy our whole kingdom?” James was curious about why the King would summon him at a time like this for something so outrageous. 

“Well yes, it seems so. I do believe you also have no right to question him,” the royal advisor replied rather haughtily. He had never liked James, while he was no doubt an adept and valiant knight, his mouth was foul, like that of a peasant. From James’ point of view, the feelings were entirely mutual. 

“I may have no right to question him, but I have every right to know exactly why he thinks this quest will be worth something. After all, I am lame,” James said, gesturing to the lower half of his left leg that had been replaced by a wooden stump with a harness as a result of his last quest. It was one he had undergone several years ago under the ruling of the previous king, risking his life and limb for nothing more than treasure stored in the territory of a vicious kingdom. He had a thick pink scar against his dark skin as a reminder of that day.

“Well, you shall have to ask him yourself, he indulged me in no details, I assume that means that this is a more private and urgent matter.” With that, the advisor turned on his heel, expecting the knight to follow as he walked away. Sure, enough, James leapt from his seat and followed the stuck-up advisor to his meeting with the king. 

“My King,” James sunk onto his good leg as he entered the throne room. 

“Sir James, rise, we have much to discuss and very little time,” King Darius greeted him. He was fitted in his armour, ready for the battle that was only hours away.

“My Lord, what is so urgent that you would send me away when we have a war on our hands? Is my assistance not better suited here?” James asked gently, picking up on the waves of anxiety rolling off of the King. 

“No, no. What I need you to do is far more important. You were always an impeccable soldier, loyal to the throne despite my father’s greed and gluttony. I believe you are the only one I can trust with this task. Come with me,” the King swept out of the throne room, leading the knight to his chambers. He greeted his wife as James gave her a small bow, before walking over to his daughter’s nursery.

“This is my daughter, Sapphire, and she means more to me than anything in the world.” Sapphire cooed in delight as her father freed her from her crib. 

“She is beautiful, your majesty,” James said, smiling at the little bundle of terror. 

“If anything were to happen to her, I would be devastated. For that reason, I am entrusting her into your care. If by nightfall, we all look set to die, then you must set off with my daughter and journey to the cave of the dragon.” The King was in distress as he spoke, but he did his best not to show it. James was taken aback by the request. 

“My King—” 

“Do not argue with me, Sir James, I have spent many days pondering over this idea. It is final. If I die, my daughter must live, she has a destiny greater than mine, she must return to the throne when she comes of age. My family has led this kingdom for centuries, and we will continue to do so.”

James stood down, deciding it best not to anger the king on the eve of the battle. He stepped closer to the king and looked down at the princess. This would be his dying quest, that much he already knew. 

“Do not worry about provisions, I have that prepared for you already. There is about a week’s supply of food, and a horse to help you carry it. The journey should take you roughly four days.” The King rummaged through his drawer, producing a small journal filled with loose sheets. “I took the liberty of planning the safest journey possible for the two of you. Rest now, come back in the evening prepared to leave.”

The King left, feeling lighter now that he had some sense of a plan to save at least one person in his family. James took a deep breath and walked back to the crib.

"Hello, princess," he cooed gently at the small child. He reached down to her and she wrapped her chubby fingers around his one long one. Surprised by the strength in her little hand he hoisted her up into his arms.

“Looks like it’s just gonna be you and me from here on out,” he grinned as she gurgled a reply “I agree, your dads gone mad.” 

James returned to his room at the Kings orders. He was sent a hearty lunch and the provisions the king had packed for him and his daughter. James lay across his bed, pouring over the journal, there were some random entries before it delved into maps and routes and plans. The weight of his new responsibility settled on his chest. He would have to save the princess. 

He looked outside his window, where soldiers armed to the teeth were gathering in ranks. The soldiers looked up to their comrades upon the castle wall, catapults and bows loaded and ready. The knights mounted their horses, the strong animals taking their weight in their stride with ease, the army they were facing was a formidable one. They had marched across the lands and slaughtered thousands, conquering kingdoms and spreading terror amongst the survivors. 

King Darius mounted his horse and lead the soldiers out of the front gate that was quickly sealed behind them. There was no going back now, nor was there anything left to say. They were entering a battle to the death. They had marched for no more than 10 minutes outside of the castle walls before their enemy became apparent on the horizon. Their army seemed to stretch on for miles on all sides, dwarfing their army almost 5 to 1. 

Spirits sunk as the army stopped their march. The heavier artillery units and archers set themselves up, glad to be further from the battlegrounds. The foot soldiers unsheathed their swords and gripped tightly to their horses. For most, it would be their last battle, and they revelled quietly in their last few moments of peace.

“Men, we have prepared for this moment for weeks. I know it seems futile to even attempt anything, but it is my duty as King to do so. I thank you all for sacrificing yourselves for our kingdom. I King Darius, vow to battle to the death today!” he yelled, raising his sword to the sky. The knights jeered and straightened up, ignoring their fear of death and celebrating what little life they had managed to live so far.
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2 – The Drop of The Sword
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Across the battlefield, the enemy waited. They grinned at the dismal sight of their next target, though they had to admit, they were certainly a strong-headed lot, meeting them out here. The last kingdom had cowered behind 15-foot stone walls until they had come knocking down the door.

Amongst them, their leader sat on his horse, still gloating after his latest success. He was King Magnus, fiercest ruler in the land. He had ruled over his kingdom with a tight reign for many years, but now he needed more. He lusted for the power that came with being feared and he would make every person on this earth cower before him.

“Onwards, men! This shall be an easy victory.” His smug attitude was contagious amongst his soldiers as they rallied together, still thirsty for more blood. Magnus revelled in their lust, eager to let them trample yet another kingdom. He had a good feeling that he would find what he needed in Riteron, the last piece of his puzzle.

“Charge!” he bellowed, and his fury fuelled soldiers echoed his call across the battlefield. Soldiers from both sides surged forwards, bodies brimming with adrenaline.

Time seemed to slow down as the first soldiers met, head to head. The clashing of swords rang out through the air, disrupting the peace that had existed before today. Blood was drawn and pooled beneath the hooves of horses, dark red, and crimson rivers running down legs and arms. The soldiers of Riteron fought valiantly for their lives, but it was quickly becoming apparent that they would not be winning this battle today. 

“Argh!” Darius yelled out in pain as a blade cut across his arm, the kinks in his armour leaving him vulnerable. Swerving aside, he narrowly avoided decapitation, but the brunt of the blow was taken by his horse. Dismounting from his steed he whirled around, swinging his sword wildly, trying to catch anyone who dared come his way. 

“My, my, what a pitiful sight,” Magnus leered “I’ve heard many noble things about you, how you breathed life into the ruins of a kingdom your farther left behind. I can respect that,” he nodded thoughtfully, turning slowly to see the young King’s soldiers dropping like flies.

“I’ve heard quite the tale about you too,” Darius said, drawing Magnus’ attention back to himself “tales of you slaughtering innocents in the name of war.” 

Magnus chuckled, a dry and rough sound “You’ve got some nerve there, young one. Making me out a criminal to make yourself feel better, eh? I am a true King!” he hissed, swinging his sword to the side. The blade caught a soldier in the back of the leg, his thigh splitting open with ease. The young soldier cried out, toppling backwards to the ground. 

Magnus jerked his horse to the side and stood over the dying soldier “he’s barely a boy and you have him out here. Pitiful,” and with that, he slammed his sword down into the neck of the soldier, cutting off his cries of agony. He turned back to Darius whose jaw was clenched in stoic anguish. “If you agree to hand over your kingdom to me, I can end the suffering of all the poor little soldiers like him, right now.” 

“After all the damage you’ve already done, dear Magnus, we will not quietly back down away from you. If you want this kingdom, you’ll have to kill me for it.” 

“Very well,” Magnus leapt from his horse, and with a sudden battle cry, he swung his sword down. Darius met his blow with the edge of his sword, pushing him back. Mildly impressed, Magnus swung again. Darius blocked again but his arms screamed with pain, the wounds opening more with each move he made. He switched to the offensive, the change in stance relieving the pressure on his arms and the tension in his body. Magnus was caught off guard, but he still managed to block the swing. 

It went on like that for what felt like hours. Both men trading blow for blow, only nicking the other. They were evenly matched. But, despite his obvious capabilities, Darius’ wounds were draining him, and his sword began to waiver. If he could just strike Magnus on the leg, he would still have a fighting chance.

Magnus, on the other hand, was still going strong, his wounds merely scratches. He could see the other King falter in his steps. Using that to his advantage, he lowered his sword and ran headfirst into Darius. The weaker King was caught off guard and he toppled over, sword clattering away from him and into a pool of someone else’s blood. 

Magnus laughed heartily, “it’s been fun, Darius, really, but I think you need some rest.” 

“I know what you’re looking for,” Darius grinned as he felt the life slowly seep out of him “you will never find it, I sent my blood away.” Magnus kneeled on the dying Kings chest, searching his face for some clarity, but grinned and gripped his jaw instead. 

“Your bravery is commendable; I’ll be sure to tell the next kingdom. Say your prayers, King Darius of Riteron.” Magnus brought his sword up above his head, poised to kill. 

Darius’ eyes rolled back, and he thought of his wife, his gentle Queen, the only woman he had ever wanted. Her fierce yet firm nature, like a storm amongst them all. He thought of his daughter and her big innocent eyes. The daughter he would never see grow up. The daughter he had sent away to a dragon with a strange man she did not know. I should have taken her myself he thought to himself, as he lay there on the brink of death. 

He opened his eyes, his vision blurred and body limp. He could not fight this anymore. He heard Magnus speak some more but his body was already shutting down. He felt the cool tip of a sword against his throat and managed to focus his eyes on Magnus, who grinned from ear to ear. 

Magnus pushed the sword full force through the throat of the King and watched as the light faded from his eyes. He stood, wiping the blood off of his sword and turning back to the battlefield. This one was already won. The King was dead.

Darkness was beginning to set on the battlefield and inside the castle, the fires came to life. Archers had been firing away for hours at the soldiers who dared try to breach their castle walls.  Catapults had been loaded and shot several times at larger groups, sending them skittering away like roaches. Now, as night fell and the enemy was harder to see, the archers lit their arrows and fired them into the field. They illuminated small patched of ground or ignited bushes, letting them spot those who lurked amongst the shadows. 

As the battle raged on, James made his way to the Queen's chambers, deciding that the cover of darkness would be an asset. As he arrived at the room, he saw the Queen herself holding tightly to his little companion as she looked out at her burning kingdom. 

Queen Marian was a brave force within the kingdom. She had always spoken her mind freely and when her husband had told her of his plans for their daughter, she refused to flee. She too would die for their kingdom and allow her daughter safe passage away from this war. Many of her handmaidens had tried again in vain to make her leave with them but she refused. Her daughter needed this, she had to do it. 

She turned as James entered the room and gave him a warm smile “you came,” she walked over to James and, much to his surprise, embraced him in a one-arm hug. He returned it briefly and the lady in his arms looked back at him with teary eyes. 

“Hey now, m’lady, we’ll be having none of that,” James said, rubbing her shoulder gently. The Queen had been a firm ruler by her husband’s side, but she still had the gentlest soul. She took a deep breath and nodded, holding out her daughter for the knight. Carefully, James took the little bundle into his arms. 

“Why are you doing this for us? It is a lot to ask for,” Marian said bluntly. She wanted, needed, him to carry out this task but a part of her needed to know more about this man before she let him take her child. 

“I have done many ugly tasks in my past, your majesty, without blinking an eye. I think it’s time I did the same with an honourable task, don’t you?” he said, but the Queen still looked apprehensive. He sighed and smiled at her “I worked under both your husband and his father. Our King deserves every sacrifice I could think to make for him, and your child deserves to grow up safely too.” James rocked the small child gently in his arms. He vowed to himself there that she would be his main priority, come what may. 

“Thank you,” Marian said softly, her anxiety eased by the gruff man’s words. He could see in the way he held her daughter, that she already meant something to him. A thunderous boom rocked the castle, shattering the moment and bringing them back to the reality of their world.

“Come with us,” James said suddenly “these rations are more than enough for the three of us,” he said as he hefted the bag onto his shoulder. 

“No, I cannot. I promised my husband that I would stay so we could give our daughter her best chance. She is destined for great things,” she said, kissing her child’s head once more. 

“And whatever will you do here?” James asked. The Queen was not exactly dressed for battle in her layers of petticoats and velvet. She smiled coyly and opened her draw. She picked up a bow and a quiver full of arrows. 

“I did so hate cooking lessons as a girl. I traded many of them for archery.” She turned and sashayed to the window, James following behind to see his Queens aim. Loading her arrow into the bow, she focused on a target down below and let the arrow fly. It zipped through the air, past her archers on the wall, and hit the offending soldier in the chest. A few of the archers turned and cheered as they spotted their Queen, James let out a low whistle of approval. 

“Go on, James, before we are overrun.” Her voice was cool and calm, though her heart ached at the loss of her child. Swallowing hard, James turned away and checked the supplies once more. 

“And James?” Marian called once more. 

“Yes, my Queen?” 

“Don’t let her forget me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, m’lady,” and with that, he turned and left. 

He ran quickly through the castle, the adrenaline beginning to settle in. He had made sure his horse was secured and ready and was eager to create some distance between him and the castle. As he reached the outside, another shock wave rocked the castle. Screams and shouts flooded the night. 

“Fire!”

“They’ve seized the castle!”

“The Queen, look!”

Mounting his horse, James crept around the side of the castle tower. From there, he saw the castle set ablaze and at the top stood the Queen. With fury and determination, he had not seen before, she stood her ground and fired her bows relentlessly, setting them alight in the flames that threatened to engulf her. 

“For Sapphire!” she yelled as she fired into the night “and for Riteron!” 

Turning his horseback, James checked that his new charge was secure against his chest before the took off for the mountains. Though his Queens words had been brave, something told him they would be her last. 
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3 – Burning in the Fire 
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Everything was burning. Her hair, her clothes, her eyes, her throat. Everything. But she did not move. In those moments after giving up her child, Marian had become a force to be reckoned with, the archery skills that she had sharpened over the last few weeks coming to life. She shot arrow after arrow, killing and maiming with each one. But it did little to quench the pain of losing her child. 

As she began running low on arrows, a third wave of catapults rocked the castle. She had tried to take out the soldiers manning them but everyone she shot down was quickly replaced by another. She stopped for a moment, regaining her balance and surveying the damage done to her kingdom. 

The entire front side of the castle was on fire, and below the rumbles of the flames, she heard the dying screams of all her people left behind. She turned quickly as her room door was flung open hoping desperately that her husband of James had returned for her. 

“Well, well,” Magnus said sauntering into the room “isn’t it the ever-loving Queen Marian.” His grin was sick and twisted as he raked his eyes across her body and then around the slow-burning room. “Having a party, your majesty?” 

“Who are you?”

“I am Magnus, your new king.” 

“We already have a king,” Marian replied icily, raising her head in defiance.

Magnus laughed “I already took care of that little obstacle,” Marian gasped, a little piece of her dying with the news. Tears burned at the corner of her eyes. She took a deep breath and stepped forward, meeting Magnus eye for eye. 

“Well, I am still alive, so it seems you have not yet won.” The sly grin that spread across Magnus’ face made her stomach turn and she fought the instinct to fling herself from the burning building as he stalked closer to her. 

“Oh, my lovely, you are no obstacle. You could, however, be my wife.”

Disgusted, Marian stepped back against the window to create some distance between them. She could feel the flames licking at her back. “I would rather die than marry the likes of you,” she replied haughtily, doing her best to remain calm. Magnus pouted, rubbing his hand over his heart. 

“Oh, fair maiden! How you wound me!” he mocked. In an instant, his features darkened, and he closed the gap once again, grabbing Marian by the arm and pushing her against the window “death will always be an option for you.” 

Grabbing his arm with both hands Marian struggled against him, trying to push him back. Her façade had been shattered and tears pricked at her eyes once more, “No, please! Leave me! Let me go to my child and flee, I’ll never return, please!” she begged shamelessly, aching for the last piece of her family left alive. 

“A child?” Magnus asked softly, thinking back to what the fallen king had said about his blood “and where, pray tell, might I find this child?” Realising her mistake Marian shook her head.

“No, you will never find her.”

“Oh, it’s a girl! Congratulations! What’s her name?” Magnus asked, pulling Marian to his chest in mock affection. The Queen remained stoic, knowing that the less she said, the safer her daughter would be. Suddenly she was hoisted from the floor. Magnus pushed her out of the window, dangling her out of the window and amongst the flames. She screamed as her dress caught fire. 

“Tell me her name, and I will spare you,” he grinned. He wanted that child desperately. 

“Never, just kill me,” Marian said viciously. Her tears streamed down her face but were dried in an instant by the flames. 

“Very well,” Magnus shrugged, feigning to let go.

“No! No! Please! It’s Sapphire! Her- her name is Sapphire!” she sobbed loudly, clinging on for her life as her body burned. A malicious grin spread across Magnus’ face. 

“Thank you, my dear,” he hoisted her up from the fire. Sighing with relief, Marian let her body fall limp as Magnus sat her on the ledge of the window. “I don’t need you anymore,” he murmured, and with that, he pushed her off the ledge. Turning back to his men, he drowned out the sounds of the Queens dying screams and strolled back through the castle. 

“Form a team and get out searching. She must have sent her child away somewhere safe. I want that child, do not come back until you have her. Understood?” 

“Yes, my Lord,” the men chorused. Magnus admired the burning castle one last time as he mounted his horse. He knew Riteron would give him what he was looking for, he couldn’t let it slip out of his grasp now. The next kingdom would be a delightful bonus. 

Amongst the trees, the small lantern barely illuminated the earth before the horse as James rode through the night. They had been going on for some time now, occasionally slowing to adjust the princess or check the map, but never stopping. But the horse was tiring, and James needed to rest his leg. He swung down from the horse and led him aside to a small creek. He unloaded the bags and sat down, taking a small snack form the bag for himself. Inside, he found a small bottle with a rubber tip filled with milk. Relaxing the sling around his neck he cradled Sapphire in his arms. 

“This is for you love, drink up,” he nudged her soft lips with the bottle and she readily opened her mouth to be fed. Grinning at his own competence, James hummed a simple tune as he fed her. Letting her drift off to sleep again, with a full belly, he turned his attention back to his own. Finishing up, he hefted the bags back over the horse who huffed at the short break. “I know, buddy, but we have got to get our little lady out of here.”

As James stretched his arms up above his head became aware of a distant thunder. Spotting a clear sky above his head, he felt his stomach churn as he realised where the sound was coming from. Horses. Chest tightening, he snatched up Sapphire, putting her back in the sling against his chest. He threw the remainder of the food back into the bags and scrambled to get back onto his horse. But, much to his luck, his peg slipped through the stirrups, catching and halting his climb. 

“Dammit!” he yelled, slapping the rump of the horse. The horse neighed loudly, taking that as his cue to take off at a gallop.

“No, you fool! I’m not on yet!” James yelled, managing to grab the reigns. He tugged hard and managed to free his leg, swinging it over and clinging to the horse for dear life as it sped up. He checked Sapphire again, ensuring she still slept peacefully through his commotion. 

“I see someone up ahead!”

“It must be them! You there, stop! In the name of the King!”

The soldiers had caught up much faster than James had anticipated. But he would not let fear take over just yet. He led the horse deeper into the forest, hoping the cover of the trees would help. He put out the small lantern, entrusting the horse to keep them out of an accident. 

“I said halt! The King demands it!” James gritted his teeth as he realised how close they were. Within moments he was flanked on both sides. The other horses, war horses, much faster than the usual gentle farmhand he had opted to bring who was loaded with supplies. 

“Heed!” one of the men yelled as he pulled sharply on his reigns, blocking James’ path abruptly. James pulled his own reigns tightly to avoid collision and was now cornered, two more men bringing up the rear. 

“What is the meaning of all this?” he yelled, hoping to keep their gazes off of the child hidden against his chest. 

“King Magnus now rules these lands! We have orders to find a young child and return her to the King. Why did you flee?” The knight asked suspiciously, eyeing the luggage on the horse.

“What would you do if you were being chased in the dead of night by heavily armed men while your home was razed to the ground?!” James asked incredulously “and what child do you speak of? Does it have a name?” he prayed to all the Gods above that they said something else; Mary, Jane, Elizabeth, anything. 

“Sapphire,” another knight piped up “happen to see any little ones on your travels?” 

James laughed heartily, clutching at his chest “No, ‘fraid not, my good sir,” he grinned. 

“Would you mind if we had a look in that sling?” the first knight said, pointing the tip of his sword to James’ chest. Façade slipping, James held still as the knight slowly led his horse closer, peering over the edge of the cloth. In an instant, James unsheathed his sword and had the tip of his blade against the man’s throat. 

“I’d suggest you left me alone now, I’m quite handy with a sword,” he said in an even tone. 

“Do you have the princess?” the second knight asked, raising his sword.

“Aye, but the young babe is sleeping, so let’s make this quick,” in a flash he slit the throat of the knight in front of him, causing him to topple over his horse, and twisted to meet the startled swing of the second knight. He jabbed him in the gut and dug his heels into his horses’ flank, starting up the animals run again. 

The two remaining knights recovered and were hot on his heels as they navigated the forest by moonlight. He swiped at the branches as they rode, hoping one would fall or snag the riders behind him. Unsuccessful he yanked the reins and quickly turned back around a tree, catching the men off guard. They stopped suddenly, turning to find their prey behind them.  James grinned and lunged quickly, his blade missing its target and hitting the horse. The poor animal cried out in anguish and fell to the ground and James heard the sickening crunch of a leg snapping before the young rider began to scream.

Using the surprise to his advantage, he leapt over the fallen man and they continued their frenzied gallop away into the night. James almost thought he had gotten away when another voice called out to him.

“Hey, stop!” the last rider had caught back up with James and he sighed, pulling his horse to a stop. 

“Look, brother, this is going to end badly for you, just let me on my way,” he pleaded. The boy looked several years younger than him and much more inexperienced. He held his sword with too much tension and his horse with discomfort. He was just another babe. 

“I can’t, I have orders,” he replied with stoic determination. James shook his head and dismounted, leaving Sapphire in the saddle. 

“Following a king like Magnus will only leave you damaged,” he said to the boy, showing him his leg. He saw a flicker of fear in the boys’ eyes, but he remained silent. “Come and fight me then, lad,” James said, and the boy dismounted, both of them drawing their swords. 

They traded blow for blow. Though the young knight was clumsy, he managed to get in a slice at James’ leg. James hissed as his thigh split open and garish red blood poured over his dark skin, but he returned the favour, the younger knight tumbling to the ground, unaccustomed to pain Stepping forward, James pressed his sword to his throat.
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